
AA  RRIIDDIICCUULLOOUUSSLLYY  BBRRIIEEFF  OOUUTTLLIINNEE  OOFF  MMAAJJOORR  AAMMEERRIICCAANN  NNAATTUURREE  WWRRIITTEERRSS  

  

WWiilllliiaamm  BBaarrttrraamm  

 1739-1823 

 Travels of William Bartram. 1791.  

 First real nature writing book in North America. 

 An account of his travels in southeastern U.S. from 1773 to 1777. 

 A naturalist in search of new species. 

 

BBaarrttrraamm  iinnfflluueenncceess  

 Enlightenment 

– search for scientific knowledge 

– nature as orderly 

 Romanticism 

– spiritual awe at the Sublime 

– floristic language 

 Quakerism 

– emphasis on personal experience & meditation 

– empathy with others, including animals 

  

BBaarrttrraamm  qquuootteess  
 ―This world as a glorious apartment of the boundless palace of the sovereign Creator, is 

furnished with an infinite variety of animated scenes, inexpressibly beautiful and pleasing, 

equally free to the inspection and enjoyment of all his creatures.‖  

 ―How wonderful is the mechanism of these finely formed self-moving beings, how 

complicated their system, yet what unerring university prevail through every tribe and 

particular species!‖  

  

RRaallpphh  WWaallddoo  EEmmeerrssoonn  

 1803-1882.  

 Nature. 1836. 

 America‘s first philosopher of nature. 

 Leader of the Transcendentalist movement. 

 Influenced by Hinduism and Buddhism. 

 Sought a transcendent spiritual reality in the personal experience of nature. 

 Ardent opponent of slavery. 

EEmmeerrssoonn  qquuootteess  
 ―Standing on the bare ground,--my head bathed by the blithe air, and uplifted into infinite 

space,--all mean egotism vanishes. I become a transparent eye-ball; I am nothing; I see all; the 

current of the universal Being circulate through me: I am part or parcel of God.‖  

 ―The greatest delight which the fields and woods minister is the suggestion of an occult 

relation between man and the vegetable.‖ 

  ―Every natural fact is a symbol of some spiritual fact.‖ 

 ―Know then, that the world exists for you. . . . All that Adam had, all that Caesar could, you 

have and can do. . . . Your dominion is as great as theirs. . . .‖ 

  

HHeennrryy  DDaavviidd  TThhoorreeaauu  

 1817-1862.  

 Walden. 1854. An account of life in a cabin by Walden Pond, 1845-1847. 



 Student of Emerson‘s, but was less a philosopher and more a naturalist.  

 Promoted the value of wildness, though spent most of his life in the small town of Concord. 

 Ardent opponent of slavery and the Mexican War. 

 Wrote ―On Civil Disobedience‖ after being jailed for refusing to pay taxes. 

 Individualistic anarchism.  

 Student of Hinduism, Buddhism, and Confucianism. 

  

TThhoorreeaauu  qquuootteess  

 I went to the woods because I wished to live deliberately, to front only the essential facts of 

life, and see if I could not learn what it had to teach, and not, when I came to die, discover that 

I had not lived.‖ 

 ―Simplicity, simplicity, simplicity!‖ 

  ―I wish to speak a word for Nature, for absolute Freedom and Wildness, as contrasted with a 

freedom and Culture merely civil,—to regard man as an inhabitant, or a part and parcel of 

Nature, rather than a member of society.‖  

 ―in Wildness is the preservation of the world.‖ 

 ―Give me a wildness whose glance no civilization can endure.‖  

  ―I heartily accept the motto,--"That government is best which governs least"; and I should 

like to see it acted up to more rapidly and systematically. Carried out, it finally amounts to 

this, which also I believe,--"That government is best which governs not at all"; and when men 

are prepared for it, that will be the kind of government which they will have.‖ 

  

JJoohhnn  MMuuiirr  
 1838-1914.  

 The Mountains of California. 1894.  

 Grew up in Wisconsin. Spent most of his adult life in California, promoting the Sierra 

Nevadas and national parks. Amateur scientist of glaciation. 

 Founder of the Sierra Club and active conservationist through passionate writings and skilled 

lobbying. 

 Promoter of biocentric ―preservationism‖ versus Pinchot‘s anthropocentric 

―conservationism.‖ 

 Rejected his father‘s strict Calvinism, but learned from his Biblical rhetoric. 

 Influenced by Transcendentalism, but found Emerson too much of a stay-at-home 

philosopher. 

 Found spirituality in ―God‘s wilderness‖ and ―nature‘s temples.‖ 

 His spirituality has been compared to Chinese Daoism, although he was unfamiliar with those 

traditions. 

MMuuiirr  qquuootteess  

 ―Wherever we go in the mountains, or indeed in any of God's wild fields, we find more than 

we seek.‖ 

 ―In God's wildness lies the hope of the world -- the great fresh unblighted, unredeemed 

wilderness. The galling harness of civilization drops off, and wounds heal ere we are aware.‖ 

  ―When we try to pick out anything by itself, we find it hitched to everything else in the 

universe.‖  

 ―There is not a ‗fragment‘ in all nature, for every relative fragment of one thing is a full 

harmonious unit in itself.‖ 

 ―Climb the mountains and get their good tidings. Nature's peace will flow into you as 

sunshine flows into trees. The winds will blow their own freshness into you, and the storms 

their energy, while cares will drop off like autumn leaves.‖  



  

MMaarryy  AAuussttiinn  

 1868-1934.  

 The Land of Little Rain. 1903.  

 Both fiction and non-fiction. First major nature writer to work in fiction. 

 The first major nature writer to seriously study and be influenced by Native American culture. 

 Involved in radical politics. 

 Focused on women‘s suffrage, and wrote a compelling essay for women‘s rights: The Young 

Woman Citizen. 

 ―What women have to stand on squarely is not their ability to see the world in the way men 

see it, but the importance and validity of their seeing it in some other way.‖ 

  

AAllddoo  LLeeooppoolldd  

 1887-1948 

 A Sand County Almanac (1948) 

 Natural resource scientist  

 Prairie restoration 

 Environmental policy advocate 

 Co-founder of the Wilderness Society. 

 Environmental philosopher 

 Nature writer 

 Started as a wildlife specialist for the U.S. government. This included exterminating 

predators, such as wolves. 

 ―Fierce green fire‖: shot a wolf, and saw ―a fierce green fire dying in her eyes.‖ 

 ―Think like a mountain.‖ Think of nature and our relationship to it in a biocentric way. 

 Became professor of wildlife management at the University of Wisconsin. 

 ―Conservation is a state of harmony between men and land."  

 ―The Land Ethic.‖ ―A thing is right when it tends to preserve the integrity, stability, and 

beauty of the biotic community. It is wrong when it tends otherwise.‖ 

  

RRaacchheell  CCaarrssoonn  

 1907-1964. Died of cancer. 

 Silent Spring. 1962.  

 Government biologist and successful nature writer. 

 Detailed the negative impacts of indiscriminate use of pesticide on animals and humans. 

 Was not a social or political thinker. 

 However, she was the first to effectively combine nature writing skills with scientific 

expertise. 

 The result was a book that catalyzed the environmental movement and environmental 

legislation in the 1960s. 

 The book also substantially influenced nature writing: much more emphasis on 

―environmental‖ writing in Murphy‘s sense of the term. 

 


