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ABSTRACT 
 
In Recreating Nature: Ecocritical Readings of Yosemite and Grand Canyon, I 

examine the intersections of culture and nature in two prominent national parks, and I 

consider the implications of nature-tourism in the environmental discourse of the U.S.  

Covering a period from 1848 to the present, my project aims to correct an oversight in 

scholarship about the park system, in which legacies of colonialism and imperialism—

when addressed at all—tend to be historicized and framed as the age-old sins of a 

presumably reformed national politic.  Instead, I examine both historical and present-

day developments, emphasizing the profound cultural influence of the places we 

designate as natural.  I define ecocriticism as an inherently interdisciplinary endeavor 

attuned to the interconnectedness of things.  My methodology is to engage texts, 

images and other expressions of the national parks in a process of extended close 

reading and comparative analysis.  While observing the particular contexts of each 

case, I attempt to locate these texts amidst the broadest but most essential critical 

terrain: they each negotiate a dialogical relationship between culture and nature.  By 

setting the stage for examining the human and its relation to the non-human other, the 

parks have become key sites for displaying the recreation of nature.  After my 

introduction I discuss John Muir’s My First Summer in the Sierra, focusing on an 

episode where Muir risks his life for a view from Yosemite Falls.  I also consider 

Muir’s failure to empathize with Native Americans he encountered.  In my next 

chapter I analyze John Wesley Powell’s Exploration by focusing on his attempt to 

assert authority over a region by prioritizing the scientific tone in his writing.  Next I 
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synthesize historical and contemporary sources, discussing Mary Colter’s Grand 

Canyon architecture alongside the Grand Canyon Skywalk, a glass-bottom walkway 

on the Hualapai Indian reservation.  In the following chapter I compare the 

acrophobia-inducing photographs of George Fiske and Emery Kolb.  Finally, I discuss 

transit real and imagined in Grand Canyon and Yosemite, considering the utopian 

potential of national parks.  I close by revisiting questions about our changing 

environmental discourse and about the future of ecocriticism. 
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CHAPTER 1 
 
 
 

INTRODUCTION:  
 

NATIONAL PARKS AND THE RECREATION OF NATURE  
 
 
 
 
 

At the heart of the national park idea there is a curious and productive paradox.  

A national park promises access to a natural realm, to a genuine wilderness, and 

perhaps a respite from the frantic pace of the workaday world from which we came 

and shall return.  It offers, in other words, a break from society, or at least from the 

human tendency to pave and develop, to raze and build and re-raze the landscape in a 

high stakes game that no one wins.  A park gives us access to nature.  But it cannot do 

so without resorting to a grand array of quite “unnatural” cultural and historical 

references.  If it succeeds in delivering a pristine natural wonder, we cannot forget—

perhaps then most of all—that a national park promises a unity with one’s sense of 

“nation,” or at least a node of reference in that register.  In the same manner that a 

museum, a theater, or a sporting venue can symbolize or embody an idea of 

nationhood, a park can too.  Moreover, as we contemplate that vista of pristine natural 

wonder which just a moment ago seemed so pure, we cannot help but recognize 

certain footsteps of human history in our thoughts about nature.  Perhaps the scene 

appeals because it echoes a dimly recalled painting.  Perhaps we experience a kind of 

programmed response: a vague sense of the Euro-American romantic impulse, or 



 10
 

maybe a precise sense of something much older, a prehistoric buzz in the spine that is 

the response of an organism recognizing an environment in which it lives.  And yet 

here the current of thought risks being sucked into a whirlpool, because the lineage of 

our sense of the natural world turns on a rich cultural history as well as on a set of 

discrete and real circumstances in nature—the known universe and its laws and habits.  

Questions of nature turn into questions of culture.  A nature-oriented park is a cultural 

apparatus for the reproduction of nature.  The paradox at the heart of the national park 

idea is that it suggests a possible separation between culture and nature, but it can only 

sustain the staging of this separation by means of an insistent and omnipresent 

reconnection. 

In this book I argue that national parks are key sites for displaying the 

recreation of nature.  In referring to recreation, I gesture to the short-voweled and 

familiar sense of parks as America’s recreational playlands, but I primarily intend to 

evoke the long-voweled, sometimes hyphenated sense of re-creation: created anew.  

Given that emphasis, I should point out that the nature being recreated here is 

something other than all nature (the known universe and its laws and habits); I refer 

instead to the idea of nature, its culturally situated forms and expressions, not meaning 

to imply a bigger bang or Genesis redux.  Here again, the polarities of “culture” and 

“nature,” so mutually dependent, threaten to spin into a gyre.  Put simply, the 

recreation of nature describes a process of cultural reproduction in which ideas about 

the natural world are expressed, transformed, and re-circulated.  This process takes 

place in many venues, of course, but the case of the national parks is special because 
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parks are officially sanctioned for the purpose.  To experience a park is to glimpse a 

nexus of history, nation, and heritage, and to witness a dialogical staging of the 

relationship between humans and the non-human world.  In the context of the large 

and long-established national parks in the U.S. West, the history of U.S. territorial 

expansion, with its concomitant appetite for conquest, has shaped the character of the 

representations the parks reproduce.  Through a long record of selections and 

exclusions, the parks reveal that the preservation of nature is always tied up with 

representations of how humans interact with nature—and tied up with which humans 

may do so and how. 

 In this introductory chapter I outline my argument and describe the scope of 

my project, situating my critical inquiry in disciplinary and theoretical contexts.   I 

then provide a brief overview of the history of U.S. national parks, focusing on 

Yosemite and Grand Canyon.  I show how my own idea about parks being key sites 

for the recreation of nature grows out of a critical engagement with a subject that is 

too often “monumentalized.”  At the end of this chapter I offer a preview of the five 

chapters to follow. 

 

 

 This project is interdisciplinary in its form and scope.  I would describe it as an 

exercise in critical, comparative cultural studies.  My focus on certain episodes in 

national parks is narrow, but the theoretical concerns relate broadly to studies of 

representation and reproduction, semiotics, art history, environmental history, literary 
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and cultural ecocriticism, studies of travel and tourism, as well as studies of 

nationalism and postcolonialism.  I am guided by a sense that asking questions about 

the distinctions between culture and nature is an enterprise informed by asking 

questions about race, class, and gender.  Western cultures have been preoccupied with 

maintaining and modifying these categories, and as a critical endeavor I find it 

worthwhile to recognize that the methods by which we come to distinguish one kind 

of “other” often form pathways for marking other kinds of others. 

 I cannot trace the thread to a single source, but the development of my thinking 

about the recreation of nature has been strongly influenced by the theoretical prodding 

of Roland Barthes and Walter Benjamin.  Barthes offers framework and example for 

semiotic analysis of structures and signs that rise to the level of myth.  Benjamin 

opens a provocative field of inquiry when he asks what new kinds of meaning might 

inhere in objects that proliferate through their mechanical reproducibility. 

 Though studies of nature are as old as the hills, the field of ecocriticism is 

young enough to be somewhat polymorphous.  Cheryl Glotfelty defines and 

contextualizes the term as follows: 

[E]cocriticism is the study of the relationship between literature and the 

physical environment.  Just as feminist criticism examines language 

and literature from a gender-conscious perspective, and Marxist 

criticism brings an awareness of modes of production and economic 

class to its reading of texts, ecocriticism takes an earth-centered 

approach to literary studies. (xviii) 
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Glotfelty’s definition does much good work in charting a course for the field, drawing 

on models from recent academic history for its development.  However, she situates 

ecocriticism as a subset of literary studies, whereas I think the theoretical implications 

of an “earth-centered” approach to any form of critical analysis mandate that the range 

of subjects and academic disciplines be much broader in scope.  Critics such as 

Michael Cohen have urged that the field open itself to internal and external criticism. 

It will be a step toward maturity for the literature and environment 

community when ecocriticism welcomes its own most trying critics 

into its ranks. Otherwise, the complacency of the praise songs and the 

denial of real contesting positions will mean slow stagnation.  (Cohen 

“Blues”) 

One source of critique outside of the “praise song” mold has been a form of 

ecocriticism proceeding from principles of environmental justice.  The editors of The 

Environmental Justice Reader define environmental justice “…as the right of all 

people to share equally in the benefits bestowed by a healthy environment.  We define 

the environment, in turn, as the places in which we live, work, play, and worship” 

(Adamson, Evans, and Stein 4).  The environmental justice movement places human 

rights at the center of our thinking about the natural world, and shows a way to form 

networks of political alliance.  For scholars, a welcome consequence of the influence 

of environmental justice has been an expanded sense of the kinds of texts ecocritics 

may analyze. 
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My own sense of ecocriticism as an inherently interdisciplinary field stems 

from the structure of ecology itself.  A textbook might define ecology as the study of 

the interrelationships of living organisms with each other and with their physical 

environments.  The more compact “eco-” is a versatile combining module, deriving 

from the Greek oikos meaning home or household.  This eco- in ecology shares an 

exclusive linguistic kinship with the word economy, which in some primitive sense 

still refers to the management of a household.  But just as a healthy home depends on 

its neighbors for sustenance and defense, ecology (the study of our home in the 

broadest sense) demands that we pay attention to contexts: frames within frames.  The 

heart of the eco- idea is the fundamental focus on the interconnectedness of things.  It 

is a shape and structure of knowledge, rather than a discrete subject, a way of thinking 

rather than a conclusion.  Its remarkable flexibility lies in its ability to relate the most 

mundane and immediate circumstances to a network cosmically vast.  I draw my 

rationale for a comparative methodology from this basic philosophical stance. 

 Throughout this book I analyze texts, images, and controversies surrounding 

Yosemite and Grand Canyon national parks, dating from the mid-nineteenth century to 

the present day.  I hope what I discover in these examples finds resonance with the 

U.S. park system at large, and with other kinds of museums, public spaces, and 

cultural structures devoted to display-function.  However, this is not a comprehensive 

account of the parks, nor is it intended as a complete historical picture of these 

complex and heterogeneous institutions.  Even with the discrete examples I analyze, 
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such as John Wesley Powell’s writing or Mary Colter’s Grand Canyon architecture, I 

have aimed not for exhaustion but instead for specificity and clarity.  

The Western location of these two parks allows me to focus on the 

development of the wilderness ideal in American environmentalisms.  Though they 

were founded at different times, both parks pivot on crucial developments at the end of 

the nineteenth century, as the nation engaged in a sometimes lurching transformation 

of its ideas about nature that ranged from hostile territory to redemptive wilderness.  

Both parks clearly present nature as their prime attraction.  Some parks in the national 

system can be closely linked to museums in their mode of presentation, and many 

parks in Eastern states, for example, serve a clear memorial function, such as 

preserving Civil War battlegrounds.  Yosemite and Grand Canyon are indeed like 

museums in many ways, but there can be no mistaking the fact that “nature” in its 

many forms and colors is their featured exhibit. 

I chose Yosemite partly because it can claim at least a portion of the bragging 

rights for being the first U.S. national park.  Though Yellowstone-firsters may want to 

debate that point, one fortunate consequence of Yosemite’s relative proximity to the 

booming city of San Francisco was that the park became a gathering point 

(ideologically and on the ground) for a growing class of entrepreneurs, intellectuals, 

scientists, and artists.  By the 1890s, this progressive-minded movement came together 

to defend Yosemite from development and to work for increased preservation of 

natural places.  The Sierra Club formed, with John Muir as its first president.  I chose 

Grand Canyon because it adds a distinctly new vector to the Western dimension, 
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namely the Southwest, particularly as defined along the axis of the Atchison, Topeka, 

and Santa Fe Railway.  Of particular note is a distinction between Yosemite’s early 

representations of Native Americans and those produced at Grand Canyon.  Also, the 

choice of these two parks allows me to juxtapose John Muir and John Wesley Powell, 

two contemporaries whose writings bear the scrutiny of comparison admirably, I 

think.  Finally, I was led to my selection of Yosemite and Grand Canyon for a very 

personal reason (and yet, it seems, quite a common one): both places have a special 

hold on my imaginative sense of the world I live in.  I have toured and viewed and 

bused and walked in portions of both parks, and the more I learn about their rich 

histories and switchbacked paths, the more I realize how little I know.  These places 

are full of songs and stories.  They are enchanted. 

I should say at least a few words about what this book is not.  I make no 

apologies for applying a critical frame of mind to the national parks, but, as will be 

clear already from my tone, this is not an anti-park invective or treatise.  The national 

park idea remains a supremely popular one, across a wide range of political interests 

and ideological perspectives.  I am not immune from this sentiment, and my hope 

instead is to contemplate the power of this popularity from within.  The book is not a 

policy prescription for the future management of the parks.  I discuss recent examples 

of controversies surrounding the parks, and when a clear path for a better way presents 

itself, I try to embrace it.  But the mode of my engagement here is reflective rather 

than prescriptive.  Lastly, my thinking on the recreation of nature as an idea in no way 

represents a denial of first-order nature: the known world and its laws and habits.  It is 
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painfully obvious but perhaps necessary to say that the real world exists, apart from 

my understanding of it, and that there is some kind of barrier between the real world 

and representations of the real world.  Equally obvious and necessary to add: the two 

entities are intimately interconnected, in the simple sense that our representations of 

nature have profound and immediate effects on our environment, small and large.  The 

critical study of representations—of the seemingly “extra” stuff the flows from the 

real laws of the universe—may turn out to be the essential instrument required for the 

job of securing a better and lasting human place in this same universe. 

 

 

 The history of Yosemite and Grand Canyon parallels the changing course of 

U.S. environmental policy over the last 150 years.  For a brief overview I will break 

this span into three stages.  Between 1848 and 1893, nature was figured through a lens 

of conquest and small-scale touristic development.  The consequences of the Mexican-

American War created a large chunk of lands for Euro-Americans to “discover” in the 

following decades.  Though the intellectual and literary precedents for nature-

appreciation were in place, U.S. policy at large tended toward conquest, setting aside a 

few rare places like Yosemite and Yellowstone as curiosities.  Between 1893 and 

1950, policy shifted to accommodate the growing perception of nature as a redemptive 

wilderness, prized for the spiritual values it could convey.  National parks expanded in 

number and then, with the introduction of the Park Service in 1916, they came under 

consolidated control.  Tourism expanded dramatically.  During the New Deal era, the 
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parks benefited from infrastructural projects as well as publicly-funded promotional 

campaigns.  By 1950 and beyond, the wilderness philosophy had begun to take on a 

renewed vigor and strictness, shaping an aesthetic that eliminates signs of humanity 

from natural scenery.  Some of a new generation of environmentalists drew on a sense 

of national park heritage to conjoin with others in a burgeoning and diverse 

environmental movement.  Park concessions came under the control of just a few large 

corporations, and they secured their status in the parks with a situation of low-profile 

monopoly capitalism. 

 Yosemite was officially “discovered” by Euro-Americans in 1851, when James 

Savage and the Mariposa Battalion evicted the Ahwahneechee Indians who were 

living there.  The aura of military conquest would remain with the national parks for a 

long time.  Park ranger uniforms, for example, are reminiscent of the U.S. Cavalry 

which was charged with running the parks until the establishment of the Park Service 

in 1916.  Originally, difficult access made Yosemite tourism slow until it became the 

nation’s first park in 1864, in a law signed by President Lincoln.  The act set aside the 

Yosemite Valley and the Mariposa Grove of redwoods “for public use, resort and 

recreation,” and control was ceded to the state of California (Runte National Parks 

28).  In 1872, modeling the example of the Yosemite legislation, Congress set aside 

Yellowstone.  Because no sufficient authority existed in pre-statehood Wyoming at the 

time, control of Yellowstone was tasked to the U.S. Cavalry, and it became, by this 

technicality, the first national park.  By 1890, at the urging of John Muir, Sequoia 

National Park was established and a greatly enlarged Yosemite (including areas 
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surrounding the Valley) was added to the rolls of what was now becoming a national 

park system.  In 1905, California receded the Yosemite Valley back to the federal 

authorities, making Yosemite National Park whole at last. 

 The 1890s were a foundry for the formation of national park ideals and the 

values of wilderness preservation that accompanied them.  In 1893 Frederick Jackson 

Turner delivered his frontier thesis, arguing that generations of Americans had formed 

their distinct character in battling against the frontier.  He also announced that the 

frontier was now closed, ushering a crisis of confidence about this perceived absence 

in our common mythic identity.   Summarizing Turner, William Cronon explains the 

link between a nostalgic frontier and changing attitudes towards wilderness. 

[I]n the myth of vanquishing the frontier lay the seeds of wilderness 

preservation in the United States, for if wild land had been so crucial in 

the making of the nation, then surely one must save its last remnants as 

monuments to the American past—and as an insurance policy to 

protect its future.  It is no accident that the movement to set aside 

national parks and wilderness areas began to gain real momentum at 

precisely the time that laments about the passing frontier reached their 

peak.  To protect wilderness was in a very real sense to protect the 

nation’s most sacred myth of origin.  (76-77) 

Cronon shows how the image of a hostile frontier pivots sharply into a myth of 

redemptive wilderness.  Rather than being separated by generations or by long years 
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of retrospection, the transition from one to the next takes place in a shared temporal 

space—drawing on shared historical urgency.   

 The Hetch-Hetchy Valley, Yosemite’s neighbor to the north inside the park’s 

boundaries, became the subject of a prolonged environmental controversy lasting from 

1901 until 1913.  The city of San Francisco fought for and eventually won the right to 

build a reservoir there to claim much needed water from the Sierras.  The 

environmentalists lost this battle, but the long-term legacy of Hetch-Hetchy is that 

parks became powerful symbols of environmental protection from industrial 

development.  To this day, they remain key sites for forging political alliances and 

rallying environmental causes.  Also, the battle revealed a split between factions of the 

nascent environmental movement in regards to land use policy.  On the one side were 

the preservationists such as John Muir, ready to fight every incursion against a sacred 

natural realm.  On the other side were the conservationists such as Gifford Pinchot 

(who supported the damming of Hetch-Hetchy), prepared to apply scientific principles 

to assist in extracting maximum value from public lands, guided by intentions of 

sustainability.  Though today the words preservation and conservation are used almost 

interchangeably, the old distinction remains a valuable way to describe differences in 

land use philosophy. 

 The national park system expanded substantially under Theodore Roosevelt, 

and along with the new parks there were other kinds of national lands.  The originally 

designated Forest Reserves became National Forests, and new National Wildlife 

Refuges appeared as well.  These changes came with a growing federal management 
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structure under the Department of the Interior.  Early on there was the Bureau of 

Indian Affairs, the Forest Service and the National Park Service, and eventually the 

Fish and Wildlife Service and the Bureau of Land Management.  National parks hold a 

special place atop this bureaucratic pile.  However, the risk is sometimes that the parks 

become the pristine jewels, preserved in all their glory, while lesser-known federal 

lands suffer exploitation.  Smart stewards of the land recognize the interconnections 

between one piece and another, no matter how scenic or mundane at first glance. 

 

 

 Parts of the Grand Canyon have long been known to Havasupai, Hualapai, 

Navajo, Hopi and other Puebloan people, and other Native Americans.  However, the 

scene of discovery by a European has been the occasion of some speculation.  In his 

essay “The Loss of the Creature,” Walker Percy imagines the discovery as the original 

and therefore purest engagement with the Canyon. 

Every explorer names his island Formosa, beautiful.  To him it 

is beautiful because, being first, he has access to it and can see it for 

what it is…. 

 García López de Cárdenas discovered the Grand Canyon and 

was amazed at the sight.  It can be imagined.  One crosses miles of 

desert, breaks through the mesquite, and there it is at one’s feet.  (46) 

Aside from the fact that Percy overlooks the history of Native Americans in the 

region, his imagined scene of discovery misses the mark.  In fact, Cárdenas was 
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dispatched from the Coronado expedition, looking for mythical cities, gold and souls 

to save, and it’s unlikely he had any interest in scenic natural beauty.  The Canyon 

would have appeared, instead, as a great barrier to progress.  The national park beauty 

that Walker Percy presumes to be universal is a phenomenon of the nineteenth century 

and beyond.  Percy’s essay is focused on the challenge for a tourist to “recover the 

Grand Canyon” (48); I think the myth of origin reveals instead an omnipresent 

challenge of recreation.  Historian Stephen Pyne describes a more plausible version of 

the discovery by Cárdenas. 

With Indian guides from Tuzán to lead them, the Cárdenas party 

advanced to the Canyon’s rim, probably near present-day Desert View.  

The site was cold and arid, covered with low growing piñon and 

juniper.  Proper perspective was impossible.  The canyon looked like an 

outsize arroyo, the river little more than a fathom wide, boulders within 

the gorge no larger than a man.  For three days, cold and thirsty, they 

probed for a way down.  At last three members led by Captain Pablos 

de Melgosa attempted to scramble down at a place that “seemed less 

difficult.”  They returned that afternoon, having failed to reach the 

bottom, exclaiming that the Indians had been right, that the canyon was 

immense, that the river was broader than the Tagus and the perceived 

boulders taller “than the great tower of Seville.”  Of the chromatic view 

they said nothing.  (6) 
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Stunned and rebuffed at the impossible scale of the Canyon, the conquistadors turn for 

reference and rhetorical emphasis to the monuments back home: a river wider than the 

Tagus and a boulder taller than the tower of Seville.  This experience of 

incomprehension of scale turns out to be a regular occurrence at the Grand Canyon, as 

visitors to the park often remark at the difficulty of getting one’s bearings.  The ant-

steps of a hiker on a trail or the dotted rafts on the river become occasions for gleeful 

recognition. 

 John Wesley Powell first explored the Canyon from the river in 1869, but it 

would take several more decades for tourism at the South Rim to arrive in a big way.  

The arrival of the railroad in 1901 marked the beginning of that era, and the major 

players were the Atchison, Topeka, and Santa Fe Railway and the Fred Harvey 

Company, who were partners in delivering the Great Southwest—and in profiting 

from its sale.  Other figures laid claim to pieces of the South Rim, especially Ralph 

Cameron, but the Santa-Fe/Harvey alliance came to dominate the tourist’s experience 

of the Grand Canyon before it was even a park.  Since 1893 Grand Canyon had been 

designated a Forest Reserve, but in 1908 Theodore Roosevelt made it a national 

monument, and it finally became a national park in 1919.   

 The architect and designer Mary Colter is responsible, more than any other 

individual, for the built environment on the South Rim.  She designed Hopi House in 

1905, and later built the Lookout Studio, Desert View Watchtower, and Bright Angel 

Lodge.  Hopi House was constructed primarily by Native Americans, and functioned 

for many years as a place for Native American artists to live and produce objects that 
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visitors could purchase.  The Indian participants in this arrangement tended to be the 

Hopi and Navajo, rather than the smaller but more local tribes of the Havasupai and 

Hualapai.  The manufactured settlement on the rim of the Canyon created a 

picturesque scene slightly different than typical depiction of pristine wilderness at 

Yosemite.  However, the Turnerian imperatives of 1893 still applied to Grand Canyon, 

for the scene of settled Indians making desired crafts was a needed contrast to the 

recent memory of hostile or nomadic Indians.  And the sublime Canyon was always in 

view. 

 The wilderness ideals that were so fundamental to the origin of the park system 

underwent a transformation and renewal through the mid-twentieth century.  By then 

there was a growing field of ecology founded on scientific principles, as well as the 

more expansive philosophical ruminations expressed by Aldo Leopold in his call for 

the development of a land ethic.  In 1964, President Johnson signed the Wilderness 

Act, a law which provides strong preservationist protection to designated areas, 

restricting mechanized vehicles of any kind.  This designation was applied to parts of 

many national parks, national forests, as well as heretofore unprotected areas.  Wallace 

Stegner’s wilderness letter of 1960, which influenced the legislation, echoes many of 

the arguments first presented by Frederick Jackson Turner. 

 By the late 1960s and beyond, U.S. environmentalism became more popular 

and yet more diverse, connected in some cases with anti-war and anti-imperialist 

movements, civil rights, back-to-nature sentiments, fights against toxic poisoning, 

women’s rights, and more.  Environmentalism was also and forever after a global 
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concern, with issues that refuse to be checked by a national border.  The task of 

describing the intricate tapestry of these interconnected environmentalisms is beyond 

the scope of this book.  But in the U.S. context the legacy and continued prominence 

of the national parks remains a central part of our environmentalism.  Their import and 

influence bespeak a power far surpassing one valley or one canyon. 

 

 

The U.S. national parks have generated a great deal of interest and examination 

across a wide range of disciplines.  Researchers have been grounded in distinct 

methodological approaches, from positivist scientific studies and surveys, to historicist 

paradigms, to creative responses and more.  Most of the writing about parks tends to 

be approving in its tone; it tends to endorse the “naturalness” and rightness of the park 

idea, implicitly or explicitly.  If I had to encapsulate the chief failing of much of the 

existing scholarship on national parks, I would say that it suffers from 

“monumentalism.”  National Monument status is a designation given to some units 

managed by the park service, but it also serves to characterize the enormity and 

popularity of the park system.  I say enormous not only in the territorial sense, but in 

the sense that parks loom large as a popular cultural apparatus, connected intimately 

with our imagination of nationhood and environment.  Monumentalism described 

more precisely as a process means that when scholars encounter evidence of past 

wrongs or injustices (chiefly, the theft of lands by the U.S. from living Indian groups), 

they often imply that these episodes, though tragic, paved the way for the national 
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park and thus a better future.  The legacies of colonialism and imperialism—when 

addressed at all—tend to be historicized and framed as the age-old sins of a 

presumably reformed national politic. 

 Perhaps the most prominent historian of the national parks is Alfred Runte.  I 

choose his example to make my critique about monumentalism because his work sets 

high standards for accuracy and comprehensiveness.  And Runte is clearly aware of 

the changing ideals that have guided the national park system since its inception.  

Indeed, Runte uses this same term monumentalism in a different way than I do, to 

describe the scenic beauty or geological curiosities that suggested an inherent quality 

of national-park-ness, long before the development of ideals about wilderness 

preservation or ecology as a modern science.  “Monumentalism, not 

environmentalism, was the driving impetus behind the 1864 Yosemite Act” (National 

Parks 29), Runte writes.  He is correct that the modern sense of wilderness ecology 

was not the original inspiration for the parks, but he seems content with the notion that 

it is now the proper and just mode of park management.  I suggest that Runte’s own 

monumentalism blinds him from considering the negative consequences of wilderness 

preservation, and from contemplating other possible modes of park discourse. 

For example, Runte discusses the “discovery” of Yosemite in his book 

Yosemite: The Embattled Wilderness.  He recounts the exploits of the group of whites 

known as the Mariposa Battalion who evicted the Ahwahneechee Indians from 

Yosemite Valley in 1851.  These details are reported matter-of-factly, adhering to the 

known historical record, which consists primarily of a book written by Lafayette 
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Bunnell, a surgeon and captain with the Battalion.  Runte describes the fate of the 

Ahwahneechee not with coldness, but with equanimity.  Citing a dispute that led to 

Chief Tenaya’s final capture and eventual death, Runte writes: 

In the end only one thing mattered—Indians had killed whites.  A 

detachment of the regular army entered Yosemite Valley and executed 

five captives allegedly responsible for the [white] miners’ deaths….  

The remainder of the Ahwahneechees scattered east and west of the 

Sierra, never again to regroup as a distinct and unified people.   

(Yosemite 11) 

One might argue that an objective, even tone is appropriate for a work 

grounded in historical methodologies.  But Runte reveals in this same section that he is 

not averse to attaching an interpretive framework (even, one might say, an ideological 

overlay) to his retelling of this story.  His main objective is to lay the groundwork for 

the eventual triumph of the national parks as banner institutions for the preservation of 

nature based on scientific ecological principles.  So in wrapping up his discussion of 

the discovery/conquest, Runte settles on a passage from Lafayette Bunnell that attests 

to the scenic monumentalism that would eventually lead the way for the wilderness 

paradigm.  Runte remarks, 

[Bunnell’s] alleged emotions the evening of March 27, 1851, ring true, 

not only among his contemporaries but also among the thousands of 

present-day observers seeing Yosemite Valley for the very first time.  

Above all, it is the geology that still leaves the most lasting impression.  
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‘The grandeur of the scene,’ Bunnell recalled, ‘was but softened by the 

haze that hung over the valley, —light as gossamer—’….  (12) 

Bunnell’s description of a sentimental episode on first seeing the Valley continues.  I 

can attest from examining Bunnell’s book directly that Runte must have searched 

assiduously for a passage with this heightened romantic language, as compared with 

Bunnell’s usually literate but rather less-inspired prose.  Consciously or not, Runte has 

made a choice to describe the plight of the Ahwahneechee in a tragic but fatalistic 

way, and to emphasize instead the values that the dominant Euro-American culture 

would come to develop in the park. 

 The problem with this kind of monumentalism is that it blinds us to critiques of 

the national parks, made from within or without.  As a result we cannot see another 

side to popularity and utopian potential of the park idea.  Aside from the example of 

the Ahwahneechee, the history of the parks is fundamentally implicated with the 

conquest of Indian lands.  The parks have potent spiritual and ideological effects, but 

they also played a practical role in the establishment of U.S. military domination of 

the West.  Yellowstone, for example, served as both a tourist mecca and a military 

outpost in the Indian wars of the 1880s.  Further, in many cases the parks are 

implicated in a trend towards economic consolidation and even in predation of local 

businesses that formerly provided tourist amenities.  Additionally, there is the issue of 

the bureaucratic structure of U.S. public land policy, with agencies like the Forest 

Service and the Bureau of Land Management often facilitating extractive industrial 
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development under the cover provided by the more popular and more preservationist-

oriented national parks. 

 Though the risk of monumentalism rates as a difficult hurdle to clear, many 

scholars of a more critical mindset have made great steps toward rethinking the history 

of the American West.  Patricia Limerick describes an unbroken legacy of conquest; 

William Cronon explores the trouble with wilderness; Stephen Germic examines the 

links between economic crises, class conflict, and what he calls the deployment of 

nature in the national parks.  Historians in the field of environmental history, such as 

Stephen Pyne, Donald Worster, and Michael Cohen have charted the way for a 

focused and contextualized ecocritical approach.  Also, I of course acknowledge that, 

despite my critique of Runte’s monumentalism, my own work would not be possible 

without his research, and that of historians or others whose emphasis is on compiling 

the complete record, rather than the tasks of analysis and critical engagement.  

Building on those efforts, I hope to establish a critical method and tone towards the 

parks, while acknowledging my own complicity in their popularity. 

 

 

 This initial chapter has outlined my argument and addressed the scope of my 

project.  In the second chapter, John Muir’s Precarious Bliss, I analyze a recurring 

episode in Muir’s autobiographical writings.  The pattern seems to be that Muir finds 

himself in a position of present and bodily danger, but that he manages to quell or 
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even deny his anxiety by way of his profound recognition of natural harmony—his 

knowledge of the natural world and his self-awareness as a willing subject of it.   

 The purpose of the chapter is to examine one such episode in Muir’s book My 

First Summer in the Sierra.  Many instances of Muir’s precarious bliss populate this 

ebullient text, but one example stands above all others: his reckless venture to the 

brink of Yosemite Falls, where he experiences a bout of acrophobia, but ultimately 

subsumes it with an even greater wave of invigorating connectedness, connectedness 

with the beauty of the vast Yosemite, with the whole world around him.   Of course, 

the only way to fully understand the episode on the brink of Yosemite Falls is to 

consider its contexts.  With that in mind, I begin at the end, estimating the 

reverberations of Muir as a writer and inspiring political figure for the movements of 

wilderness environmentalism that came of age in the late nineteenth century and 

continue to play an important role in the twenty-first-century environmentalisms of the 

U.S.  I then discuss Muir’s encounters with Native Americans as he characterizes them 

in First Summer.  I argue that Muir’s vision of Yosemite as a pristine Eden forced him 

to expel some of its residents—tidying up the “in-between” category of people who 

had long lived in the place as he sought to protect it from development by Euro-

Americans.  Finally, I address the text of the episode at the brink of the Falls directly, 

attending to the explicit and implied consequences of Muir’s worldview, so strictly 

bifurcated between culture and nature. 

 In chapter three, entitled Science, Scenery, and Danger: John Wesley Powell’s 

Perilous Survey, I analyze the narrative strategies employed by Powell in the written 
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account of his 1869 voyage down the Colorado River, The Exploration of the 

Colorado River and Its Canyons.  The book is a remarkable hybrid: part scientific 

report, fact-driven and coldly objective; part nature-writing in the contemplative 

romantic style; and part adventure story, with riveting episodes of adversity and 

triumph.  These three modes often appear in stark contrast, and from the perspective of 

conventional literary aesthetics, they sometimes seem at odds with one another.  

However, I argue that these points of rupture in the narrative are deliberately and 

strategically arranged by Powell.  When the adventure story seems about to end in a 

quick disaster, Powell diffuses a scene of immanent danger by resorting to a calm, 

descriptive mode, appreciating nature or measuring it with science.  Ultimately, this 

technique allows Powell to claim authority over the land and its inhabitants. 

I begin by analyzing Powell’s efforts in his scientist mode, including a 

discussion of the way he bestows his scientific instruments with nearly talismanic 

powers.  Next I address Powell’s efforts in the nature-writing register, noting that, 

when studied in isolation, these passages attest to his descriptive prowess.  In both of 

these “science” and “scenery” sections, I attend to the ways that Powell deploys these 

modes to temper and contain the omnipresent peril of his journey.  Finally, I close 

with a comparison to Powell’s contemporary John Muir, pointing to a key difference.  

While Muir chose to erase or diminish Native Americans in the seeming pristine 

wilderness he described, Powell was able to recognize the signs of Indian presence in 

the “unexplored” territory he surveyed. 
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 The fourth chapter is called Recreating Authenticity at the Grand Canyon, and 

in it I compare two examples of Grand Canyon architecture: the buildings designed by 

Mary Colter on the South Rim, and the Grand Canyon Skywalk, a cantilevered, glass-

bottomed walkway recently unveiled on the Hualapai Indian reservation just west of 

the national park.  I suggest that the Skywalk, including the distaste it engenders for 

some, is in fact consistent with other developments on the rim of the Grand Canyon, 

and is fraught with many of the same problems presented by nature-park tourism in 

general.  In staging encounters between the human and non-human realms, these parks 

seem to provide opportunities for us to bump into ourselves at every turn.  Mary 

Colter’s Canyon buildings, built between 1905 and 1935, are enshrined within the 

national park, and enshrined by decades of use, giving them the distinctive marks of 

heritage and tradition.  Nonetheless, Colter’s buildings share some of the same visual 

and spatial language as the Skywalk, including a distinct but parallel take on the goal 

of “transparency.”  In both cases we can see a preoccupation with the way tourists are 

directed towards a natural spectacle and then re-circulated within the park apparatus.  

It is within these eddies of re-circulation that I perceive a concern with authenticity as 

a process—not authenticity in any direct, unmediated way, but rather in the ways we 

recreate it. 

 Chapter five bears the title Picturing National Parks: The Iconography of the 

Nature-Lover-on-the-Brink.  For this section I examine the work of two pioneering 

photographers of U.S. national parks, George Fiske and Emery Kolb, and I am 

concerned with issues of nature-tourism, the semantics and politics of mass-
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reproduced images, and the deployment of nature in a park context.  In short, I am 

interested in the process through which mass-reproducible images illustrate a 

dialogical relationship between culture and nature.  I argue that the nature park context 

provides a special frame for studying this process, because national parks are key sites 

for the staging of both “cultural legacy” and “natural heritage.” 

 The classic arrangement of the nature-lover-on-the-brink scene features a well-

dressed tourist peering into what seems the endless abyss, into a canyon or over cliff.  

It borrows some of its visual vocabulary from the trope of the conqueror/explorer 

surveying the land—what Mary Louise Pratt has called the “monarch-of-all-I-survey” 

scene (201).  However, the nature lovers seem motivated by pure leisure, their stance 

implicitly passive as they wait for nature to act upon them.  Of course, the most 

immediate and lasting impression one receives from these images is one of anxiety, as 

the nature lover’s precarious position makes the figurative threat of suicide a matter of 

constant tension.   

 I argue that the central and persistent source of anxiety—what makes these 

images iconic—is their status as tourist mementos, as pictures that accrue value and 

meaning through their mass-reproducibility rather than through their originality.  I 

take my cue from Walter Benjamin’s essay on “The Work of Art in the Age of Its 

Technological Reproducibility” to ask what new kinds of meanings inhere in objects 

or texts that are marked by their status as “copies.”  That is, if an original work of art 

loses something of its aura when it is produced on a massive scale, is there not 

something new, some aura of reproduction that is conveyed by the copies?  In the case 
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of the photographs made by Fiske and Kolb, I argue that their commonplace, 

repeatable scenes of tourists at the edge of a cliff—though perhaps first conceived as a 

convenience—ultimately engage a newfound power to convey just what it was visitors 

had done in experiencing the national parks.  Put another way, nature-lover-on-the-

brink scenes serve to “authenticate” an experience precisely by means of their 

“inauthentic” staging. 

 In the final chapter, Grand Canyon Railways and Yosemite’s Invisible City: 

Recursivity and the Utopian Potential of National Parks, I attempt to synthesize my 

arguments about the role of national parks in the process of recreating nature.  I 

address controversial plans for railroads and other forms of mass transit in Grand 

Canyon and Yosemite, which have taken various forms and reincarnations.  I discuss 

the history of trains in Grand Canyon, including a survey for a rail line meant to be 

built at river-level in the 1890s, a passenger train that operated throughout most of the 

twentieth century, and a plan for a light rail system intended to alleviate traffic 

congestion on the South Rim.  I consider the environmental and political implications 

of these forms of transport. 

Relating to Yosemite, I discuss a longstanding and controversial proposal to 

limit automobiles in the Valley.  I introduce Italo Calvino’s novel Invisible Cities as a 

theoretical prompt to consider parks as “invisible cities” that orchestrate the utopian 

potential of an ecological city.  It may come as a surprise to some that a national park 

devoted to the display of nature faces many of the same challenges as a moderate-

sized urban environment, but the reality is that the park infrastructure must 
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accommodate a sizable and transient population.  The recursive structure of Calvino’s 

book provides a kind of mental infrastructure for thinking about the actual as well as 

the utopian potential of national parks.   However, I provide a cautionary note that just 

as a city builds on the foundation of old neighborhoods and old stories made concrete, 

nature-oriented parks have the power to cover up old histories, with dystopian 

consequences. 

I conclude by restating my main argument and revisiting key developments in 

the texts and episodes I have analyzed.  I consider the implications of my ideas for the 

future of ecocriticism as a critical endeavor, and for the possible futures of the national 

parks.  The ecological politics so intertwined with the parks have always been fraught 

and uneven, but they hold the promise to express an ideal of our human relationships 

with each other and with the natural world. 
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CHAPTER 2 
 
 
 

JOHN MUIR’S PRECARIOUS BLISS 
 
 
 
 
 

Many of John Muir’s autobiographical writings are marked by a particular kind 

of dramatic episode in which Muir describes himself in a position of great danger.  In 

his much-anthologized essay “A Wind-Storm in the Forests,” Muir sways to the ebb 

and flow of a fierce December storm atop a 100-foot Douglas Spruce, content to 

submit himself to nature’s perfect, potentially lethal harmony (255).  In The Yosemite, 

Muir describes his ride on a snow avalanche with equanimity: “When the avalanche 

swedged and came to rest I found myself on top of the crumpled pile without a bruise 

or scar.  This was a fine experience” (66).  In “Snow-Storm on Mount Shasta,” Muir 

recounts the story of a frigid night spent high on the California mountain, where he 

waits out a blinding storm for seventeen hours before climbing down.   

 There are more examples.  In each episode, the pattern seems to be that Muir 

finds himself in a position of present and bodily danger, but that he manages to quell 

or even deny his anxiety by way of his profound recognition of natural harmony—his 

knowledge of the natural world and his self-awareness as a willing subject of it.  These 

scenes often constitute crucial turning points in Muir’s narratives.  Through them Muir 

injects drama into his writing, featuring himself as the guiding voice and heroic main 

character with whom readers will readily sympathize.  Moreover, because of Muir’s 
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paradoxically calm tone, introducing danger even as he moves past it, he earns repute 

as an authority about the places he describes and makes sacred through his writing. 

 In this chapter I examine one such episode in Muir’s book My First Summer in 

the Sierra.  Many instances of Muir’s precarious bliss populate this ebullient text, but 

one example stands above all others: his reckless venture to the brink of Yosemite 

Falls, where he experiences a bout of acrophobia, but ultimately subsumes it with an 

even greater wave of invigorating connectedness, connectedness with the beauty of the 

vast Yosemite, with the whole world around him.   Of course, the best way to 

understand the episode on the brink of Yosemite Falls is to consider its contexts.  With 

that in mind, I begin at the end, estimating the reverberations of Muir as a writer and 

inspiring political figure for the movements of wilderness environmentalism that came 

of age in the late nineteenth century and continue to play an important role in the 

twenty-first-century environmentalisms of the U.S.  I then discuss Muir’s encounters 

with Native Americans as he characterizes them in First Summer.  I argue that Muir’s 

vision of Yosemite as a pristine Eden forced him to expel some of its residents—

tidying up the “in-between” category of people who had long lived in the place as he 

sought to protect it from development by Euro-Americans.  Finally, I address the text 

of the episode at the brink of the Falls directly, attending to the explicit and implied 

consequences of Muir’s worldview, so strictly bifurcated between nature and culture. 
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 John Muir’s reputation as an environmental hero and pioneer of the 

preservationist ethos is so brilliant that it threatens to outshine some of the fine texture 

of his literary achievements, as well as the circumstances of his actual life.  In the 

midst of the controversy over the damming of the Hetch-Hetchy Valley, Muir declared 

in frustration and defiance: “Nothing dollarable is safe.”  In an ironic and perhaps 

ominous recent development, Muir’s likeness now graces the back of every California 

quarter.   

 Muir was born in Scotland in 1938, and he grew up in Wisconsin, toiling under 

the reign of an authoritarian father, who was a convert to a form of evangelical 

Presbyterianism (Turner 8).  Muir would retain a tactically deployable brogue 

throughout his life, and his language would always display an energetic fervor and 

religiosity, although I tend to assess Muir’s creed as a kind of nature-immersed 

pantheism, rather than any doctrinal form of Christianity.  He escaped his father’s 

influence at his earliest opportunity, enrolling at the University of Wisconsin, and then 

afterwards he avoided enlistment in the Union cause by moving to Canada for a few 

years.  Shortly after his return, he was nearly blinded in a factory accident; figured 

retrospectively, this incident would mark a turning point against the industrialized 

world and towards the harmony of nature.  He completed his thousand-mile walk to 

the Gulf of Mexico, and then a steamship brought him to California.  Though Muir 

experienced a profound connection with many places from Alaska to the Amazon 

throughout his life, it was with California in general and Yosemite in particular that he 

would be most closely associated.  His first summer in the Sierra was in 1869, and in 
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the decades that followed he became an outspoken advocate for protection of 

Yosemite and expansion of the national park system.  He was the founding president 

of the Sierra Club, and beyond that he was the one essential figure in shaping the U.S. 

park and preservation system.  President Theodore Roosevelt had the executive 

authority, but in many cases he only knew to visit and preserve places because of 

Muir’s insistent cajoling.   

 Muir published most of his books late in life, and he helped reinforce a central 

myth, which was that he had experienced a wilderness conversion—again and again, it 

seemed—that compelled him to act on behalf of nature’s precious variety and 

richness.  It was a myth not because it involved deception, but because Muir learned 

how to tell the story in a way that helped build environmental coalitions.  At the time 

of his death in 1914, Muir was a well-loved patriarch, but he also held on to a bitter 

fire of defiance about the loss of Hetch-Hetchy.  To this day, Muir’s reputation 

remains a towering monument, and a valuable tool for recruitment to the cause of 

conservation or environmental activism. 

 Muir based My First Summer in the Sierra on his experiences as a shepherd in 

the High Sierra during the summer of 1869.  The book was not published, however, 

until 1911, during a prolific period of literary production near the end of his life.  

Muir’s political and environmental philosophy evolved over his lifetime, somewhat in 

contrast to the model of the instantaneous wilderness conversion he often rehearses in 

his writing. 
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 The manuscript of the 1911 First Summer closely follows the text of Muir’s 

notebooks.  However, these notebooks are dated to 1887, not to 1869.  No prior 

version is known to exist.  Steven Holmes discusses the question of whether the 1887 

notebooks (and subsequent 1911 publication) represent a significant revision of Muir’s 

evolving environmental thought (253-59).  Holmes finds some evidence of Muir’s 

handiwork, and suggests that one of the obstacles to realizing the degree of Muir’s 

manipulation has been that “the thought of a John Muir without a ‘first summer’—i.e., 

an ecstatic conversion upon entering Yosemite—has been almost inconceivable” 

(259). 

 In fact, the notion that Muir first encountered Yosemite and the Sierra in the 

summer of 1869 is a falsehood Muir doesn’t overexert himself to correct.  He spent 

eight days in Yosemite Valley in the spring of 1868, and took various trips throughout 

the region before he signed on to assist with tending sheep in 1869 (Turner 164-65).  

Furthermore, there is some occasional evidence that the dated journal entries with 

which Muir structures his book do not always correspond to his actual experiences that 

summer—but then Muir would be neither the first nor the last writer to exploit the 

built-in dramatic capacity of a “daily journal” as a literary device.  Perhaps, as Holmes 

writes, “the Muir myth has been too strong” (259) for us to fully appreciate the layered 

complexity of his literary achievements.  My approach in this discussion has been to 

treat the 1911 book as a literary text, with the expectation that I will find internal 

consistencies as well as points of rupture, regardless of the real events of 1869. 
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Before I examine the episode at the brink of Yosemite Falls, I want to consider 

its essential, contrapuntal context: the presence of Native Americans in the region, and 

Muir’s characterization of them in his book.  The episode at the falls represents Muir’s 

declaration of wilderness values, suggesting the possibility of self-sacrifice as a 

gesture of worship at the altar of a pristine, timeless landscape.  There is, however, an 

inherent contradiction involved in this wilderness aesthetic—namely that countless 

Native Americans lived and continue to live in the regions Euro-Americans often 

characterized as being without history.  Muir is certainly not the only Euro-American 

who forced an image of an unspoiled Eden upon places it clearly did not fit, but what I 

find striking about Muir’s example is the proximity of his two worlds—the totality of 

wilderness in all its purity juxtaposed against the degraded human realm.  Of course, 

in Muir’s view, some humans were more degraded than others.  There is a temporal 

proximity as well.  Though Muir is occasionally wistful for a romantic image of 

Indians living in perfect harmony with nature, he makes it clear that the natives he 

encounters are cut off from that world, permanently and totally, by events in the recent 

past he does not specify. 

 Muir does not address the military conquest of Yosemite, even though it began 

less than twenty years prior to his first summer.  For the Ahwahneechee, the band of 

Indians living in Yosemite in 1851, the “discovery” of their Valley by Euro-

Americans came at the point of a gun.  Led by Major James Savage, the hastily 

formed Mariposa Battalion entered the Valley in that year as part of an “Indian War” 
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described in detail by Lafayette Bunnell, an officer and surgeon with the Battalion.  

Bunnell’s Discovery of the Yosemite offers various rationales for the onset of the war, 

but no reason stands up to historical scrutiny so much as the obvious pressure 

generated by the influx of Anglo-Americans into the region, seeking gold or other 

ways to make a living, actions which directly impacted or dislocated many native 

groups.  Describing these removals, Bunnell sometimes tries for romance, but he 

usually ends up with a perfunctory tone.  In one haunting scene, he describes the 

capture of the Ahwahneechee’s Chief Tenaya and the ensuing gestures of empire as 

Bunnell and company assert dominion over the territory: 

When Ten-ie-ya reached the summit, he left his people and approached 

where the captain and a few of us were halting….  I called up to him, 

and told him we had given his name to the lake and river.  At first he 

seemed unable to comprehend our purpose, and pointing to the group 

of glistening peaks, near the head of the lake, said “It already has a 

name; we call it Py-we-ack.”  Upon my telling him that we had named 

it Ten-ie-ya, because it was upon the shores of the lake that we had 

found his people, who would never return to it to live, his countenance 

fell and he at once left our group and joined his family circle.  His 

countenance indicated that he thought the naming of the lake no 

equivalent for his loss of territory.  (Bunnell qtd. in Germic 50) 

Bunnell’s potentially empathetic comprehension of Tenaya’s predicament is 

somewhat overwhelmed by his casual inclusion of that subordinated yet lethal phrase: 
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the minor detail that Tenaya’s people “would never return to [this lake] to live.”  

Concise to the extreme, the example of the renaming of the lake demonstrates the 

capacity of an imperial power to enact violence upon people both directly and 

figuratively, invoking a symbolic domination perhaps even greater than the immediate 

circumstances of their capture.  More important, Bunnell asserts these direct and 

symbolic registers of domination at the same time.  He contradicts our expectation that 

redemptive and nostalgic function (naming the lake in honor of Tenaya) should 

happen at some point far removed from the act of the taking.  Rebecca Solnit reflects 

as follows on the Bunnell passage quoted above: 

Usually annihilating a culture and romanticizing it are done separately, 

but Bunnell neatly compresses two stages of historical change into one 

conversation.  Bunnell says, in effect, that there is no room for these 

people in the present, but they will become a decorative past for 

someone else’s future.  Part of what is horrific about this encounter is 

that Bunnell and the Mariposa Battalion had come to exterminate these 

native people not out of implacable hatred in the usual spirit of war, but 

in a blithe administrative way.  (220) 

My only point of departure from Solnit’s analysis is to suggest that the annihilation 

and the romanticizing are quite frequently done together, especially in the context of 

wars against Native Americans in the nineteenth century.   The immediacy of violence 

in these cases seems often accompanied by an urgent need for recreation and 

reproduction in a nostalgic vein.  Buffalo Bill’s Wild West Show, for example, did not 
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set out to depict the distant past, but rather to recreate current events, often featuring 

Indians who had recently surrendered. 

Muir knew the story of the naming of Tenaya Lake.  It’s possible that he had 

read Bunnell’s account of the Discovery, and in any case he was certainly familiar 

with the basic tenor of the story, since he recounts it in First Summer: 

The lake was named for one of the chiefs of the Yosemite tribe.  Old 

Tenaya is said to have been a good Indian to his tribe.  When a 

company of soldiers followed his band into Yosemite to punish them 

for cattle-stealing and other crimes, they fled to this lake by a trail that 

leads out of the upper end of the valley, early in the spring, while the 

snow was still deep; but being pursued, they lost heart and surrendered.  

A fine monument the old man has in this bright lake, and likely to last a 

long time, though lakes die as well as Indians, being gradually filled 

with detritus carried in by the feeding streams….  All is bare, shining 

granite, suggesting the Indian name of the lake, Pywiack.  (222-23: 

1911 edition used for all citations) 

Many of the details of Bunnell’s version remain intact, right down to the original name 

of the lake, ironically enough.  That too becomes fodder for a nostalgic sense of the 

place, divorced from the immediacy of the act of war only eighteen years previous that 

allowed the whites to claim it in the first place.  Gone is the direct record of violence; 

remaining is the symbolic violence inherent in the act of renaming.  What also remains 

is sense of moral vacuity, what Solnit called the “blithe, administrative” procedure of 
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taking the land from the native people.  Muir’s remark that “lakes die as well as 

Indians” neatly collapses Indians with the landscape, and marks their historical 

presence only in the nearly timeless category of geological processes. 

 The naming of Yosemite Valley was another occasion of conquest and 

displacement, once again with the ironic “honoring” of an Indian name.  As the 

Battalion camps at the foot of the Valley, Bunnell argues against foreign names or 

religious references, suggesting instead that the name should be purely American. 

I remarked that “an American name would be most appropriate….  I 

could not see any necessity for going to a foreign country for a name 

for American scenery.” …  I then proposed “that we give the valley the 

name of Yo-sem-i-ty, as it was suggestive, euphonious, and certainly 

American; that by so doing, the name of the tribe of Indians which we 

met leaving their homes in this valley, perhaps never to return, would 

be perpetuated.”  (69) 

Bunnell asserts a claim of American exceptionalism, borrowing a cloak of legitimacy 

from the Indian name, even as he imagines a Euro-American future for the Valley in 

which Indians will play no part.  Sounding out Yo-sem-i-ty into a quintessentially 

American word, Bunnell performs a rhetorical act of conquest even bolder than the 

invasion of the Valley.  As with the naming of Lake Tenaya, Bunnell makes the 

Indians’ disappearance a precondition of their memorialization.  Bunnell and Major 

James Savage mistakenly translated Yosemite as “grizzly bear,” and more than a 

century later this mistake lives on in many sources, including some park literature and 
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signage.  In fact, Yosemite means “those who kill” or “some among them are killers” 

(Anderson).  A Miwok word, Yosemite was a term applied by outsiders to people 

living in the Valley, with a suggestion of the sometimes lethal relations between the 

two groups.  In fact, the residents of the Valley called themselves the 

Ahwahneechee—the people of Ahwahnee, the land of the gaping mouth, a vivid 

reference to the shape of the Valley itself. 

 More than one-hundred-fifty years after the naming of Yosemite by Bunnell 

and company, the question of Indian legacy remains a controversial and politically 

weighted subject.  In the mid-nineteenth century, the Valley was in a zone of 

overlapping territory, with Miwok groups dominant in the western foothills, and 

Paiute-speaking Mono Indians dominant east of the Sierra spine.  The Sierra Nevada, 

though formidable, did not present an impermeable barrier, and for centuries prior to 

European settlement the Indian groups interacted in warfare, trading and 

intermarriage.  How did the Ahwahneechee fit into this scenario?  According to 

Paiute-descended critics, the National Park Service has dropped the ball on telling the 

history of the Ahwahneechee correctly.  Yosemite’s visitors “…are being ‘taught a 

lie,’ said David Andrews, a Sacramento Indian activist from the Walker River Paiute 

reservation in northern Nevada” (Magagnini).  Specifically, Andrews resents the 

implication that the Southern Sierra Miwok are the descendents of the Ahwahneechee, 

rather than Mono Indian Paiutes.  Together with Joe Rhoan, another Paiute activist, 

Andrews has declared that “he’d like to see signs rewritten and photographs relabeled 

to say the park’s original stewards were all Paiute” (Burke).  In fact, there is no doubt 
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that Chief Tenaya was of Mono Indian lineage, and at the time of contact with the 

Mariposa Battalion the Ahwahneechee spoke a Paiute dialect mixed with many 

Miwok expressions.  But a simple yes or no answer about their tribal affiliation is 

unlikely to come: it is mixed up in questions of lineage, authority, and sexual politics.  

According to Linda Dick-Bissonnette, many of the early anthropologists of California 

such as Alfred Kroeber assumed that aspects of their own patriarchal culture were 

consistent with the structures of Indian groups.  Instead, Dick-Bissonnette argues 

…that in addition to matrilocal residence, an economy based on acorns, 

basketry, matrilineal use-rights and women’s work groups was the 

basis for sociopolitical authority of senior Yokoch, Mono, and Miwok 

women.  … [A]spects of Euro-American patriarchy were superimposed 

on the indigenous matrifocal and gender-egalitarian culture of interior 

central California in historic times.  (49) 

If Dick-Bissonnette’s thesis is correct, then the issue of Ahwahneechee affinity may be 

ambiguous.  Tenaya’s political leadership was dependent on the territory controlled in 

some sense by women in the tribe, and among them many were of a Miwok 

background.  In general terms a matrilocal pattern of residence makes marriage an 

occasion for the peaceful expansion of social networks and territory.  A continuity of 

place, passed down matrilineally, holds patriarchal authority in check.  Therefore it 

might be fair to conclude that in 1851 the Ahwahneechee were both Mono Paiute and 

Miwok—or neither, occupying a distinct syncretic space in between. 
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 Muir encountered a number of Indians during his travels in the summer of 

1869, and his most frequent descriptor is that they are “dirty” or “unclean.”  As he 

contemplates the sight of a group of Mono Indian women gathering wild rice from a 

lake on the Eastern slopes of the Sierra, Muir contemplates his own ambivalent 

attitudes.  He observes that the women were evidently enjoying their labor,  

…laughing and chattering and looking almost natural, though most 

Indians I have seen are not a whit more natural in their lives than we 

civilized whites.  Perhaps if I knew them better I should like them 

better.  The worst thing about them is their uncleanliness.  Nothing 

truly wild is unclean.  (303-04) 

Muir excludes the Indians from a realm of true wildness, as well as from the domain 

of “civilized whites.”  He contemplates his own perspective for a moment (“Perhaps if 

I knew them better…”), but ultimately expresses a divisive standard for determining 

affinity to nature.  The callousness and racism of Muir’s remarks here may come as a 

surprise to readers who have esteemed Muir as an environmental icon.  The 

implication of a category of “unclean” humans had a horrific legacy before Muir’s 

time and after, and he should hardly be spared scrutiny for his attitudes.  However, 

rather than indicting Muir for these moral failures on a personal level, I want to 

examine the structure of this worldview, to see what cultural “work” it performs. 

 The anthropologist Mary Douglas provides the essential critical framework for 

an examination of “uncleanliness.”  Arguing against a strictly functionalist perspective 
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that would explain away ideas of cleanliness as the result of hygiene and medical 

necessity, Douglas takes a symbolic approach to reveal the basic structure of these 

cultural expressions. 

If we can abstract pathogenicity and hygiene from our notion of dirt, 

we are left with the old definition of dirt as matter out of place.  This is 

a very suggestive approach.  It implies two conditions: a set of ordered 

relations and a contravention of that order.  Dirt then, is never a unique, 

isolated event.  Where there is dirt there is system.  Dirt is the by-

product of a systematic ordering and classification of matter, in so far 

as ordering involves rejecting inappropriate elements.  This idea of dirt 

takes us straight into the field of symbolism and promises a link-up 

with more obviously symbolic systems of purity.  (35) 

The simple clarity of Douglas’s analysis underscores a profound upheaval in the way 

we think about “dirt” and its always-present counterpoint, the “more obviously 

symbolic systems of purity.”  Applied directly to the example of Muir, Douglas’s 

framework shows us that Muir’s disparaging comments about the native women, 

while reprehensible in their own right, do not function in isolation.  Instead, they shore 

up the bulwarks of a realm of purity: the pristine wilderness ideals which are Muir’s 

primary purpose to invent and convey.  Muir’s beliefs about Indians were a product of 

his time, a necessary production of the dominant Euro-American culture as it pursued 

Western expansion and empire.  These beliefs are repugnant to the values of 

anthropological cultural relativism that were not yet part of the common discourse.  
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All these things are true.  But at the simplest level, Muir needed to express these views 

about the natives he encountered in order to celebrate the values of wild nature, 

strongest when it was most separate from the human realm. 

 In some ways Muir’s negative views of Indians are consistent with his views of 

the men who worked alongside him, of the tourists he occasionally encountered, and 

of domesticated animals like the sheep he tended.  All of these are cases of 

troublesome in-betweens—neither wholly natural nor completely cultural, in the sense 

that people in rustic settings seldom have the capacity or luxury for “high culture.”  

And the sheep were less than wild.  No wonder, then, that they presented a challenge 

to Muir’s categorically divided world.   The men Muir worked alongside and others 

exploiting the land for minerals or natural resources were in some ways “connected” 

with the natural world quite intimately, but Muir disapproved of their industrialized, 

extractive mindset, and he regretted their “spiritual depravity” and inability to 

appreciate the beauty of the mountain scenery.  Muir was ambivalent about the 

tourists, recognizing them as potential allies in a fight for wilderness preservation, but 

he thought them too garish and insufficiently respectful, dressed like birds with 

ostentatious plumage.  This is in contrast to his views of the real animals and plants, 

whom Muir anthropomorphizes and celebrates.  He addresses a whole panoply of 

forest denizens—squirrels, birds, trees, ants, bears, and others—and the most frequent 

adjective in these miniature dramas is a reference to the “nobility” of these creatures.  

On the other hand, the sheep suffer Muir’s opprobrium at nearly every turn, perhaps 

more consistently than do the Indians.  He refers to them as “wooly locusts” (128), an 



 51
 

indication of his evolving sense of the threat grazing posed to the forest environment.  

But their greatest sin is that they occupy an in-between space, being neither fully 

independent like wild animals, nor truly involved in the human world—certainly not 

obedient to it.  Hardly a mention of the sheep passes without reference to their 

stupidity and timidity. 

 I believe that Muir’s characterizations of native people are the result of a 

similarly strict classificatory system.  At times, he speculates about the possibility of a 

pre-historical, pre-contact context in which Indians might have lived in perfect 

harmony with the natural world.  But Muir is clear about his belief that the Indians he 

encounters in real life in 1869 are irredeemably cut off from this romantic utopia.   For 

him, the “half-civilized” Indian is perhaps a tragic case, but ultimately cut off from 

both extremes. 

Camped near Brown Flat on June 18th, Muir is startled and dismayed by the 

appearance of 

an old Indian woman with a basket on her back….  She was on her 

way, I suppose, to some wild garden, probably for lupine and starchy 

saxifrage leaves and rootstocks.  Her dress was calico rags, far from 

clean.  In every way she seemed sadly unlike Nature’s neat well-

dressed animals, though living like them on the bounty of the 

wilderness.  Strange that mankind alone is dirty.  Had she been clad in 

fur, or cloth woven of grass or shreddy bark, like the juniper and 

libocendrus mats, she might have seemed a rightful part of the 



 52
 

wilderness; like a good wolf at least, or a bear.  But from no point of 

view that I have found are such debased fellow beings a whit more 

natural than the glaring tailored tourists we saw that frightened the 

birds and squirrels.  (78-79) 

Muir simply fails to encounter the woman on her own terms, so burdened is he with 

expectations of an appropriate wilderness resident.  The touchstone of her “calico 

rags” (cloth of European vintage) sets Muir to speculating about what clothing might 

make a better suit.  I read his allusion to “woven grass” and “shreddy bark” literally, 

not as metaphorical references to textiles made of local materials.  Think of the 

absurdity of this.  In essence, Muir says that if only this woman were a plant or an 

animal, he would be perfectly willing to accept her as a person attuned to wilderness 

values. 

 It didn’t have to be this way.  As Michael Cohen suggests in his discussion of 

Muir’s attitudes towards Native Americans, Muir had other choices available to him, 

even within the limited array of contemporaneous perspectives.  He could have, like 

his predecessor George Perkins Marsh, or his friend Joseph Le Conte, considered 

Indians through and through as part of wild nature.  After all, suggests Cohen, “[i]f 

Muir believed that wild animals deserved an undisturbed, happy, harmonious life in 

Nature, and further that they were necessary to civilization, then why did he not speak 

of Native American cultures as wild cultures, as essential resources for civilization?” 

(Pathless Way 185).  Of course, classifying Indians together with wild nature is a 

deeply problematic proposition.  History has shown that when we lump a group of 
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humans together in a category of “nature,” we do so in order to subjugate and exploit 

them.  Despite the growing preservationist impulse Muir felt strongly, a forest can be 

logged and a river can be dammed, and it’s likely that humans classified as part of 

nature would be subject to the same exploitive logic. 

 

 

 When Muir considers Indians in First Summer, one of his concomitant 

considerations is food.  By my count there are about thirty passages in which Muir 

refers to Indians directly or indirectly, and of these, at least half address food in some 

fashion.  Part of this comes from Muir’s expositions on flora and fauna as he 

encounters them in a kind of never-ending naturalist’s discourse.  As he comes across 

saxifrage, lupine, certain kinds of grubs and pine nuts, Muir shares what he knows 

about the diet and habits of native people.  In these discussions, Muir is largely open 

to the diverse practices of different groups, but there’s an element of exoticism in 

some of his descriptions.  He spends some time contemplating a colony of large black 

ants, for example, and notes that bears are fond of the “eggs, larvae, and parent ants” 

(61).  He both links Indians to animals and has some fun with the cultural dissonance 

of strange foods when he notes in addition that “[t]he Digger Indians also are fond of 

the larvae and even of the perfect ants….  They bite off and reject the head, and eat the 

tickly acid body with keen relish” (61).  Though Muir never directly relates a narrative 

of learning such tricks from Indians he met, it’s possible to reconstruct an image of 

just how Muir knew the precise sensation of the “tickly acid body” of an ant in one’s 
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mouth.  If Muir disapproves of the Indians’ strange diet, he does so only in a state of 

complicity. 

 I suspect another reason for Muir’s attention to food is that he was preoccupied 

with the ethical implications of eating and being eaten.  In his discourses on the 

hierarchy of forest animals, he focuses much attention on bears, at the top of the food 

chain.  He espouses a great deal of admiration and respect for the bears.  He observes 

that this largest of omnivores is often content to satiate itself with the smallest of 

berries and grubs.  Indeed, Muir makes the connection that, like many of the Indians 

he sees, the bears seem to able make a little food go a long way, and he’s clearly 

envious of this efficiency.  Muir’s version of wilderness aesthetics did not include the 

ideal of “living off the land,” independent of towns for re-supply.  In fact, his 

preferred method of travel seems to anticipate the ethic expressed in the Wilderness 

Act of 1964, which declared wilderness a place where “man is a visitor who does not 

remain.”  Still, he expresses admiration for creatures that are able live self-sufficiently 

in the wild places. 

 But for all that close observation, Muir seems ignorant or inured to one of the 

basic conditions of the Indians in California at this time.  Since the days of the 

Mariposa Battalion, the greatest killer of native people was starvation.  For the 

Ahwahneechee, their home in the Yosemite Valley was formerly a critical area for 

gathering acorns, a staple of their diet.  Since its conversion to a nature-tourist mecca, 

the Indians were of course not allowed to farm or gather food there.  Throughout the 
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area, Euro-American practices of destroying Indian food caches and driving natives 

from traditional food-gathering places amounted to a policy of enforced starvation. 

 Muir either didn’t recognize this or was simply unable to empathize with the 

plight of people who did not fit into his classification schema.  The episode I cited at 

the outset of this discussion, with the “unclean” women gathering wild rice, gives 

Muir occasion to consider the other forms of food consumed by this group of Mono 

Indians.  He mentions that they often eat buffalo berries that Muir considers “rather 

insipid” (304); they sometimes organize a “grand rabbit-drive” and use the skins for 

blankets (304-05); they hunt deer (305); but most of all they seem to enjoy the larvae 

of a fly that breeds in the saline water of Mono Lake.  “Strange to say, they seem to 

like the lake larvae best of all” (305).  Here Muir’s musings on the epicurean quirks of 

this band seems brutal in its detachment—willfully ignorant of the plight of these 

people as they partook of whatever foods were available to them.  That the Mono 

might care more for their survival than for the palatability of fly larvae seems not to 

cross Muir’s mind. 

 Regarding these examples of Muir’s characterization of Indians, I want to 

make one final point.  Though his surface conclusions often seem callous, there is in 

each case a degree of ambiguity and a countervailing force in the writing.  For every 

time that Muir describes Indians as “unclean,” he does so with a sense of regret, or 

with a vague sense that things might have been otherwise.  After all, in a technical 

sense the very expression of the idea invokes the possibility of its obverse face.  A 

mind that can only conceive of the Indians as savage brutes would not bother to 
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mention their “degraded” condition—it would be redundant, and irrelevant.  I doubt 

Muir could recognize the connection between his pursuit of the purity of wilderness 

and the “dirt” he uncovers with the clarity that Mary Douglas’s critical framework 

reveals.  However, the fissures of Muir’s efforts show themselves in his writing. 

 

 

 The narrative energy of First Summer is shaped like a mountain, with the 

zenith of its emotional and ideological fervor located at the center, not at the end.  The 

episode at the brink of Yosemite Falls appears after almost two months of Muir’s 

shepherding labor, and after about 150 pages of written anticipation.  Before Yosemite 

Falls, Muir’s tone builds steadily in its enthusiasm as he tracks the receding snows, the 

blooms of wildflowers, and the changing strata of life forms as their party steadily 

climbs in elevation.  But Muir is not a writer to hold back in his early proclamations, 

anticipating a future climax; his method instead is to go for broke on every page and 

then find a way to outdo himself on the next.  The trail of exclamation points tells the 

story. 

 Muir gives the story of Yosemite Falls featured status because it represents the 

best example of his wilderness conversions.  Although Muir had seen Yosemite Valley 

before, he allows us to think that this trip to the top of Yosemite Falls, over three-

thousand precipitous feet above the Valley floor, represents his “first” experience of 

Yosemite’s enchanting scenery.  He uses the scene to establish his own authority as a 

wilderness convert and to stand as an example for others to follow. 
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ILLUSTRATION 2.1, John Muir on North Dome.  Wood engraving by Michael 
McCurdy.  My First Summer in the Sierra, Yolla Bolly edition, 1988.  Image courtesy 
Michael McCurdy. 
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The episode illustrates a fundamental paradox in Muir’s worldview.  In his 

effort to articulate and valorize a wilderness aesthetic, Muir seeks to express the 

wilderness as a realm of purity, free from the taint of human influence.  In this 

valorization, however, a paradox emerges on two levels.  First, Muir is communicating 

in writing, and he resorts, of course, to metaphors, tropes and patterns of thought that 

bear the marks of a rich human history.  At a fundamental level, there is no escaping 

the anthropomorphic realm—or at least no way to write about such an escape.  

Second, and perhaps more important, is the paradoxical effect of Muir’s wilderness 

ideal.  After all the efforts to express the value of wilderness-for-its-own-sake, Muir 

emphasizes the effects of this wilderness on his own character.  Again and again, Muir 

experiences a wilderness conversion—a quasi-religious experience which establishes 

the import of wilderness specifically because of its power to inspire him and others.  

Muir’s depictions of a pristine wilderness free from human meddling always seem to 

return to the human realm. 

 As a model for thinking about Muir’s wilderness ideals, I want to propose the 

geometric form of the Möbius strip.  A strip of paper twisted and connected end-to-

end forms a curious shape: it’s a three-dimensional loop with only one surface.  If you 

trace a line along one side you will find it reconnects with itself.  In a similar way, 

Muir’s wilderness values keep turning back on themselves, at times both self-

contradictory and self-generating.  I suggest this model as a continuation of Douglas’s 

framework as I applied it to my earlier discussion of Native American presence in 

Muir’s text.  While her dictum that “where there is dirt, there is system” applies to 
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Muir’s exclusion of Indians from his ideal wilderness, the metaphorical figure of the 

Möbius strip permits us to examine his “more obviously symbolic systems of purity.”  

My argument is that his written expression of the wilderness ideal in the form of the 

episode on the brink is both seamless and full of contradictions. 

 These paradoxical tendencies are consistent with Muir’s expression of 

wilderness environmentalism as a political and social phenomenon.  The very idea of a 

pristine wilderness is both ahistorical and potentially self-defeating, in that it’s 

difficult to organize political alliances around an abstraction of non-humanity.  But in 

fact wilderness environmentalism is a very persuasive and persistent political 

phenomenon, both in Muir’s work and in American environmentalism at large.  The 

impossibility of the purity of nature turns out to be a rather self-sustaining quality. 

 

 

 The hours leading up to the episode at the Falls on July 15th are structured 

according to archetypal elements of a heroic quest.  Muir wanders away from the 

community of his camp, and on his way to the rim, he is first accompanied and then 

abandoned by two animals: the Saint Bernard Carlo and a startled bear. 

I shouted and gesticulated in a wild burst of ecstasy, much to the 

astonishment of St. Bernard Carlo, who came running up to me, 

manifesting in his intelligent eyes a puzzled concern that was very 

ludicrous, which had the effect of bringing me to my senses.  A brown 

bear, too, it would seem, had been a spectator of the show I had made 
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of myself, for I had gone but a few yards when I started one from a 

thicket of brush.  He evidently considered me dangerous, for he ran 

away very fast, tumbling over the tops of the tangled manzanita bushes 

in his haste.  (153-54) 

Carlo, whose intelligence Muir never fails to mention, represents Muir’s link to the 

human world, and the bear, whose nobility surpasses all the other wild animals Muir 

contemplates, represents the wilderness in its undigested form.  Muir leaves both 

behind to journey alone to the precipice. 

 Finally, Muir arrives at the rim at a point where he can get a view of the entire 

canyon below.  The full force of his experience of the first summer is visible before 

him. 

When such places [to look down] were found, and I had cautiously set 

my feet and drawn my body erect, I could not help fearing a little that 

the rock might split off and let me down, and what a down!—more than 

three thousand feet.  Still my limbs did not tremble, nor did I feel the 

least uncertainty as to the reliance to be placed on them….  After 

withdrawing from such places, excited with the view I had got, I would 

say to myself, “Now don’t go out on the verge again.”  But in the face 

of Yosemite scenery cautious remonstrance is vain; under its spell 

one’s body seems to go where it likes with a will over which we seem 

to have scarce any control.  (155-56) 
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Although the power of the natural scenery is the prime mover here, Muir chooses not 

to resort to a painterly description of his surroundings.  Instead, he emphasizes the 

effect of these sights on his hyper-attuned mind and body, providing experiential 

evidence rather than a realistic rendering.  What we receive from his experience is a 

remarkable internal conversation, turning back and forth on the issue of the danger he 

may be in.  Most of the passage functions as a series of denials: he could not help 

fearing, yet he did not tremble nor feel uncertainty.  The effect of these denials is to 

call attention to Muir’s actual physical danger—a case of protesting too much.  The 

issue of the danger here turns back and forth on itself, ultimately subsumed by the 

grandeur of the scenery.  We know of its power primarily secondhand, because in 

Muir’s internal conversation, his “cautious remonstrance” falls on deaf ears. 

 Muir proceeds along the rim of the canyon for about a mile, seeking an ideal 

viewpoint.  Eventually he arrives at the mouth of Yosemite Creek as it plunges over 

the edge.  Not satisfied with mere grandeur, Muir seeks to intensify his vantage and 

experience by crawling out along a crack in the granite to the very brink of the falls, 

clinging to an inch-wide shelf.  His quest forces him to remove his shoes, and, on a 

whim, to stuff his mouth with a tuft of grass in an attempt to forestall giddiness.  

(Artemisia, Muir notes with characteristic botanical precision).  At last, he achieves a 

perfect view—not of the distant sun-bathed mountains, but into the fall itself. 

Here I obtained a perfectly free view down into the heart of the snowy, 

chanting throng of comet-like streamers, into which the body of the fall 

soon separates. 
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 While perched on that narrow niche I was not distinctly 

conscious of danger.  The tremendous grandeur of the fall in form and 

sound and motion, acting at close range, smothered the sense of fear, 

and in such places one’s body takes keen care for safety on its own 

account. …  Hereafter I’ll try to keep from such extravagant, nerve-

straining places.  Yet such a day is well worth venturing for.  My first 

view of the High Sierra, first view looking down into Yosemite, the 

death song of Yosemite Creek, and its flight over the vast cliff, each 

one of these is of itself enough for a great life-long landscape fortune—

a most memorable day of days—enjoyment enough to kill if that were 

possible.  (159-60) 

The “chanting throng of comet-like streamers” is a sharp turn of phrase, and consistent 

for Muir.  He often spoke of waterfalls as chanting or singing, and he likewise 

associated the word “comet” with their frothy trajectories—a choice that alerts us to 

the cosmic scope of his mood.  As in the previous passage, Muir’s internal 

conversation vacillates between an assertion of danger and then an immediate denial 

of its power over him.  In a gesture of submission to the power of wilderness in its 

unaltered, unalterable state, Muir offers his own body for the cause of this epiphany. 

 There’s also the threat of suicide—Muir’s barely concealed desire to join the 

“death song of Yosemite Creek.”  I read this threat as the counterpoint to the ecstatic 

tone of Muir’s wilderness conversion.  His hard-earned creation of a realm of purity 

comes with an associated realm of danger.  As if tracing the Möbius strip, Muir’s 
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suicidal tendencies proceed as a continuity with the celebration of wilderness purity, a 

kind of omnipresent underside to the super-enthusiasm of his quest at the Falls.  

“[E]njoyment enough to kill” suggests that the price for a wilderness conversion may 

be self-sacrifice. 

 That thought concludes the entry for July 15, but the power of Muir’s 

adventure continues to haunt the narrative.  The entry for July 16 begins with one 

more twist on the experience. 

My enjoyments yesterday afternoon, especially at the head of the fall, 

were too great for good sleep.  Kept starting up last night in a nervous 

tremor, half awake, fancying that the foundation of the mountain we 

were camped on had given way and was falling into Yosemite Valley.  

In vain I roused myself to make a new beginning for sound sleep.  The 

nerve strain had been too great, and again and again I dreamed I was 

rushing through the air above a glorious avalanche of water and rocks.  

One time, springing to my feet, I said, “This time it is real—all must 

die, and where could mountaineer find a more glorious death!”  (160-

61) 

Despite Muir’s claim that this would be a glorious death, the passage expresses a great 

deal of anxiety.  I suggest that one aspect of Muir’s anxiety—part of his sense that 

things aren’t quite right with his newly minted system of purity—is the specter of the 

quite recent displacement of Indian people from the picture.  I see no evidence to 

indicate Muir’s conscious acknowledgement of this injustice, but when we consider 
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the text of First Summer as a whole, with all its characterizations of Indians as a 

“degraded” people, it begs the question of just who has done the degrading.  If nothing 

else, Muir’s nightmare indicates the tenuous character of his idealized wilderness 

values, expressed as they are prior to their adoption as a mainstream tributary of 

American environmentalism. 

The anxiety expressed in the Yosemite Falls episode comes not only from the 

feeling of acrophobia it induces, or from the brute force of the falls.  It arises from a 

sense that the strictly divided system of pure wilderness pitted against the tainted 

human realm is a system that will not hold.  If Muir were to confront the idea that the 

source of the “dirt” in his worldview is also the source of its purity, it’s possible his 

whole foundation would crumble, that the great granite monolith of wilderness 

environmentalism would slide like an avalanche from under our feet. 
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CHAPTER 3 
 
 
 

SCIENCE, SCENERY, AND DANGER: 
 

JOHN WESLEY POWELL’S PERILOUS SURVEY 
 
 
 
 
 
 In 1896, John Muir walked on the South Rim of the Grand Canyon, far above 

the river John Wesley Powell had first run twenty-seven years earlier.  Muir was 

taking in the views with his trademark enthusiasm, accompanied by a young man 

named Gifford Pinchot, both of them there as part of a forestry commission created to 

determine the fate of newly designated federal lands.  Years later, as head of the Forest 

Service, Pinchot would advocate for logging interests in the name of forest 

management, while Muir would turn sharply towards a policy of wilderness 

preservation, and in the battle over the damming of the Hetch-Hetchy Valley, the two 

would become fierce adversaries.  But on the rim of the Grand Canyon, Muir and 

Pinchot were fast friends, united in their love of the outdoors and their short patience 

for the commission’s seemingly idle talk.  Preferring the magnificent spectacle of the 

canyon itself, Muir shared with Pinchot a neat trick: they performed headstands.  The 

consequence was that the already vivid colors and sublime shapes before them seemed 

to intensify, a result of the blood running to their heads and the sheer novelty of their 

disorientation (Turner 302).  For the renowned nature-lover Muir, there was always 
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room for improvement, always a way to heighten the experience.  Give me steeper 

cliffs, Muir seemed to say, a richer palette for this canvas.  More beauty. 

 In 1869, while exploring the canyons of the Colorado, John Wesley Powell 

practiced some milder acrobatics of his own.  On May 31, according to the account he 

later published, Powell was anxious with “thoughts of the morrow and the canyons to 

come” that preceded the disastrous Canyon of Lodore his party would soon enter.  He 

was equally frustrated by the difficulty of estimating the elevation and slope of the 

canyon walls around him, which always seemed vast and overhanging from river-

level.  But he stumbled upon a remarkable method: by lying on his side, he could 

compare his horizontal view against the vertical, and use stereoscopic comparison to 

learn the “true proportions” of the canyon by way of optical triangulation (138-39).  

Powell’s discovery was enough to make him forget the dangers of  “the morrow” and 

focus on the clarity of the survey he felt destined to create.  When threatened by 

isolation, potential drowning, and impending starvation, Powell could always find 

recourse in better measurement, more science. 

Muir on his head, Powell on his side.  These are odd contortions.  Muir makes 

his body an instrument of beauty, Powell an instrument of science. 

 

 

In this chapter I examine the narrative strategies Powell employs in the account 

of his first survey, published originally as a Report on the Exploration of the Colorado 

River of the West and Its Tributaries.  The 1875 Report incorporated several articles 
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Powell had written for Scribner’s Magazine the year before.  Many different editions 

have appeared since then; I use the generic title Exploration to refer to Powell’s 

narrative, and I have cited page references for the version most widely available 

presently: The Exploration of the Colorado River and Its Canyons (Penguin 1987).  

Powell’s Exploration represents the survey in scientific terms, attesting to his mastery 

over the land through his ability to measure it with geological, geographic, and 

ethnographic cognitive instruments, but the mantle of science as a narrative mode does 

not exhaust the variety of tactics Powell utilizes.  Throughout the Exploration Powell 

describes the region in aestheticizing language that we might call “nature writing.”  

Particularly in the chapters devoted to the first voyage, Powell is compelled to relate a 

story of adventure and great danger.  Powell arranges these sometimes conflicting 

narrative modes to stage the performance of his authority over the region.  I pair 

Powell with Muir because I think it is worth reading these two together.  Doing so 

reveals some of the intersections between the genres of nature writing and science 

writing, cousins who sometimes meet in narratives of exploration.  The interrelations 

between these two genres help to constitute some of the basic structures and tensions 

of our subsequent environmental discourse. 

When Powell adapted his journals and memories into an 1875 book about his 

exploration of the Colorado River, the story of his 1869 journey was already a swirling 

confluence, fed by other textual, oral, and illustrated tributaries.  To begin with, 

Powell had to reaffirm the fact that he had survived the expedition, contrary to a 

number of spurious newspaper reports that appeared while he was on the river.  In his 
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preface, Powell notes that a friend had collected a “great number” of Powell’s obituary 

notices: “it was interesting and rather flattering to me to discover the high esteem in 

which I had been held by the people of the United States.  In my supposed death I had 

attained to a glory which I fear my continued life has not fully vindicated” (3).  Part of 

the vindication Powell sought in writing this book was to parlay his experience on the 

river into political capital, which he later won as director of both the Bureau of 

Ethnology and the U.S. Geological Survey. But in order to achieve those goals he first 

had to contend with competing accounts of the exploration.  Powell’s claim to being 

“first” on the “last” river of the West was muddied somewhat by the fact that only 

about one quarter of his thousand-mile journey had been unexplored by Euro-

Americans prior to 1869 (Smith 119).  Even the Grand Canyon portion may have been 

“explored” in 1867 by trapper James White, who claimed to have floated down a 

portion of the river by clinging to two timbers lashed together (Adams).  Most 

disconcerting for Powell as he prepared his manuscript, however, might have been E. 

O. Beaman’s reports, serialized in Appleton’s Journal in 1874.  Beaman was 

employed as a photographer for Powell’s second expedition in 1871, but he parted 

company midway, and with his “Cañon of the Colorado,” he beat Powell to the 

presses and proffered a literary challenge, which a recent critic regards as a document 

that surpasses Powell’s “chiefly geologic interests” (Fresonke 153).  Long after Powell 

published his version, the details of his first voyage were challenged by some of the 

men who had survived the expedition with him.  In the long run, however, Powell was 
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able to reclaim his mainstream contribution to the many sources and currents of the 

Colorado. 

For the Civil War veteran who lost an arm at the Battle of Shiloh, the reason 

for undertaking the voyage was clear: he was exploring in the name of science.  He did 

not shy from adventures, but neither did he seek risks for their own sake.  However, 

when it came time to write about the exploration, Powell revisited the issue of his 

intended purpose.  Was his story to be a dry, fact-driven report for geographers and 

geologists?  Should it be nature writing in the contemplative romantic style?  Or was it 

to be a riveting adventure story, with trials and triumph, intended for a popular 

audience?  Ultimately, the Exploration is all of the above, and the three modes often 

stand in jarring opposition to one another.  Powell knew that readers were eager to 

learn the details of his dangerous voyage, famous before it was even completed.  He 

also wanted to establish himself as a credible scientist, which he was, and a supremely 

capable expedition leader, which he arguably was not.  The resulting book is a hybrid, 

with divergent rhetorical strategies often appearing in stark contrast. 

 These points of contrast or rupture in the narrative occur when Powell 

juxtaposes the dramatic peril of his journey with the scientific imperative, which 

requires a mood of placid mastery.  My term “perilous survey” refers to these 

transitory moments, when Powell diffuses a scene of immanent danger by resorting to 

a calm, descriptive mode, appreciating nature or measuring it with science.  I have 

adapted the notion of the survey as a literary technique from Mary Louise Pratt’s 

Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation.  She describes the “monarch-of-
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all-I-survey scene” as a characteristic mode used by British explorers to recount their 

travels in central Africa in the 1860s.  These travel writers applied a kind of “verbal 

painting” to the scenes they encountered.  According to Pratt, the monarch-of-all-I-

survey technique is marked by three conventions: the landscape, usually viewed from 

a promontory or high point, is aestheticized; the prose of the passage strives for 

density of meaning; and there is a relation of mastery between the seer and the seen 

(Pratt 201-05).  The survey, in sum, is a rhetorical strategy that asserts imperial 

dominion over the land and its soon-to-be colonized inhabitants.  Powell’s perilous 

surveys serve a similar purpose.  What is most striking about his version, however, is 

the way Powell’s passive observations on geology, geography and natural scenery 

contrast with the action scenes—passages fraught with danger.  Powell’s exploration 

narrative, asserting level-headed knowledge of the places he encounters, seems always 

on the verge of disaster. 

 

 

The scientific explorer 

 If textual space in the Exploration is proportional to time spent on the 

exploration, then Powell’s primary occupation in the summer of 1869 was climbing 

away from the river, ascending cliff walls to achieve an appropriate vantage point.  No 

episode recurs so much as the one where Powell explores a side-canyon, is soon 

inspired to climb a crevice or rock face, and eventually gains a promontory—but not 

before he experiences a vertiginous crisis.  A classic example appears soon after the 
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Canyon of Lodore.  Powell and companion Bradley decide to climb a gulch, which 

leads to a more challenging precipice.  They proceed in tandem, with the lower partner 

passing the bulky barometer case to the upper partner, until Powell gets into trouble.  

He gets stuck, finding that he cannot climb or retreat without releasing his single 

handhold.  Bradley scrambles above him, and contrives an inspired rescue: “At this 

instant it occurs to Bradley to take off his drawers, which he does, and swings them 

down to me.”  Powell is able to grasp the “dangling leg,” and Bradley pulls him to the 

top.  The barometer survives the ordeal as well, and the men “make the necessary 

observations” before finding an easier way down (168-9).  Biographers Wallace 

Stegner (72) and Donald Worster (170) have suggested that the episode serves to 

dramatize the easily overlooked fact that Powell had only one arm, which it certainly 

does.  It also shows how Powell’s quest for higher elevations in order to make 

scientific measurements is the motivating force behind both his scramble and its 

representation in the narrative.  The fact that he is ultimately able to “make the 

necessary observations” subsumes the actual danger as well as the tension created in 

the narrative account.  The scene with Bradley is a memorable sartorial rescue, but the 

general pattern applies to countless incidents.  Powell begins to climb, seems cut off, 

discovers a risky way to the top, makes observations, and returns to camp. 

 This is not to say that Powell’s scrambles are only the indulgences of a 

compulsive geographer. The information Powell collects is crucial, not only for the 

long-term, abstract scientific value, but for the short-term survival of the expedition.  

Powell frequently needs to climb to scout rapids ahead; he has no way of knowing  
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ILLUSTRATION 3.1, The Rescue.  “At this instant it occurs to Bradley to take off his 
drawers, which he does, and swings them down to me.”  (Exploration 169).  Image 
courtesy of the Cline Library, Northern Arizona University. 
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when an innocent-looking ripple might turn into a deadly waterfall.  And he collects 

other useful information and objects.  On July 26, he climbs above a sheer 

amphitheater by wedging himself into a crack and inching upward.  At the top he 

collects a supply of piñon pine resin (to repair the boats) before getting caught in a 

fierce thunderstorm.  Afterwards, he hurries back to camp, warning the men to move 

their gear to high ground before the crest of the floodwaters arrive (220-23).  Even 

Powell’s remarks on geology play a role in measuring the welfare of the expedition.  

Powell is always hoping to discover softer strata of rock, which, he observes, usually 

indicate a quiet river.  The drama of the later chapters intensifies as the expedition 

encounters more and more layers of hard rocks, which “have given us bad river” 

(248).  The crucial point is that Powell’s surveys alleviate the jeopardy of the party.  

Whether Powell is collecting scientific data or scouting for rapids, these episodes 

show him prevailing over the dangers they face. 

 To complete the survey, Powell needed tools.  He took sextants, thermometers, 

chronometers, compasses, and barometers.  The barometers were particularly 

important because Powell used them to measure altitude along the river and atop the 

mountains he climbed.  They were unwieldy, fragile glass tubes—their presence a 

curiosity and a hassle to some of the men, but Powell regarded them dearly.  Early in 

the journey one of them breaks, and they waste a day repairing it, but Powell’s 

confidence is undaunted because he is “ready to measure mountains once more” (129). 

 The barometers figure prominently in the trip’s most perilous episode.  On 

June 9, in the Canyon of Lodore, the men in the boat ominously called the “No Name” 
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miss Powell’s signal to come to shore, and they inadvertently slip into a rapid.  The 

men escape but the boat is wrecked.  Although Powell underplays the demoralizing 

predicament this puts the party in, this wreck at Disaster Falls changes the character of 

the expedition.  Food and supplies are reduced by one third, so Powell is forced to 

compromise the leisurely, observation-intensive pace he had hoped for.  More 

importantly, a rift of distrust develops between Powell and the men piloting the “No 

Name,” all three of whom would later abandon the expedition at Separation Rapid.  

However, to judge from Powell’s narrative, his chief concern at the time was for the 

barometers.  They camp that night just below the falls, with the splintered remains of 

the “No Name” bobbing in an eddy nearby.  Powell spends a fretful night wondering 

whether the instruments can be saved.  The next morning, some of the men manage to 

retrieve a portion of the hull, and the barometers are indeed preserved.  Powell is 

surprised at the enthusiastic response: “The boys set up a shout, and I join them, 

pleased that they should be as glad as myself to save the instruments” (157).  He soon 

realizes, however, the men have also recovered an intact three-gallon keg of whiskey.  

“The last is what the men were shouting about” (157). 

 Powell attempts to sustain that spirit of levity through the narrative even when 

misfortunes put severe strains on the party.  Their supply of food dwindles and 

becomes less palatable.  Sacks of flour are subjected to frequent dunkings; dried 

apples are unintentionally re-hydrated; bacon rots.  Still, according to Powell, the 

men’s spirits are not yet broken.  On the evening of July 19, they eat musty bread and 

spoiled bacon for supper, talking wistfully of better fare.  Powell notices something 
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strange: “Soon I see Hawkins [the cook] down by the boat, taking up the sextant—

rather a strange proceeding for him—and I question him concerning it.  He replies that 

he is trying to find the latitude and longitude of the nearest pie” (213). 

By the end of the voyage, Powell would have to abandon both his characterization of 

an amusing boys’ adventure and the scientific instruments he so treasured. The last of 

Powell’s perilous surveys occurs on August 27, above Separation Rapid, which, from 

the river, looks “much worse than any we have yet met.”  Attempting to climb a wall 

to gain a better view, Powell gets stuck again; he “can neither advance nor retreat” 

without falling 400 feet to the river.  He calls to the men, but cannot let go of the rock 

to grab the line they pass to him.  This time the oars save him: the men press Powell 

against the rock with one paddle and offer another as step (277).  But this survey fails, 

for they still cannot see the river ahead.  That night, three of the men decide that they 

have had enough.  They trust Powell no longer, and abandon the party the next 

morning in an ill-fated attempt to reach Mormon settlements overland.  They are later 

killed by Shivwits Indians (a band of Paiutes) under disputed circumstances.  Before 

the remaining men run Separation Rapid, they lighten the boats as much as possible, 

leaving some ammunition, collected fossils, and the long-prized barometers on a rock.  

They reach the mouth of the Rio Virgen just two days later, but Powell’s inability to 

keep the group together stands as a black mark at the end of the voyage.  In this final 

separation, Powell had to give up the scientific explorer role and resort to mere 

survival. 
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A natural theater 

In addition to his scientific writing, Powell employs nature writing as a 

descriptive mode.  Like his efforts in the scientific register, Powell’s remarks on the 

beauty of the region serve to ameliorate the tensions that emerge out of the immediate 

dangers of the voyage, situating Powell as the poet-leader who possesses a serene, 

aesthetic sensibility, especially when times get tough.  However, the nature writing 

mode presents a paradox in which the passages devoted to an appreciation of nature 

also suggest its threatening and alienating qualities, embodying all the inherent 

contradictions of a terrific sublime landscape.  To navigate these contradictions, 

Powell aligns his narrative with a tradition in American nature writing, using both 

“emptying” and “filling” gestures, to borrow Lawrence Buell’s terms (Environmental 

Imagination 70).  The land must be stripped of meaning, particularly of meanings 

denoting human habitation in the wilderness, and at the same time must be filled with 

significance by way of romantic imagery, natural history, and “high” cultural 

metaphors: music, painting, architecture, and the like.  Powell portrays a region that is 

both a “Great Unknown” and a fully domesticated landscape. 

 Early in their journey, the expedition got a small taste of the dangers ahead: in 

an attempt to avoid a rock, an oar is broken, two more are lost overboard in the 

confusion, and the boat spins into an eddy (Powell 124).  But that evening, Powell 

begins to explore.  Climbing away from camp, he commences in geologist style, 
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noting the “sandstones and shales, gray and buff, red and brown,” but then shifts into 

his aestheticizing, nature-writing mode: 

Barren desolation is stretched before me; and yet there is beauty in the 

scene.  The fantastic carvings, imitating architectural forms and 

suggesting rude but weird statuary, with the bright and varied colors of 

the rocks, conspire to make a scene ….  Standing on a high point, I can 

look off in every direction over a vast landscape, with salient rocks and 

cliffs glittering in the evening sun.  Dark shadows are settling in the 

valleys and gulches, and the heights are made higher and the depths 

deeper by the glamour and witchery of light and shade.  (124-25) 

This is a “conspired scene” of theatrical proportions, and it overwhelms the earlier 

relation of trouble with the oars.  Powell observes the desolation before him, and then 

immediately begins to populate the emptiness with architectural forms.  This is 

certainly not the last time Powell will find recourse to such language.  The trope of 

canyon landscapes represented as architecture, such as temples, theaters, or ruins, is 

perhaps the dominant figure in Powell’s narrative, and in that regard he is not unique.  

With sympathy for a British romantic tradition (think of Wordsworth’s “Tintern 

Abbey” or Shelley’s “Ozymandias”) in which “the ruin” plays a prominent role, Euro-

American writers often placed ruins their landscapes, even if only by metaphor.  

Nicholas Dirks calls the ruin “the document of civilization par excellence; it signifies 

the most onerous toil of the slaves and subalterns who executed the…ambitions of 

great civilizations” (10).  Responding to places they often regarded as unpeopled, 
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Euro-American writers could stake a claim to a cultural and historical inheritance, for 

if the ruin is a marker of nostalgia, a longing for times gone by, it is also a sign of 

cultural ascension, the form which validates a rapidly expanding American nation.  In 

the Southwest, claimed by the United States from Mexico only two decades previous, 

Powell sees a “rude but weird statuary,” which suggests the exotic terms in which the 

region would come to be characterized. 

 Another of Powell’s favorite architectural metaphors was that of the 

amphitheater.  This is a familiar geographical term for a bowl-shaped feature, but 

Powell saw more than just the familiar; he imagined the perfect stage on which to play 

out his drama.  Echo Park is named for the soft, mellow tones “transformed into 

magical music” that return when the men call out (167).  At a bend in the canyon that 

would become Music Temple, his brother Walter sings a resounding chorus (231).  

Elsewhere, at the place later known as Redwall Cavern, Powell observes a “vast, half-

circular chamber, which, if utilized for a theater, would give sitting to 50,000 people” 

(237).  These imaginative performances domesticate the more discordant features of 

the nature Powell encounters, proposing a distinctly civilized version of canyons 

which at other times he experienced in quite unfriendly ways. 

However, the nature writing does not always work against the peril.  Often 

they complement each other.  For example, Powell draws the Flaming Gorge chapter 

to a close with a densely descriptive passage leading to an abiding sense of the danger 

ahead.  At first the “sun shines in splendor on vermilion walls” and “the canyon opens, 

like a beautiful portal, to a region of glory.”  But the sun goes down, and the “lichened 
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over” rocks, green and gray with “roseate hues,” become a “somber brown.”  “Black 

shadows are creeping over them below; and now it is a dark portal to a region of 

gloom—the gateway through which we are to enter on our voyage of exploration 

tomorrow.  What shall we find?”  This is an adept and stirring passage, resorting to a 

rich spectrum of color and mood to transform the “portal” ahead from glory to gloom.  

In this case, however, Powell the scientist intrudes, and he kills the sense of 

foreboding with the more pedestrian sentences that follow: “The distance from 

Flaming Gorge to Beehive Point is 9 2/3 miles.  The highest point on the walls at 

Flaming Gorge is 1,300 feet above the river…” (148-49).  Powell ends all his chapters 

with matter-of-fact reports describing the physical characteristics of each portion of 

the canyon.  In so doing he tends to undercut the power of his more descriptive and 

moving passages. 

Sometimes, the hazards of the trip preclude Powell’s aesthetic impulse.  The 

most disaster-filled chapter is the Canyon of Lodore.  In this short section of river 

dense with rapids, the men lose one boat (the “No Name”) in a wreck, they nearly lose 

another boat while lining it down a rapid, and one evening there’s a fire in camp so 

robust the men are forced to scramble for the boats and the water.  With the last entry 

of the chapter, Powell apologizes self-consciously: “This has been a chapter of 

disasters and toils, notwithstanding which the Canyon of Lodore was not devoid of 

scenic interest, even beyond the power of pen to tell.”  He musters a half-hearted 

tribute in prose, and then returns to the unadorned facts: “The Canyon of the Lodore is 

20 3/4 miles in length” (163-65). 
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 Despite these sometimes jarring juxtapositions, Powell the nature-writer in 

many ways surpasses Powell the scientific explorer.  Certainly one of the reasons 

Powell’s work continues to be read, aside from the riveting appeal of his story of high 

adventure, is due to Powell’s expression of a region in terms and tropes with great 

power and longevity.  Powell does not transcend the contradictions of the emptying 

and filling gestures which represent a pristine wilderness and attempt to reclaim it for 

human purposes, but he arranges his scenes with dexterity and a rich palette of 

descriptive language, always pressing for what Pratt called “density of meaning.”  It 

is, as Powell himself puts it, “a glamour and witchery of light and shade” that 

heightens the heights and deepens the depths, a voice not unlike the far-reaching one 

of John Muir. 

 

 

A cautious remonstrance 

 They were contemporaries: Powell born in 1834, Muir in 1838.  Both spent 

their adolescence in rural Wisconsin, coping with stern, religious fathers while they 

toiled on farms, nurturing curiosity about the plants, animals, and rocks they found 

there.  When the Civil War erupted, Powell served as an officer, while Muir escaped 

to Canada for a few years to avoid the draft, but both were drawn to adventurous 

voyages.  Powell cut his teeth for river-exploration by floating on a raft down the 

Mississippi as a young man.  Muir revved up for his later famous tramps throughout 

the Sierra Nevada by first walking a thousand miles through the South to the Gulf of 
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Mexico.  They were both scientists.  Powell’s writing does not let us miss that point, 

but amidst Muir’s florid prose we sometimes forget that Muir was a keen botanist and 

an imaginative geologist who popularized the theory of glaciation to explain the shape 

of the Yosemite Valley (Turner 199-200).  The most striking coincidence is that both 

men made the voyages that would come to define them in 1869.  While Powell was in 

the depths of the Colorado’s canyons, Muir was experiencing the “range of light”: his 

first summer in the Sierra.  When he wrote My First Summer in the Sierra many years 

later, Muir, like Powell, used “journal entries”—more a storytelling device than a 

faithful record of daily events. 

 Where did they turn for literary inspiration to describe the beautiful, hostile 

lands they explored?  Shakespeare was convenient.  Powell’s expedition has an 

“illustrated copy of Shakespeare which tumbles around the camp” (123).  (In a telling 

bit of foreshadowing, O.G. Howland, who abandons the party at Separation Rapid, 

resembles a wild-haired illustration of King Lear.)  Early in his wanderings, Muir 

loses his botanical reference books, but retains a volume of Shakespeare, though he 

saw scant resemblance between Shakespeare’s contented pastoral peasants and the 

hardened Sierra sheepherders he actually worked with. 

All the ingredients of the perilous survey are present in Muir’s First Summer.  

Unlike Powell, however, who tends to arrange his scientific observations, aesthetic 

appreciations, and risky adventures in blocks, Muir makes them flow together.  For 

Powell, the danger and the scenery ultimately serve to support his scientific authority 

over the region.  Muir’s scientific training and the frequent episodes in which he risks 
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his life are both ultimately subsumed by his overarching, invigorating sense of 

harmony in nature.  The scene at the Falls is the classic example where Muir’s 

enthusiasm cannot be contained or redirected, since “in the face of Yosemite scenery 

cautious remonstrance is in vain” (156). 

In some ways, Muir circumambulates the peril of the survey through his ability 

to synthesize his rhetorical strategies into a coherent whole.  But in a comparison with 

Powell, Muir falls short in one respect, and it is an essential point in exploration 

narratives of the American West.  The fact is that a variety of Native American 

cultures had lived for centuries in the lands that Euro-American explorers often 

represented as an uninhabited wilderness.  Some writers chose to represent the 

“vanishing Indian,” as the ghostly reminder of a once-great culture that must give way 

before U.S. progress, while others chose to diminish signs of native presence in the 

landscape.  Envisioning a present and future battle for the land which pitted tourism 

(or preservation) against resource extraction, Muir often left Indians out of the picture. 

 Powell did not.  In a recent biography, Donald Worster suggests that Powell 

bucked the dominant trend in Western surveys by including Indians in his narratives: 

“The impression [Powell] leaves is of a land densely peopled by Indians, not a 

wilderness but a fully settled and inhabited place” (334).  Worster argues that the 

account of the 1869 survey in the Exploration makes this point through the 

illustrations scattered throughout the book, many of which feature Indians even when 

the text makes no reference to them.  Along with many illustrations of the region’s 

unique geology, there are images of Indian dwellings and ruins, portraits of 
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individuals from different tribes, and depictions of trade-able goods like baskets and 

pottery.  The images attest to a spirit of ethnographic collection rather than one of 

personal documentation or narrative development.  Still, I think Worster makes an 

excellent point, especially when Powell’s efforts are compared to those of his 

contemporary explorers, but I believe Powell’s emplacement of Indians in his survey 

deserves further scrutiny. 

 In addition to the illustrations, Powell represents Indians, or evidence of Indian 

presence, in the text itself.  When the expedition encounters particularly dangerous 

rapids, Powell punctuates the episodes with recurring references to an exchange which 

took place before the journey, one that constitutes a significant contribution to the 

knowledge Powell had about the river before he descended. 

Last spring I had a conversation with an old Indian named 

Páriats, who told me about one of his tribe attempting to run this 

canyon.  “The rocks,” he said, holding his hands above his head, his 

arms vertical, and looking between them to the heavens, “the rocks h-e-

a-p, h-e-a-p high; the water go h-oo-woogh, h-oo-woogh; water-pony 

h-e-a-p buck; water catch ’em; no see ’em Injun any more! no see ’em 

squaw any more! no see ’em papoose any more!” 

Those who have seen these wild Indian ponies rearing 

alternately before and behind, or “bucking,” as it is called in the 

vernacular, will appreciate his description.  (141) 
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Powell’s representation of Páriats’ speech is colorful, perhaps course, perhaps worse.  

Still, the essence of Páriats’ story shines brightly enough to be a beacon throughout the 

narrative.  By comparison, Powell’s explanation of “bucking,” perhaps written for an 

audience in Eastern parlors, seems rather timid.  Powell returns to Páriats’ tale 

throughout his narrative, citing it as evidence of the hazards of the river.  He reminds 

us periodically with the repeated, abbreviated phrase “Water heap catch ’em,” 

employed notably in the disastrous Canyon of Lodore chapter after a fire in camp 

sends the cook into a panic, causing him to lose all the party’s eating utensils in the 

river (163).  Powell treats the story as a kind of curse that haunts the expedition, a 

superstition to be overcome.  In the end, Páriats’ warning must give way to Powell’s 

impending success in navigating the river. 

 Powell’s repeated references to the tale represent a textual attempt to prevail 

over superstition by his systematic progress down the river.  In this respect his 

scientific instruments have an interesting role to play again.  Early in the voyage, the 

party stops to collect a cache of scientific tools they have stashed a few months prior.  

Powell feels anxious when he sees signs of a recent Indian camp near the cache, but he 

is relieved to find the instruments undisturbed: “Our chronometer wheels have not 

been taken for hair ornaments, our barometer tubes for beads, or the sextant thrown 

into the river as ‘bad medicine,’ as had been predicted” (127).  In this passage Powell 

uses a strategy of transference that is in fact a hallmark of exploration narratives.  The 

objects which symbolize the explorer’s power are fetishized precisely through the 

apparent fascination and misunderstanding of “the primitive.”  After all, it is Powell 
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alone who has reason to invest these instruments with talismanic properties; even his 

partners in the expedition think them impractical.  Yet Powell redeems them by 

situating their value in the mind of an imagined Indian. 

 Powell did not expect to see so much evidence of Indians in the canyons, 

particularly the Puebloan sites.  (I use this term rather than “Anasazi ruins” in an effort 

to emphasize the continuity between living Pueblo people and the people who built 

these granaries and dwellings).  When he did, he chose to incorporate them into his 

story.  In yet another of Powell’s scrambles away from camp, he finds himself unable 

to scale a “rounded eminence” from which he hopes to “obtain a good outlook on the 

surrounding country.”  Frustrated, he searches for a way to the top, and eventually 

discovers, to his surprise, “a stairway, evidently cut in the rock by hands.”  He uses 

these Moki (or Hopi) steps to climb higher.  Reaching a sheer wall, he is aided once 

again by an old ladder (229).  Finally Powell gains the summit, and makes his survey 

before he returns to camp.  This discovery of an ancient pathway, and the fact that it 

assists him in his quest for a good vantage, marks the episode as an appropriate 

emblem for the expedition as a whole.  Powell’s survey stands as an act of conquest, 

but he did not attempt to erase the evidence of those who had come before. 

 With the publication of the Exploration, Powell was able to climb in these 

steps cut by human hands all the way to the apex, becoming the nation’s geographer- 

and ethnographer-in-chief.  The discipline of anthropology, during and long after 

Powell’s time, has certainly been complicit in the representation of Southwestern 

Indians within a discourse of domestic Orientalism.  Indeed, Barbara Babcock has 
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argued that “the Southwest in general and the Pueblo world in particular is America’s 

Orient” (“Pueblo Cultural Bodies” 48).  Powell’s representations of Native Americans 

would lay the groundwork for later writers like Charles Lummis, an advocate for 

Indian welfare whose depictions of the Southwest are sometimes laced with exoticism.  

And Powell’s work would lay the tracks for the Santa Fe Railway and its partner the 

Fred Harvey Company, who developed the Grand Canyon to feature Indians on 

display at Hopi House.  Keeping these reservations in mind, however, I ultimately 

agree with Worster’s assessment about Powell describing the Southwest as a “settled 

and inhabited place,” particularly when Powell’s efforts are compared to other 

scientific explorers and nature writers of his time.  Compared with Muir’s decision to 

diminish signs of Indian presence in the landscape, or to present images of degraded, 

already-fragmented cultures, Powell’s representations are preferable, even if they were 

sometimes washed in a coercive tide of U.S. national expansion.  That is to say, some 

misrepresentations may be better than others. 

 Muir tried to turn his world on its head; Powell gave it a sideways glance.  

They both failed, in some ways, to alter the course of American “progress” in the 

directions they desired.  Muir was perhaps naïve in thinking that beauty alone would 

be enough to halt the onslaught of industry he saw taking over the Western lands he 

wished to protect.  Powell chose an insider path, going to Washington to advocate for 

the rational development of the West, offering his updated version of Jefferson’s 

agrarian democracy adapted to the constraints of arid lands where water was scarce 

resource.  He too failed to preempt developments and exploitations that were quicker 
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and shorter-sighted.  But the stories both men created are more than elegies; they 

touch chords which continue to resound in the language of American 

environmentalism.  And neither Muir nor Powell can be blamed for failing to foresee a 

future threat to wild places—a threat that would come not from loggers or miners, but 

from loving nature too much. 
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CHAPTER 4 
 
 
 

RECREATING AUTHENTICITY AT THE GRAND CANYON  
 
 
 
 
 

In March 2007, the Hualapai Indian tribe in Arizona unveiled the Grand 

Canyon Skywalk, a cantilevered, glass-bottomed walkway jutting above a branch of 

the Grand Canyon’s western rim.  This opening was the culmination of over a decade 

of planning and investment by Las Vegas based entrepreneur David Jin, in cooperation 

with the Grand Canyon Resort Corporation, the Hualapai tribe’s business arm.  

Intended as the main attraction for the tribe’s rapidly expanding Grand Canyon West 

resort, the Skywalk opened to much press coverage and fanfare, with ceremonies 

including a first walk by astronaut Buzz Aldrin. 

Supporters of the enterprise argue that the Skywalk will bring much-needed 

money to the Hualapai reservation, a vast and remote area of northwestern Arizona 

with only 2,000 residents.  The tribe suffers from a fifty percent unemployment rate as 

well as widespread poverty and alcoholism (Cart).  The reservation’s remote 

geography, far from heavily-trafficked roads, not to mention the proximity of the far-

brighter lights of Las Vegas, means that the prospects for casino gambling have not 

been good.  In a way, the building of the Skywalk and the expansion of Grand Canyon 

West represent a different kind of gamble, with the tribe and its financial partners 

betting that they can lure tourists, channeled through Las Vegas, to the prospect of 
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“doing the Grand Canyon” by spending a day or two at the resort.  (Construction of a 

new hotel is underway).  After all, you can do things here that you can’t do in nearby 

Grand Canyon National Park: helicopter flights that dip gut-wrenchingly below the 

canyon rim, guided Hummer tours, and done-in-a-day rafting and jet-boating on the 

Colorado River.  Who says nature can’t be good carbon-spewing fun?  The Skywalk is 

simply the main draw, luring tourists with its sheer audacity and its dare proffered to 

the acrophobic in all of us.  And according to the resort’s promotional website, we can 

“connect with nature while protecting the Hualapai nation, their culture and values 

which are deeply engraved in the canyon walls and proudly displayed for the world to 

see” (“Destination Grand Canyon West”). 

Not everyone is so sanguine about this most recent development in the region.  

Former Grand Canyon National Park superintendent Robert Arnberger calls the 

Skywalk “the equivalent of an upscale carnival ride.”  He continues by asking, 

Why would they desecrate a place like this? … They say the Grand 

Canyon is theirs to do with however they please.  Under law, it’s hard 

to argue that proposition.  But obviously the lure of dollars for the tribal 

treasury is greater than the obligation to manage the Grand Canyon for 

its cultural and historic values.  (qtd. in Cart) 

Other critics echo Arnberger’s concern about placing economic concerns before 

environmental values.  Kieran Suckling of the Tucson-based Center for Biological 

diversity suggests that “[w]hat the Grand Canyon needs most is a place for quiet 

contemplation and recreation….  The Skywalk is part of a process that is turning the 
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canyon into a tacky commercial playground” (qtd. in Cart).  These remarks frame the 

debate in terms of a classic dichotomy of Euro-American environmental aesthetics, in 

which a sacred and pristine place is threatened by commercial development.  It’s wild 

nature verses the almighty dollar, with worshippers practicing divergently through 

quiet contemplation or by a screaming jet-boat. 

I introduce the case of the Skywalk not in any attempt to undo that 

longstanding dichotomy, nor even to evaluate the Skywalk project in any 

comprehensive sense.  Instead, I suggest that the project, including the distaste it 

engenders for some, is in fact consistent with other developments on the rim of the 

Grand Canyon, and is fraught with many of the same problems presented by nature-

park tourism in general.  In staging encounters between the human and non-human 

realms—indeed between culture and nature—these parks seem to provide 

opportunities for us to bump into ourselves at every turn.  In this chapter I compare the 

example of the Skywalk to the architecture of Mary Colter on the South Rim of the 

Grand Canyon.  Colter’s buildings are enshrined within the national park, and 

enshrined by decades of use, giving them the distinctive marks of heritage and 

tradition.  Nonetheless, Colter’s buildings share some of the same visual and spatial 

language as the Skywalk.  In both cases we can see a preoccupation with the way 

tourists are directed towards a natural spectacle and then re-circulated within the park 

apparatus.  It is within these eddies of re-circulation that I perceive a concern with 

authenticity as a process—not authenticity in any direct, unmediated way, but rather in 

the ways we recreate it. 
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A conspicuous transparency 

 Despite environmentalist criticisms of the sort quoted above, to date there has 

not been organized opposition to the building of the Skywalk, which, after all, has 

taken place on sovereign tribal lands.  But the project has been controversial even 

internally within the Hualapai tribe.  The original decision to go ahead with 

construction passed the tribal council narrowly, and many individuals, even among the 

resort’s employees and supporters, have expressed ambivalence about the touristic 

development of the rim.  Joe Powskey, who works as a guide to the “Indian Village” 

near the Skywalk, said “We ask people not to smoke.  They do.  We tell them not to 

throw cigarettes around; the bones of our ancestors are buried here” (qtd. in Cart).  

Most Hualapai, in the end, conclude that the need for jobs and economic growth 

overrides whatever other concerns they may harbor.  Consuela Bravo says she worried 

at first that the project would be “disrupting the land….  But then I started to think its 

probably gonna help the tribe raise more money, so whatever they’re willing to do, 

then they can do it” (qtd. in Robbins). 

For outsiders, much of the concern about the Skywalk can be traced to 

ambiguity about the significance of the words “Grand Canyon.”  The Skywalk is about 

100 miles west of the South Rim of the national park, a considerable distance that 

twists and turns into 250 miles by road.  Still, as the former park superintendent’s 

concern suggests, the Hualapai tribe can legitimately claim a piece of the canyon.  
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They inhabit a region sometimes referred to as the West Rim, just upstream from the 

upper reaches of Lake Mead—a point which shifts dramatically based on the lake’s 

water levels.  In fact, the Hualapai, together with their neighbors the Havasupai, can 

claim historical residence in the Grand Canyon region with much greater legitimacy 

than the larger and better-known tribes to the east: the Navajo and Hopi.  

Geographically, the Grand Canyon stretches over a broad swath of northern Arizona.  

Although the national park (and particularly the South Rim) may capture our attention 

as the key referent for “Grand Canyon,” on the river, on the ground, and in the public 

imagination, the rich set of meanings invoked extends far beyond the boundaries of 

the national park. 

 Some of the responses to the Skywalk evoke the tensions between a wilderness 

aesthetic and the reality of Native Americans living on the rim—albeit, in this case, in 

the form of a theme park spectacle.  Edward Rothstein, writing a review in the New 

York Times Arts section, finds the undeveloped canyon rim to be superior to the 

Skywalk, which he characterizes as an intrusion into a sacred natural place.  The 

unadorned rim, he argues, offers 

a sense of awe at the expanse of space, and the humbling sense of 

something sublime, lying beyond the grasp of human capacities.  The 

Skywalk, with its peach-colored industrial-style supports under its glass 

floor, doesn’t come close. 

 To be frank, even the stunning view off the Hualapai ledge does 

not hold up to comparison with the south or north rims, which are 
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controlled by the National Park Service.  The stone eagle [a natural 

formation in the opposing cliffs], like the Skywalk itself, does not 

actually hover over the Grand Canyon but over a subsidiary tributary 

canyon.  The distance straight down is also less than the 4,000 feet to 

the Colorado River mentioned in promotional material.  And the vista 

itself, however grand, is less shockingly immense and overwhelming 

than those in the more famous areas of the park.  Even the colors are 

less variegated.  (Rothstein) 

Rothstein’s original complaint, that the Skywalk represents a crass, commercial 

intrusion into a pristine environment, is a sentiment no doubt shared by many in their 

initial assessment.  But he goes further, suggesting that even those aspects of the 

canyon that haven’t been manufactured do not meet his standards for epic, sublime 

Grand-Canyon-ness.  Short of a Vegas-level exercise in artifice, after all, there’s little 

to be done about the natural stone eagle formation or the colors of the canyon walls.  

Indeed, one might ask of Rothstein whether the problem is that the Skywalk is too 

much of an intrusion into the natural world, or too little.  He is quite right in 

recognizing that the Skywalk projects over a precipitous tributary within sight of the 

Colorado, a detail elided by the resort’s promotional literature.  But would a more 

ambitious Skywalk, extending farther, higher above the canyon resolve his sense of 

aesthetic dissonance? 

 Rothstein’s critique puts the Hualapai in the impossible position of doing too 

much and not enough to the canyon at the same time.  The irony is particularly 
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resonant with the experience of many Native Americans, who have historically and 

presently been figured as “close to nature” even as they are excluded from the lands 

they historically occupied and excluded from the image of nature figured as a pristine 

wilderness.  The only way to make one’s presence recognized, it often seems, is to don 

the habits and traditions of one’s culture as it existed in the hazy and mythic past. 

 

 

 I visited the Skywalk in October 2007.  The price of admission amounts to 

$80—subdivided into various categories, if that matters, but all are required if you 

wish to walk on the bridge.  My first impressions of the staging area can be 

contextualized through related discourses in travel and tourism.  At the end of a long, 

jarring dirt road, you park literally at an airport, although the remote airstrip, heli-pads 

and churning helicopters bring to mind a military landing zone more than the 

antiseptically segregated spaces of a commercial airport.  With airports comes airport 

security, and at several points during the tour, one is compelled to queue before a 

gatekeeper and surrender various tickets and personal belongings.  But these are also 

the customs of the theme park and the museum, of course, and the staging area also 

boasts the one essential component of those genres: the gift shop, where you can buy 

all manner of tokens and trinkets.  This is not the only shop in the resort. 

 A bus transports visitors the last few miles to the canyon rim, where you can 

experience the park’s attractions with a limited degree of autonomy.  As you step off 

the bus, a few minders usher you away from the brink of the canyon—“for safety” 



 95
 

goes the rationale, although this also prevents you from achieving a clear view of the 

Skywalk in profile, as it is pictured in much of the resort’s literature.  Some plantings 

in containers, not quite yet settled or mature at the time of my visit, further screen the 

Skywalk building. 

 Near the Skywalk there is an “Indian Village” featuring replicas of several 

traditional Native American dwellings.  The effect is somewhat like a miniature, 

unpopulated Epcot Center, with reproductions of universally-recognized Indian 

structures like a teepee alongside more local examples like a Navajo hogan, as well as 

a wikiup, the conical structure made of juniper logs and cedar boughs that was the 

traditional home of the Hualapai.  There is also a small outdoor area for informal 

public performances nearby, which likewise mix Hualapai culture with pan-Indian 

forms of expression.  When I visited, a basket dance was performed by Hualapai 

elders, and there was also flute-playing by a performer who discussed his intertribal or 

“pow-wow” style regalia, as distinct from the native Hualapai. 

 Onward to the Skywalk, the featured attraction.  Cameras and personal bags 

are not allowed on the Skywalk, purportedly in order to prevent dropping these objects 

over the edge or onto the glass walkway, although this state of affairs also permits the 

resort to maintain a monopoly over the images produced from the walkway.  Before 

venturing out over the edge, visitors pass through a metal detector and must don fabric 

slippers (like surgical booties) worn over their shoes.  Again, these requirements stem 

from practical concerns, in this case a fear that un-slippered shoes could scratch or mar 

the glass surface.  But I suggest that the requirement serves larger purposes as well.  
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Forcing all the participants to endure this minor indignity is a way of ritualizing the 

experience, sacralizing the site by way of the common path we must take to reach it.  

(As evidence of the camaraderie these rituals encourage, I can report that more than 

one of my fellow Skywalkers joked with gallows humor that the slippers would make 

it easier for us to slip and fall over the railing).  Furthermore, as suggested by the 

kinship with surgical booties, the ritual establishes the walkway as a “clean” place, 

secure and separate in its purity from the experiences that come before and after. 

 As I emerged from the building that precedes the open walkway, I encountered 

a traffic jam, caused, it turned out, by the visitors waiting their turn to have their 

portrait taken by an authorized professional photographer.  They then have the option 

to purchase prints of these digital images when they return inside, in packages with a 

starting price of $20.  I elected to forgo this chance at immortality and proceeded to 

the outward extent of the walkway. 

 The walkway is a horseshoe-shaped cantilevered deck, with five-foot high 

railings and a steel frame that supports the structural glass blocks that comprise the 

floor.  The walls of the railings are glass as well, providing clear views of the canyon 

beyond, girdered only by the steel frame that gives access to this promise of 

invisibility.  Still, it occurred to me to ask: why glass?  Certainly, the material is 

deployed widely in architectural postmodernism, with a distinctly futurist connotation 

absent from Mary Colter’s mostly stone constructions in the national park.  There’s 

also an answer obvious to thrill-seekers.  The Skywalk promises to be not just a 

building but a ride, with the glass floor in particular being a novelty likely to induce 
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ILLUSTRATION 4.1, Grand Canyon Skywalk.  This artist’s rendering was widely 
circulated to promote the Skywalk.  Image courtesy of Grand Canyon West. 
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vertigo.  However, it seems to me that the view of the canyon above the railing and 

over the side is far more clear and transparent than the view through thick plates of 

diffracting glass, no matter how well cleaned and polished. 

 Although the glass walkway purports to offer us a transparent view of the 

Grand Canyon, what it offers instead is a conspicuous transparency.  The point is not 

simply to see through, but to be seen seeing through.  Rather than offering unmediated 

access to the canyon “out there,” what the Skywalk provides is a chance to say “I am 

here, at the Grand Canyon, looking at it from the vantage of this sanctioned platform.”  

This explains the value of the photographic portraits, officially authorized or not.  As 

one tourist after another poses for an image with the exact same framing—no doubt 

tastefully arranged and balanced according to the best features and light—they have a 

chance to purchase a physical memento of their experience, one which foregrounds 

their status on the walkway over the canyon in the background. 

 I do not think this quality of conspicuous transparency is unique to the 

Skywalk; in some form it exists in any nature park, not to mention the broader 

category of museums and public exhibitions of all variety.  But the Skywalk makes its 

“transparency” explicit, through the extensive use of glass, and through an apparent 

lack of regard for the supposed object of its exhibition.  The authentic Grand Canyon 

may be equally elusive from the vantage of the national park, but the national park at 

least holds out the ideal canyon as an incentive to reach towards.  At the Skywalk, 

which nominally takes on the same subject, the ideal canyon seems mere backdrop for 

the star of the show, which is the apparatus under our feet. 
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 What ventures out one arm of the horseshoe must return by the other, making a 

circuit of the ritual.  Back inside the building in a different room, we find, of course, 

the gift shop.  Here, in addition to claiming your pictures if you desire, you have an 

opportunity to purchase other images of the Skywalk.  Some of these are posters or 

framed prints, but the image of the Skywalk is also imprinted on a bewildering 

assortment of objects: pens, key fobs, t-shirts, hats, jewelry, and miniature footballs, 

among other items I didn’t know could be silkscreened.  Though backdrops of the 

canyon sometimes adorn the edges, the image that proliferates and predominates is the 

distinctive shape of the Skywalk itself.  The most common caption: “I did it!”  The 

three-word slogan attests not to seeing the Grand Canyon or the Skywalk, but to doing 

it.  The emphasis is placed entirely within the circuits of recreation.  The t-shirt claims 

authority not by some vestigial claim to authenticity, but instead by brazenly 

suggesting that we can manufacture a new kind of authenticity, and then ride it again 

and again. 

 

 

A second-order canyon 

 Umberto Eco, writing long before the Skywalk was conceived, addresses some 

examples of the supra-authentic aesthetic in his essay “Travels in Hyperreality.”  He 

begins by identifying two typical slogans in American advertising. 

The first, widely used by Coca-Cola but also frequent as a hyperbolic 

formula in everyday speech, is “the real thing”; the second, found in 
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print and heard on TV, is “more”—in the sense of “extra.”  The 

announcer doesn’t say, for example, “The program will continue” but 

rather that there is “More to come.”  In America, you don’t say, “Give 

me another coffee”; you ask for “More coffee”; you don’t say cigarette 

A is longer than cigarette B, but that there is “more” of it, more than 

you’re used to having, more than you might want, leaving a surplus to 

throw away—that’s prosperity.  (Eco 23-24) 

Eco identifies a tendency towards excess, or the overt signs of possessing an excess, as 

a mark of status.  The endless reassurance that we have more than we need becomes a 

refrain so insistent that we might forget what we needed in the first place.  The subtle 

connection with the slogan “the real thing” is the paradox that when constantly 

reminded we are experiencing something “real,” we begin to lose track of the reality 

and focus instead on the process of having our reality confirmed for us.  Eco 

continues: 

This is the reason for this journey into hyperreality, in search of 

instances where the American imagination demands the real thing and, 

to attain it, must fabricate the absolute fake; where the boundaries 

between game and illusion are blurred, the art museum is contaminated 

by the freak show, and falsehood is enjoyed in a situation of “fullness,” 

of horror vacui.  (Eco 24) 

The idea that nature abhors a vacuum takes on new meaning in the context of nature-

oriented parks and exhibits.  For if nature itself, its biophysical laws and habits, tends 
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to fill empty space, then the exhibition of nature takes this tendency to a second order 

of meaning.  Just as John Muir sought ways to amplify his experience of Yosemite 

wilderness, piling tropes upon tropes to suggest a sense of “fullness” in what he 

perceived as an unoccupied land, nature parks build layers upon layers of interpretive 

apparatus.  The more majestic the vista, the greater the need for signs and 

explanations.  There’s so much of the real thing out there, the implication goes, that 

we must have more. 

 I suggest that what the parks primarily do is engage a mythologizing process.  

This myth-making is not performed in an effort to deceive or mislead; I choose the 

term in reference to Roland Barthes’ essay “Myth Today.”  Barthes begins with the 

traditional structure of the semiotic triangle, in which a signifier (such as language or 

image) comes together with the signified (concept or idea), and the associative total of 

this combination becomes a sign.  He parses the process with an example.  “Take a 

bunch of roses: I use it to signify my passion.  Do we have here, then, only a signifier 

and a signified, the roses and my passion?  Not even that: to put it accurately, there are 

only ‘passionified’ roses” (113).  Here Barthes acknowledges that signifier, signified, 

and sign can be separated as an analytical endeavor, but that in our experience we 

cannot disassociate the three.  Barthes’ critical innovation to the semiotic triangle is 

that, in applying it to the field of mythology, he recognizes an outer, reiterated 

structural pattern. 

In myth, we find again the tri-dimensional pattern which I have just 

described: the signifier, the signified and the sign.  But myth is a 
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peculiar system, in that it is constructed from a semiological chain 

which existed before it: it is a second-order semiological system.  That 

which is a sign (namely the associative total of a concept and an image) 

in the first system, becomes a mere signifier in the second.  (114) 

This recognition of the reiterability of the semiotic chain leads Barthes to what he calls 

a metalinguistic level of analysis, as he demonstrates elsewhere in the book 

Mythologies.  To understand how whole signs might function as a simple signifier in 

the second-order plane of myth, we can extend the example of his roses.  The whole 

sign of the “passionified roses” might function as a crucial prop, say, in a play about 

star-crossed lovers that ends in a tangled double-suicide.  This new association 

becomes a complete sign—of prop-ified, passionified roses—on a higher level of 

myth, functioning, perhaps, as a symbol for the folly of human longings. 

 As it relates to nature parks, this framework for analyzing myth helps us 

recognize the complexity of signification in a situation that is never static.  When we 

use the proper noun “Grand Canyon,” we presume to refer to something concrete: a 

particular region, its river and rocks and history.  But we cannot help but refer to the 

second order of meanings—its “grand-ness” and the effect of its vistas on tourists.  

Moreover, we are not passive bystanders in this process, but rather active participants 

in the circuits of recreation through which meanings are disseminated.  We are, as the 

t-shirt says, not just seeing the Grand Canyon but doing it.  In this way something 

apparently simple like a postcard image of the canyon (already a complete sign in its 

semiotic function) becomes merely a signifier in a more complex meta-level discourse 
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about the meaning of the Grand Canyon.  It could represent an idea of the sublime, the 

picturesque, an image of conquest and manifest destiny, or, alternatively, an image of 

indigenous identity and political resurgence, or, paradoxically, all of these things at 

once.  Without giving up on this bewildering array of meanings, I want to suggest we 

can learn a great deal by studying the details on the ground, not on some distant 

horizon.  In setting aside the question of the “original” or “authentic” canyon, we can 

focus our attention on the way meanings are recreated at the level of myth, often 

hidden in plain sight. 

 Dean MacCannell, examining the structure of tourist sites, identifies a crucial 

distinction between zones of “front” and “back.”  The front regions are those where 

displays are staged for all to see, and they often fill critical-minded tourists with a 

queasy sense that the authentic object of the tour resides somewhere else.  Still, the 

very existence of back regions can provide reassurance that authenticity lurks 

somewhere else, underwriting the authority of the exhibitioners to put things on 

display.  The museum’s basement, the secluded kitchen, the park’s inaccessible 

backcountry—all these serve an important role in the minds of visitors even if they 

remain obscured from view.  The structural contrast, more than existence of 

authenticity itself, is what allows us to invest them with touristic value.  MacCannell 

summarizes: 

I have suggested that for the study of tourist settings front and back be 

treated as ideal poles of a continuum, poles linked by a series of front 
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regions decorated to appear as back regions, and back regions set up to 

accommodate outsiders.  (105) 

This “decoration” of front regions to pretend they offer access to the back is what 

MacCannell calls staged authenticity.  He explains that the “quest for authenticity is 

marked off in stages in the passage from front to back” (105), suggesting that the 

possibility of movement and access is what gives the touristic scene its power, even if 

the back is also a stage.  As a matter of structural arrangements, the reality of 

authenticity is less important than the staging of it. 

 I can best illustrate the situation at the Grand Canyon by means of a simple 

diagram (see following page).  The idea of the Grand Canyon exists as the 

fundamental motivation, the very reason for the existence of the park and our 

patronage.  But in our journeys toward it, we never quite attain the thing itself.  Instead 

we move towards the canyon by means of literal transit in the form of automobiles, 

buses or planes, and we access it metaphorically by the vectors of prescribed 

interpretation.  We are to respond with awe, or humility, or fear, or ecstasy.  And once 

we arrive at the rim, we are caught, in a sense, in the re-circulating eddies of the park 

apparatus.  Most visitors will return home, thankfully, but the circuits of recreation in 

the park threaten to lend newfound significance to the phrase “tourist trap.”  Just as the 

hypothetical movement towards the ideal canyon is fundamentally important to our 

tour, even though we may never attain it, the possibility of repeating our experience in 

the park is crucial to the value we find therein.  This is how the process of making 

meaning at the park sustains itself. 
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ILLUSTRATION 4.2, A tourist’s map of the Grand Canyon. 
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An exact reproduction 

Though the Skywalk seems to represent to many an intrusion into sacred 

natural space, it may be that it differs in degree, not in kind, from longstanding 

traditions in Grand Canyon architecture.  The cantilevered deck projects out over the 

rim, but the idea of siting structures on the very brink of the canyon precedes the 

building of the Skywalk by at least a century. 

 The Lookout Studio, designed by architect Mary Colter, is perched on the 

South Rim in the national park.  Built in 1914 and borrowing heavily in concept and 

locale from the existing Kolb brothers’ Studio nearby, the Lookout offers dizzying 

views of the canyon, and seems ready to tumble over the edge.  Even when it was 

new, it was designed to appear as an aged and well-settled edifice, with lines and 

colors bleeding into the surrounding rocks.  According to biographer Virginia Grattan, 

Colter had designed the exterior stonework to resemble an indigenous 

primitive structure, similar to the ruins of ancient Indian dwellings 

found in the region.  The chimney of the Lookout was a pile of stones, 

uneven at the top, hardly recognizable as a chimney.  Weeds grew 

between the stones on the roof.  Seen from a distance, the building 

became part of the canyon wall. (26-32) 

This quality of blending in with its surroundings seems directly opposed to the 

aesthetic of the modern Skywalk, but if we apply a sense of “transparency” more 
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expansive the latter’s literal use of glass, we see that the Lookout, too, promises access 

to the canyon without getting in our way.  It’s unlikely that the camouflage will 

prevent us from recognizing a piece of the park’s apparatus, but as we trace the lines 

of the rooftop into the canyon walls and see colors and textures replicated, we feel 

reassured that we are witnessing the canyon without unwanted interference. 

 The Lookout further conforms to traditions in Canyon architecture by its status 

as a studio.  Whether or not photographers and visual artists are actually in residence, 

the possibility that they might be (or, more specifically, that they might once have 

been) lends a suggestion that the building is sanctioned for the reproduction of the 

canyon.  In fact, because of its strange duplication of the Kolb Studio nearby, we can 

say the Lookout Studio is a reproduction of a place built to authenticate reproductions 

of the Grand Canyon.  It also provides cover for a commercial operation selling 

images and other objects to visitors.  (The Studio now functions primarily as a 

bookstore).  While a gift shop alone might be deemed a crass intrusion, a studio 

“backed” by genuine production—to borrow MacCannell’s term—seems to confirm 

the authentic canyon. 

 Nearby is Colter’s Bright Angel Lodge, built in 1935.  Colter’s original design 

proposal placed the structure on the very brink of the canyon, like prior rim buildings, 

and suggested familiar stone construction.  But the park service, concerned to maintain 

a walkable pathway along the rim, vetoed the proposal (Grattan 82).  However, the 

final building, incorporating stone with rough-hewn logs in what has become known  
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ILLUSTRATION 4.3, Lookout Studio.  Author photograph. 
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as national-park style, still offers majestic canyon views and immediate access to the 

rim, only a few paces away.  And the lodge prescribes its own pathway to inspire awe 

for tourists.  Especially in the railroad era, most visitors arrived at the station and 

climbed a series of steps to encounter the southern facade of Bright Angel Lodge.  

Entering through heavy wooden doors, they were greeted by the warm, rustic interior, 

filled almost to excess with Southwest and Indian-inspired design elements, all of 

which were chosen or created by Colter herself.  A focal point was the large fireplace, 

above which hung “a huge wooden thunderbird, painted and feathered.  It was the 

Indian symbol of the Powers of the Air, and it had been the Fred Harvey trademark for 

the Indian Detours for twenty-five years” (Grattan 84).  The fireplace itself was 

composed of rocks taken from the strata of the canyon, reproducing the layers of its 

famous geological record in miniature.  A letter Colter wrote to park naturalist Edwin 

McKee during construction testifies to her single-minded devotion to getting it right.  

She tries to put her demands in a modest light: “You know I am not trying to show 

every strata + variation in every part of the whole Canyon, - only those that occur 

either on the Bright Angel or the South Rim part of the Kaibab trails” (qtd. in Grattan 

88).  Adjacent to the hearth, visitors could see the broad northern doorway—wide 

open in good weather—that provided access to the grand canyon beyond. 

  Mary Elizabeth Jane Colter was born in 1869, the same year John Muir was in 

the throes of his first summer, the same year John Wesley Powell was plying the 

canyon with which Colter’s architecture would become connected.  That a woman 

would be hired as an architect and designer for such critically important projects at the 
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Grand Canyon—and then that she would be granted such a high degree of autonomy 

and supervision—speaks to Colter’s considerable talent and willpower.  First hired as 

a decorator for the Fred Harvey Company, she went on design several hotels and 

amenities along the Santa Fe Railway, including Hopi House, an early signature piece 

at the Grand Canyon. 

Her aesthetic sensibilities are marked by three aspects.  In an era of “complete 

design,” Colter brought newfound vigor to the imperative that every detail of space 

and decor be controlled by the designer.  Conveyed in large part by the Santa Fe 

Railway, the burgeoning Southwest style was proliferating throughout the region, and 

Colter’s designs stand out even in this crowded field.  The genre incorporates Native 

American designs and symbols (especially those of the Hopi, Zuni, and Navajo) with 

Mexican- and Spanish-derived architectural themes.  A second, related aspect of her 

aesthetic is the spatial and imaged expression of “vertical integration.”  The same 

corporate philosophy that allowed the Harvey Company to maintain such a cozy 

relationship with the Santa Fe Railway, with virtually every commercial enterprise 

linked by common financial interests, allowed Colter to bring in thematically 

consistent designs, even if they were separated physically by hundreds of miles of 

track.  The thunderbird above the Bright Angel fireplace, for example, was a familiar 

Harvey brand.  Finally, Colter showed an early and sustained interest in distressed 

finishes.  Great pains and expenses were taken to make her buildings look old and 

well-used.  At rustic Hermit’s Rest, a remote outpost on the western part of the South 

Rim, many of the workers were incredulous that she would command that a huge fire 
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be stoked in the brand new fireplace so that the soot would blacken the walls and 

ceiling. 

Colter was able to demonstrate her talent for Southwestern design, vertical 

integration with Harvey Company motifs, and a newly old distressed finish in her 

design of Hopi House, which opened on January 1, 1905.  Colter had already designed 

the interior decoration of the Indian Building in Albuquerque, but the plan for Hopi 

House would take the Harvey/Santa Fe displays of Indians crafts to a new level.  

Located a few yards from the El Tovar Hotel, Hopi House was billed as “an exact 

reproduction” of a Hopi dwelling (Titan of Chasms 30), and was modeled on Oraibi 

Pueblo, a Hopi village about 100 miles to the east of the South Rim.  The real-world 

Oraibi changed forever in 1906, when Hopis divided between a culturally 

traditionalist, conservationist faction and a progressive one, in a transformation known 

as the Oraibi split.  At almost exactly the same time, the simulation of Oraibi as 

constituted in Hopi House commenced as an endlessly repeatable recreation.  The 

nostalgic fake provides a stability that history cannot match. 

 Hopis and Navajos assisted in the construction of Hopi House, and the third 

floor consisted of rooms where Hopi builders and artisans lived intermittently.  

(Navajos lived for a time in hogans nearby).  Colter allowed a few departures from the 

Oraibi model only for absolute necessity: Hopi House has a doorway on the ground 

floor, for example, unlike the original Pueblo which permitted access only via ladders 

to the second-story terraces (McQuaid and Bartlett 26).  And Hopi House has glass 

windows to permit some natural light on the displays and items for sale on the first 
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and second stories.  From the exterior, the structure blends into its surroundings, with 

the layers of stone echoing the palette of the canyon—a site-specific aesthetic Colter 

would advance in her later designs. 

This quality of fitting in with the environment made Hopi House a contrast to 

the El Tovar Hotel, built next door at the same time and designed by Charles 

Whittlessey.  Named for a conquistador, the El Tovar claims its territory along the 

canyon rim with unabashed prominence and bulk.  Whittlessey designed El Tovar 

loosely in the style of a Swiss chalet or Nordic villa, building on a concrete base 

upward to an orderly row of dormers and a high, shingled wooden turret.  When the 

Harvey Company/Santa Fe Railway commissioned Whittlessey and Colter to design 

these two buildings, they set out to display a sharp contrast, and the contrast exists to 

this day.  In addition to the contrast between spectator and spectacle (the tourist at El 

Tovar observing the Indians or their crafts at Hopi House), I see a duality of male and 

female played out in this arrangement on the rim.  The masculine El Tovar is conquest 

and luxury, claiming dominion over the space with authority and a cool demeanor.  

The feminine Hopi House is of the earth, with rounded corners that enclose a place of 

humble creativity, a creative reproductive space.  We do not think of biological 

reproduction directly, but it is a constant metonymic incentive for thinking 

reproduction of other kinds.  Most of the Native American artisan residents at Hopi 

House were women, and their presence was required by the Harvey Company to 

create an image of settled Indian life that could be reproduced for each new set of 

tourists. 
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 Marta Weigle, employing critical terms introduced by Dean MacCannell, 

describes the touristic display apparatus at Hopi House as an example of staged 

authenticity.  Compared to the Indian Building in Albuquerque, Hopi House offered a 

“further step toward back-region authenticity” by purporting to reveal the actual lives 

and living quarters of the Indian artists (Weigle 125).  Weigle quotes a Harvey 

Company publication which emphasizes the tourist’s opportunity to view ethnic 

exoticism on display: 

Here are Hopi men, women, and children—some decorating exquisite 

pottery; others spinning yarn and weaving squaw dresses, scarfs and 

blankets.  Go inside and you will see how these gentle folk live.  The 

rooms are little and low, like their small-statured occupants.  The floors 

and walls are as cleanly as a Dutch kitchen.  The Hopis are making 

“piki,” twining the raven black hair of the “manas” in big side whorls, 

smoking corn-cob pipes, building sacred altars, mending moccasins—

doing a hundred un-American things.  They are the most primitive 

Indians in America, with ceremonies several centuries old.  (qtd. in 

Weigle 126) 

The passage uses classic Orientalist tropes to describe the Hopi, going to extremes to 

describe “small,” “gentle” producers of desirable ethnic objects and picturesque 

scenes.  Only after we have been reassured of the domestication of the Hopi can we be 

informed of their “un-American” practices—presented as an appealing spectacle.  
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Likewise, the adjective “primitive” is used as a selling point only after the possibility 

of hostility has been neutralized. 

 This recreation of a Hopi household was able to continue its signifying 

presence over the long term by reproducing a forum and context for reproduction.  A 

recreation is not, with all respect to Colter and her design, an achievement that can be 

completed or limited to its material existence.  Instead, a recreation must enact a 

process that allows meanings to be re-circulated endlessly within the confines and 

semantic control of the tourist apparatus.  A tourist site is therefore not merely an 

object or view, but a mechanism, like a machine pointed at a spectacle or display but 

powered by the energy and capital of tourists re-circulating within.  In “‘A New 

Mexican Rebecca’: Imaging Pueblo Women,” Barbara Babcock examines some of the 

recurring images of Pueblo women figured as “mediators of cultures and vehicles of 

exchange” (402) that were so desired by Anglo consumers.  She cites a passage from 

Tzvetan Todorov to reveal how a society that regards its “others” not as mere objects, 

but as subjects capable of producing objects, gains the advantage of an endless supply 

of new objects.  The only limitation is that these intermediate subject-producer-of-

objects must be kept from becoming fully human like ourselves.  Babcock reveals the 

extent of this dehumanizing chain of representation when she writes that 

…the most effective form of image maintenance and literal 

representation of the Pueblo woman as “subject-producer-of-objects” in 

the past century have been the native crafts demonstrations that became 

commonplace and increasingly popular at Worlds Fairs, at Fred 
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Harvey/Santa Fe tourist stops, such as Hopi House at the Grand 

Canyon, at museums, and at national parks.  (404) 

Indian participation in the displays at Hopi House diminished significantly 

even before Grand Canyon became a national park in 1919.  Still, the function of Hopi 

House remains central to the staged scene of Indian life in the foreground, with the 

sublime Canyon beyond.  Hopi House still faces El Tovar, and Colter’s Bright Angel 

Lodge still provides a frame for visitors to walk through as they experience the 

Canyon, perhaps for the first time.  And just to the west, we can still see Lookout 

Studio, its roofline seeming to tumble off the cliff, a perfect demonstration of Grand 

Canyon architecture on the edge. 

 

 

A sign of authenticity 

 The Grand Canyon Skywalk and the park buildings on the South Rim share 

this ambition of projecting us to the edge and over it—an ideal trajectory that keeps us 

looking at the sublime and pure spectacle while we actually re-circulate on the 

mundane rim.  But what does this reveal about authenticity?  Is one recreation 

authentic and the other an illegitimate sideshow?  Are both Grand Canyons sullied by 

cliché and overuse, destined to withdraw slowly into insignificance as they fade away 

from a long-lost period of originality and glory?  Walker Percy, author of “The Loss 

of the Creature,” describes a Canyon that has been fading in authenticity since it was 

first encountered by (European) man.  Percy asks, 
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Why is it almost impossible to gaze directly at the Grand Canyon under 

these circumstances and see it for what it is? …  It is almost impossible 

because the Grand Canyon, the thing as it is, has been appropriated by 

the symbolic complex which has already been formed in the sightseer’s 

mind.  (47) 

According to Percy, the symbolic complex is the amalgamation of preformed 

meanings and expectations, and it is only by resisting or circumventing this symbolic 

complex that the sightseer may recover a true and “sovereign” impression of the 

Canyon.  But this desire for sovereignty leads the tourist down an endless path, 

seeking an unmediated version of the “thing as it is” that exists prior to 

comprehension, and finding instead only a chain of linked mediations.  (Or perhaps a 

fantasy of priority, like Percy’s imagined scene of discovery by García López de 

Cárdenas).  In an essay that offers a critique of Percy’s, Jonathan Culler reveals that 

the search for authenticity, rather than being an escape from the world of signs, is fully 

immersed in semiotics.  Authenticity needs to be marked as authentic, and therein gets 

caught in a paradox.  Culler writes, 

The paradox, the dilemma of authenticity, is that to be experienced as 

authentic it must be marked as authentic, but when it is marked as 

authentic it is mediated, a sign of itself, and hence lacks the authenticity 

of what is truly unspoiled, untouched by mediating cultural codes.  

(164) 
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Following Culler’s reasoning, the national park on the South Rim as well as the resort 

on the Hualapai’s West Rim both exist to authenticate the Grand Canyon, but in so 

doing they overlay “mediating cultural codes” that paradoxically detract from an 

image of authenticity.  It may be difficult to see the true proportions of the canyon 

with these tourist structures in place—and perhaps impossible to see the Canyon 

without them. 

 Nearly a century of national-park-ness gives the setting of Colter’s structures a 

seeming advantage over the Hualapai resort, so recently bulldozed and paved out of 

the desert.  But it may not be that longevity necessarily confers authenticity.  In The 

Tourist Gaze, John Urry traces the changing perceptions of Niagara Falls over the 

course of two centuries.  According to Urry, the Falls were first a potent natural 

spectacle, and then in the late nineteenth century they became a liminal zone where 

strict social conventions were relaxed.  The association with honeymoons began.  But 

finally these became emptied of liminal status: “It has become a meaningless nuptial 

cliché, referring to nothing but itself” (62).  Urry’s description follows a narrative of 

degeneration, which echoes Percy’s attempt to “recover” an original meaning.  Both 

writers express a desire to leap backward on the semiotic chain.  While Urry’s account 

of a tourist site leaning more and more toward kitsch reflects a common perception, 

the desire to recover a prior age of purer meaning may be just as common.  As I have 

attempted to show in this chapter, a quality of self-referentiality in tourist zones can be 

an essential form of second-order image maintenance required to keep the operation 

churning.  The t-shirts make the Skywalk possible.  The Lookout Studio exists on the 
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Canyon rim not to provide space for working artists, but to create the impression 

among tourists that artists might need this space to work.  The capacity to “refer to 

nothing but itself,” however upsetting to our sensibilities, may be the defining 

characteristic of tourist sites.  And it is in this regard that tourism in particular has 

something to contribute to semiotics in general.  Jonathan Culler expresses the 

connection precisely: 

A semiotic perspective advances the study of tourism by preventing 

one from thinking of signs and sign relations as corruptions of what 

ought to be a direct experience of reality and thus of saving one from 

the simplistic fulminations against tourists and tourism that are 

symptoms of the touristic system rather than pertinent analyses.  

Tourism, in turn, enriches semiotics in its demonstration that salient 

features of the social and natural world are articulated by what Percy 

calls ‘symbolic complexes’ and its revelation of the modern quest for 

experience as a quest for an experience of signs.  Its illustration of the 

structural incompleteness of experience, its dependency on markers, 

helps us understand something of the nature of semiotic structures.  

(165) 

 The Skywalk is probably destined to always be an “other” Grand Canyon; it’s 

hard to compete with the heritage and permanence of a national park.  But then the 

Skywalk was never arranged to encourage the quiet contemplation of nature.  It is 

meant, as Umberto Eco would say, not just to see the Grand Canyon but to see more of 
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it, to make a show of seeing and experiencing such that the circuits of recreation turn 

almost without effort.  In all her Grand Canyon buildings Mary Colter utilized 

distressed finishes in some form, giving even the earliest visitors the opportunity to 

fantasize about a mythic past.  As tourists we embed these fantasies in the foundation 

of our comprehension of the Grand Canyon.  The aesthetic of the Skywalk, which at 

first seems so distinct, in fact operates under a similar dynamic, with one crucial 

difference.  Instead of looking back, the Skywalk looks to the future.  The projection 

of glass out over the edge of the rim offers a glimpse of a Canyon that will always be 

visible, always accessible.  And this Canyon must always be available for a well-

ordered recreation. 
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CHAPTER 5 
 
 
 

PICTURING NATIONAL PARKS: 
 

THE ICONOGRAPHY OF THE NATURE-LOVER-ON-THE-BRINK  
 
 
 
 
 

The back cover of Alfred Runte’s history National Parks: The American 

Experience features a slightly cropped photographic self-portrait by Oliver Lippincott.  

The image shows Lippincott with his hands on the tiller of an early automobile, which 

seems dangerously ready to roll off a cliff near Glacier Point in Yosemite.  The 

familiar and majestic shape of Half Dome in the distance provides a geographical and 

emotional reference. 

The uncropped image appears as an illustration inside Runte’s book as 

“Horseless carriage at Glacier Point,” following page 80.  In the caption Runte makes 

an effort to connect the arresting image to the themes of his text:  

Unlike  the railroads, automobiles won admittance to the parks 

themselves and, once inside, could go almost anywhere.  Oliver 

Lippincott, a Los Angeles photographer, posed on Glacier Point, 

Yosemite, with a horseless carriage, a flag, and a lady who may 

represent motherhood.  (Runte) 

The presence of automobiles in Yosemite and other parks would indeed become a 

major source of controversy, but Runte rushes to broader concerns without pausing to 
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contemplate the particulars of Lippincott’s self-portrait.  Indeed, it’s difficult to read 

Lippincott’s carriage-like and spoke-wheeled Locomobile, perched on the brink of 

Glacier Point, as an omen of the RV- and SUV-equipped masses that would cram into 

the Valley decades later.  This Locomobile was the first automobile to enter the park, 

in the year 1900.  Lippincott’s adventure, then, can be seen partly as a daring stunt, 

and the composition of the Glacier Point photograph certainly attests to a spirit of 

bourgeois bravery.  Still, there seems more to it than that.  Runte simply lists the 

contents: “…a horseless carriage, a flag, and a lady who may represent motherhood.”  

May she?   

 What is going on in this image?  Viewing it more than a century on, I find it 

has a paradoxical quality of seeming strikingly original and authentic, and yet 

undeniably familiar, even routine in the dramatic scene it rehearses.  The shape of Half 

Dome is the definitive feature of the Yosemite Valley, and the view from Glacier 

Point is correspondingly a definitive viewpoint.  So the location and framing give us a 

recognizable scene.  The Locomobile, however, is more of a shock, with its 

impossibly simultaneous connotations of being new and old.  And its position on the 

rock is what gives this scene its inherent drama: the thing seems ready to roll off the 

cliff to the Yosemite Valley 3,000 feet below.  Perhaps (the photograph allows us to 

imagine) we are witnessing a snapshot of motion as the car does indeed drive to 

oblivion.  As we examine Lippincott’s face and posture, it seems he is prepared for 

precisely this outcome.  Both his hands grasp the steering tiller fatalistically, and his 

body is tilted back—not in resistance but in submission, a perfect match for the limp  
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ILLUSTRATION 5.1, Locomobile on Glacier Point.  Self-portrait by Oliver 
Lippincott, 1900.  This image is reprinted on the back cover and interior of Alfred 
Runte’s National Parks: The American Experience (1979).  Image courtesy of the 
National Park Service. 
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flag beside him.  His face is resigned (bravely? tragically?) to the certainty of 

impending self-sacrifice, as man and machine will soon plummet into the heart of a 

natural monument.  The woman behind the Locomobile, however, gives us an avenue 

for another interpretation.  Her left hand is planted defiantly on her hip, and her gaze 

meets the camera’s lens directly.  In contrast to Lippincott’s expression of dreamy 

resolve, she seems unimpressed by any staged scene of self-sacrifice.  As I 

contemplate the image as a whole, it is her presence and directness that expose the 

playful lie of the scene, shifting what could be tragic and self-serious into a mode of 

comedy.  If nothing more, we are invited to ask which postures are put-on poses and 

which are candid.  We are invited to ask, in other words, if there may be something 

more than natural in the image. 

 In this chapter I introduce Yosemite photographer George Fiske as a way to 

analyze a convention I call the nature-lover-on-the-brink—an iconic image of tourists 

peering over the edge of a cliff.  I trace some of the history and context of these 

images, showing how they seem to proliferate beyond the normal channels of art 

photography.  I discuss Walter Benjamin’s essay “The Work of Art in the Age of Its 

Technological Reproducibility” to help contemplate this proliferation of images.  

Finally, I introduce two Grand Canyon counterparts to Yosemite’s Fiske: Emery and 

Ellsworth Kolb, who photographed mule trains descending into the Grand Canyon for 

many years.   
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 George Fiske began his full-time photographic career in 1868 when he started 

working for Carleton Watkins, whose early photographs of Yosemite had been widely 

circulated and praised.  Fiske eventually struck out on his own.  He photographed 

Yosemite frequently, and in 1879 he became the first photographer to live in Yosemite 

year-round, doing so for a lengthy tenure until he committed suicide in 1918, at the 

age of 82.  Fiske’s residency makes him different than other nineteenth-century 

Yosemite photographers, such as the aforementioned Watkins and Eadweard 

Muybridge. 

 Critics of Fiske’s photography have tended to see him as a secondary figure, 

although an authority no less credentialed than Ansel Adams said that he ranked 

Fiske’s work highly: “I really can’t get excited at Watkins and Muybridge—I do get 

excited at Fiske.  I think he had the better eye” (Adams qtd. in Hickman and Pitts viii).  

In any case, Fiske’s detractors as well as his champions seem to share a sense that 

Fiske’s best work succeeds to the degree it overcomes commercial interests—a story 

of the artist shining through in spite of the contractual limitations put upon him.  Kate 

Nearpass Ogden, one of the detractors, mentions Fiske in the context of his Yosemite 

business. 

In addition to taking tourist portraits, photographers like George Fiske 

and Gustavus Fagersteen continued to produce landscape images as 

well.  Rather than searching for new approaches, however, they 

photographed Yosemite’s familiar monuments from what had then 

become standard points of view.  Such photographs show what we 
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might consider today a “post-card aesthetic”; they invariably depict the 

most characteristic side or feature of a monument, and they include as 

many picturesque conventions as possible.  Tourism thus increasingly 

affected the style, as well as the content, of Yosemite photographs.  

(63) 

Ogden implies that originality, above all else, is the hallmark of artistic success.  Her 

brief critique of Fiske and Fagersteen (another Yosemite resident photographer) 

indicts them for imaging “familiar monuments” with “standard points of view” using a 

“post-card aesthetic.”  The presumptive context here is that Fiske was compelled to 

make these compositions because it helped with his business: tourists wanted the 

familiar images. 

 On the other hand, Terence Pitts is a champion of Fiske’s aesthetic 

sensibilities, but he seems to end up with the same formulation of art triumphing over 

commerce.  In his essay “Perceiving Yosemite: Notes toward an appreciation of the  

photography of George Fiske,” Pitts discusses the pragmatic and monetary concerns 

Fiske shared with many nineteenth-century photographers.  Pitts writes that for most 

photographers 

…business came first and they were tethered by a rather short rope to 

the realities of commercial enterprise.  It should not be forgotten that 

some of Fiske’s most popular images were blatantly sentimental and 

commercial, such as one of two babies riding in the saddlebags of his 

donkey or “Dancing Girls at Glacier Point.”  (Hickman and Pitts 46) 
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ILLUSTRATION 5.2, Dancing Girls at Glacier Point, by George Fiske.  Image 
courtesy of the National Park Service. 
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Pitts goes on to argue that Fiske was able to transcend these “blatantly sentimental” 

and commercial images to produce fine and artistic photographs.  But the dynamic, as 

with critic Ogden, is that the most artistic images are the ones that are the least 

commercial.  My discussion of Fiske here is intended to invoke a basic question about 

whether there might be some different kind of value (i.e., other than “artistic”)  in the 

images that are seen as commercial. My inclination is to think that images once 

dismissed as sensational or “tourist-y” actually have a potential to convey meanings 

on a different plane than the art photograph.  In particular, I am interested in a certain 

type of image exemplified by the “Dancing Girls at Glacier Point” mentioned by Pitts, 

and also exemplified by Lippincott’s Locomobile photograph.  Both of these adhere to 

a pattern I call the nature-lover-on-the-brink. 

The classic arrangement of the nature-lover-on-the-brink features a well-

dressed tourist peering into what seems the endless abyss, into a canyon or over cliff.  

It borrows some of its visual vocabulary from the trope of the conqueror/explorer 

surveying the land—what Mary Louise Pratt has called the “monarch-of-all-I-survey” 

scene (201).  However, in contrast to the industriousness of the explorers, the nature 

lovers seem motivated by pure leisure, their stance implicitly passive as they wait for 

nature to act upon them.  But the nature lovers’ situation is not merely a happy idyll.  

The most immediate and lasting impression one receives from these images is one of 

anxiety, as the nature lovers’ precarious position makes the threat of falling our 

constant concern.  The potential of a fall, whether instigated by accident or by suicidal 

intent, is what gives these images their power and vitality. 
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 The images come to life through this inherent tension.  Existing as photographs 

or other static images, they capture a frozen moment in time, but the nature lovers’ 

precarious perch makes us leap from the static image to a dynamic narrative in which 

we imagine the potential fall.  This tension between the static and the dynamic 

meanings of the image lets us live on the verge of disaster—experiencing a version, 

perhaps, of the vertigo that should rightly belong to the figures in the image.  The 

viewer’s vicarious thrill, then, helps to explain the ubiquity of these nature-lover-on-

the-brink images, especially in relation to Glacier Point. 

 There are good reasons why a scene on Glacier Point (with Half Dome in the 

background) might strike us as familiar.  By the time Lippincott made his image in 

1900, images made from Glacier Point had already proliferated in tourist photographs, 

advertising, promotional materials, and artistic forums.  Yosemite had been a mecca 

for landscape photographers and painters even before it became a park in 1864.  The 

road to Glacier Point was not built until 1882, but thereafter it became an increasingly 

popular spot for tourists and image-makers.  From Glacier Point one can look down on 

Yosemite Valley and perceive it as a whole, and one can also observe the massive 

clean lines of Half Dome at the head of the Valley, perfectly situated to receive the 

rays of each setting sun. 

These images proliferated even beyond their capacity as tourist mementos or 

art objects.  The nature-lover-on-the-brink scene in general and the portraits made near 

Glacier Point in particular became a stock image in the promotion of Yosemite and of 

commercial enterprises far beyond.  For example, the Southern Pacific Railroad used 
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images of Yosemite (including the classic arrangement of a tourist on a rock outcrop 

near Glacier Point) in advertising as well as in brochures and timetables (Blodgett 43).  

Advertisements for products not directly related to Yosemite also featured these 

images, including a number of labels for California canned produce.  The scene 

proved to be both popular and transportable, and with each reincarnation the image-

makers reproduced a measure of the scene’s underlying tension. 

 

 

 I want to emphasize the fact that the human figures in these images are not 

merely touring by rote, but instead are specifically and passionately lovers of nature.  

They stand on a precipice to express a sincere, if perhaps illicit love towards the 

natural splendor around and below them.  In fact, the scenes of the nature-lover-on-

the-brink can be connected to a common place name in the U.S.: Lover’s Leap.  The 

name evokes a story, and there is a rich and interrelated folklore associated with these 

precarious high points.  Usually the story involves a suicide by a lover whose love 

cannot be requited, or it involves a double suicide by a couple whose love cannot be 

sanctioned by the community.  There are possible classical sources for these stories as 

well as contemporary European versions of them.  However, in the American context, 

the stories of various Lover’s Leaps have often featured Indians and/or mixed-blood 

protagonists (Hoebing 82).  American Folklore: an Encyclopedia notes that 

“[t]ypically, two Indian lovers, often from different tribes, are prevented from 

marrying because of tribal enmity or taboo” (Burrison 450). 
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 These tales, circulated and reproduced in Euro-American society, serve 

multiple purposes.  When the leaping protagonists are Indians, we have a tale that 

connects with longstanding notions of forbidden love while also enacting an auto-

erasure of Indians from the scene.  In the historical context of Euro-American wars 

against natives, or, later, of a post-frontier landscape that emphasized purity in 

uninhabited wilderness, these romantic self-removals served dominant national 

interests.  The images of the nature-lover-on-the-brink perhaps reference the tales of 

Lovers’ Leaps, but they perform a subtle substitution.  Rather than featuring an Indian 

warrior, these images are populated with predominantly Euro-American figures on the 

brink of a precipice.  The sense of risk, of social jeopardy, of passion—these all 

remain.  But what may not be apparent to most viewers of the nature-lover-on-the-

brink is that we are witnessing a scene of a Euro-American tourist “playing Indian” by 

willingly offering up his or her own life. 

 Beyond the Lover’s Leap conventions, the nature-lover-on-the-brink expresses 

the possibility of an illicit passion, something deep and profound and not sanctioned 

by normal social codes.  Why else go to such a height?  Something about the 

concerted irrationality of these poses links directly with widespread notions about 

forbidden, romantic love.  The object of this passion, I suggest, is not a human 

paramour but the natural scene itself.  But just as an unsanctioned love affair can cause 

conflict and risk social rejection, a love of nature can be risky.  Though touring in a 

national park might seem perfectly tame and routine, it is at the core a departure from 

the normal venues of industry and commerce—a departure and a threat.  It is no 
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accident that environmental causes have been fought most effectively when the cause 

is linked to a popular national park.  A love of nature is a familiar and popular 

sentiment, but it is still a threat to the dominant values of our society.  Judging from 

the longstanding popularity of the nature-lover-on-the-brink images, that is an 

arrangement that will remain in place for some time to come.  To be a lover of nature, 

it seems, is to be always on the brink. 

 So there are perfectly cogent reasons why an image of a nature-lover-on-the-

brink might induce a feeling of anxiety in the viewer.  I want to suggest, however, that 

the anxiety produced exceeds the immediate frame of reference.  The anxiety “leaks” 

into other causes and effects.  The nature-lover-on-the-brink should indeed inspire a 

fear of falling, but his or her stance also expresses a profound ambivalence about the 

development of national parks as a redemptive and recreational wilderness.  The 

nature conveyed in these images is distinct from the howling and hostile wildernesses 

familiar from previous eras, and distinct also from the formula of nature represented as 

the romantic beacon of manifest destiny.  In the era of Frederick Jackson Turner’s 

1893 frontier thesis and beyond, the valorization of nature for its wilderness character 

takes on this peculiar and paradoxical hue.  In the absence of a discrete frontier to 

battle against, Americans felt they needed, quickly and desperately, to set aside 

national parks, national forests, and other reserves in part so that the experience of the 

wild frontier could be preserved and recreated for future generations.  But these 

preservations and recreations are bound to induce concerns about authenticity, since 

they are inherently second-hand references to a dimly-remembered past.  This concern 
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for authenticity can create a general state of anxiety, which may be felt or reproduced 

in the image of a nature-lover-on-the-brink. 

 In particular, the emphasis on the wilderness character of national parks 

provides an occasion for anxiety.  The primary sense of a “wilderness” is a place 

defined by its lack of human habitation.   But to conceive wilderness in a redemptive 

way, for human consumption and recreation, is always a tricky business.  When 

tourists crawl out to a precipice to document their presence in a landscape defined 

primarily by an attribute of “non-presence,” some anxiety may leak in.  Even in the 

case of certain images that do not feature human figures, one could argue that some 

degree of human-ness is being put into the scene: a series of aesthetic determinations 

that accumulate into one’s sense of a national park vista.  These are human forays into 

a non-human realm. 

 One recurring problem with the wilderness aesthetic is its ahistoricity.  

Tourists posing on a perch near Glacier Point may or may not be aware of eviction of 

the Ahwahneechee from the Valley in 1851, but that Indian removal and others 

precede the establishment of the national parks.  Just as the legends of Lovers’ Leaps 

have a tangential influence on the meanings of nature-lover-on-the-brink imagery, I 

suggest that the imagery is influenced by a kind of collectively repressed memory of 

Indian removal.  Recall Oliver Lippincott’s face in his self-portrait with the 

Locomobile: an expression drawn weary as if from regret.  Why?  One possible, 

perhaps submerged reason for this somber attitude is the memory of the cost of 

rapacious U.S. expansion and territory-taking.  A subliminal sense of Indian removals 



 133
 

need not correlate with a sense of guilt, nor with a modern sense of political 

correctness, but it can still exist in quite explicit forms.  The famous Yosemite hotel 

Ahwahnee appropriates the Indian name for the Valley, and countless other park 

features “pay tribute” to the past with Indian names or stories.  Whether these are 

indeed tributes or instead nationalist flags planted in the ground is a fair question, but 

in any case they amount to a kind of Indian presence in a park where Euro-Americans 

might have reason to feel anxiety about absence. 

 A final and persistent source of “leaky” anxiety connected with the nature-

lover-on-the-brink iconography has to do with the fact that the scenes are numerous 

and repeatable.  Their value and meaning lies not in originality, but in the fact that 

tourists can repeat and restage a photograph that is dramatic and in some way familiar.  

As a guide in this critical endeavor, I take my cue from Walter Benjamin’s “Work of 

Art in the Age of Its Technological Reproducibility.”  Benjamin’s seminal essay, 

familiar to many as “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” has 

been re-translated by Edmund Jephcott and Harry Zohn, including Benjamin’s post-

1936 notes for changes to the essay.  The renewed title (Art “in the Age of Its 

Technological Reproducibility”) suggests a shift away from a focus on a particular 

phase of capitalism (an “Age of Reproduction,” which is apparently outside the work 

itself), and a focus instead on the implicit fact of reproducibility, regardless of the 

phase of capitalistic production. 

 I can summarize the changed emphasis in the newer versions of Benjamin’s 

essay by discussing “aura.”  Certainly, both the version in Illuminations (formerly the 
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most readily available version for English readers) and in more recent editions, the 

“loss of aura” is a matter of interest.  Benjamin is concerned with the ways that 

capitalistic relations sever the artisan/creator/producer from the thing produced.  In the 

process, the object (or the work of art) loses some of its “aura,” its inherent meaning 

and spirit.  And, particularly as the object is subjected to a system of money 

valuations, the artist and his or her audience are further distanced from each other and 

from the real world.  What remains is alienation.  We can call this first sense of aura 

the nostalgic aspect. 

 On the other hand, Benjamin’s discussion of aura can be considered on a 

different level.  He desires to look beyond mere nostalgia to a theory of art compatible 

with “the formulation of revolutionary demands in the politics of art,” while remaining 

impervious to the purposes of fascism (“Reproducibility” 252).  His discussion leads 

him to ask whether it is possible that there is an “aura” attached—not to a singular 

work of art—but to the entire process of reproduction.  Certainly there is a kind of 

magic that inheres in individual objects, but what happens when those objects are 

produced on a massive scale?  Does the aura disappear, or is it transformed into 

something else?  We can call this second sense of aura an aura of process, or an aura 

of reproduction.  Benjamin, even in the notes he made late in his life, never comes out 

directly to write about an “aura of reproduction,” but I think the phrase captures the 

ideas he was exploring.  In any event, I think a strong case can be made that 

Benjamin’s main concern was not to write an elegy for a sense of aura that once was, 
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but rather to think about how modern artistic forms can fill the space apparently left in 

that opening. 

 The nature-lover-on-the-brink, being a pattern or icon rather than a discrete 

image, is an ideal subject for considering the questions prompted by Benjamin.  If the 

nature-lover-on-the-brink images are not entirely original, then what new kinds of 

meanings inhere in images or objects marked by their status as “copies”?  If an 

original work of art loses something of its aura when it is produced on a massive scale, 

is there not something new, some aura of reproduction that is conveyed by the copies?   

At some point some photographer (and it very well could have been George 

Fiske) took an original photograph of tourists on a rock near Glacier Point.  But the 

composition is not something that any single image-maker can claim exclusive title to.  

The basic format of tourists perched on an overhanging rock at Glacier Point quickly 

became a standard image and a valuable commodity.  Photographers could sell prints 

to tourists, and the images became important in the promotion of Yosemite, including 

promotion of private entities connected to the park. 

It may be that some order of originality or even artistry is lost in this 

proliferation of “copies.”  However, a second order of meaning becomes even more 

powerful and influential.  An aura of reproduction might convey an experiential sense 

of the park, something a tourist could take home to say: I was there, at this very spot.  

The fact that the image may inhabit a “post-card aesthetic” serves to reinforce the 

image’s meaning, not to detract from it.  Just as tourists on the modern Grand Canyon 

Skywalk can line up to have their photograph taken in the act of experiencing a natural 



 136
 

wonder, tourists to Yosemite have dangled their feet off the brink of a rock on Glacier 

point to document an experience of nature.   The question of authenticity operates in 

these cases in an unexpected way.  Tourists and viewers of the image achieve a sense 

of authenticity not by visiting some obscure corner of the park, but by seeing (or “re-

seeing”) a routinely visited spot.  Put another way, nature-lover-on-the-brink scenes 

serve to “authenticate” an experience precisely by means of their “inauthentic” 

staging. 

 

 

 For a final look at the Yosemite variety of the nature-lover-on-the-brink, I will 

examine another photograph by George Fiske.  The image is marked as view number 

357 (one of over 700 Fiske had for sale as of 1884), and it is titled with geographical 

information: “Glacier Point (3200 Feet) and Half Dome (5000 Feet)” (Hickman 81).  

(The elevations given are in relation to the Valley floor).   At the upper right corner is 

a figure with a hat, seated so that his legs are dangling down the face of the rock 

outcropping.  The rocks drops away dramatically to what seems a limitless expanse of 

space.  The Yosemite Valley is there implicitly, at the bottom of this vertically 

stretched frame.  Rising up through the center and left are the sinuous white lines of 

rockfall that mark the surface of a massive granite monolith, which is capped at the 

apex by the distinctively rounded and sheer face of Half Dome. 

 The pose of the small human figure in the upper right is clearly a kind of 

gravity-defying stunt.  Still, the tone of the image as I read it is more somber than  
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ILLUSTRATION 5.3, Glacier Point (3200 Feet) and Half Dome (5000 Feet), by 
George Fiske.  Image courtesy of the Center for Creative Photography. 
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comic.  His relation to Half Dome and to the rest of the scene before him is one of 

openness and curiosity, and in this respect he serves as a guide for the viewers.  There 

are faint echoes of conqueror’s familiar stature, but, surprisingly, the man’s 

predominant attitude seems to be one of submission.  The national park has acted on 

me, he seems to say, and I am ready to sacrifice myself for it. 

 The iconography of the nature-lover-on-the-brink can be outlined in reference 

to this photograph.  Nature-lover-on-the-brink scenes need not be staged in Yosemite, 

but this example provides a ready triumvirate of locales in Glacier Point, Half Dome, 

and the Yosemite Valley.  (See illustration next page).  Glacier Point is the staging 

area for the scene, and the home for a picturesque aesthetic tradition.  (By picturesque 

in this context, I mean primarily a tradition of landscapes with figures, a view of 

nature with humans witnessing it.)  Across the Valley is monumental Half Dome, 

serving as the reservoir for a contrasting aesthetic of the sublime: a tradition depicting 

the majesty, beauty, or power of the natural world in images devoid of human figures.  

Far below is the Yosemite Valley, revealed mainly through suggestion in this 

photograph—never quite realized in image or in implication.  I suggest that this lack 

of realization fits the symmetry required for the shape of these ideas in the way they 

relate to each other: a dialectical triangle that never quite reaches a synthesis. 

My sense is that the implications connected with the settled Yosemite Valley 

never quite reach fruition—and that if they did, they might be subsumed by some 

other, ongoing sets of conflicting relations.  Although it has been useful to refer to a 

dialectical triangle, the state of relations might more precisely be described as  
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ILLUSTRATION 5.4, The nature-lover-on-the-brink: a Yosemite primer. 
 

 

 

 

Half-Dome 
 
• the sublime 
• non-human nature 
• nature as monument 

(Eden, nation, empire) 

 

Glacier Point 
 
• the picturesque 
• tame nature 
• nature as commodity 

(resource, spectacle, park) 

Yosemite Valley 
 

• culture/nature trespass 

• the repressed memory of “Indian removal” 

• the specter of mechanical reproducibility 
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dialogical.  The tourist at Glacier Point (wholly immersed in a picturesque tradition) 

might reach out in search of sublime, non-human nature, but he or she is unlikely to 

actually get there, which would require somehow becoming non-human.  He or she 

might dangle legs over a precipice, but—short of actually falling—the immediate 

interaction with Yosemite Valley will remain a synthesis in potential only.  Still, the 

potential realization of Indian presence and of the newfound authenticity inherent in 

images or experiences that can be mass produced—these are real things that inhabit 

the scene of the nature-lover-on-the-brink. 

 

 

 In a shift from Yosemite to Grand Canyon, the scene of the nature-lover-on-

the-brink finds, in some respects, a more perfect home.  The tourist in Yosemite must 

make a great effort to climb above the settled Valley to reach the outcrop of Glacier 

Point.  The traveler to Grand Canyon, on the other hand, is carried across a high flat 

plateau to arrive suddenly at the brink of a vast and multifold canyon, spread out far 

below in roseate desert hues.  All the services and buildings of the South Rim are right 

at hand, aiding us as we look down to a mostly unoccupied interior space below.  At 

the Grand Canyon, being at the brink is the whole point.  The Grand Canyon has often 

been described as a mountain upside-down, and this metaphor allows us to appreciate 

a clear distinction between Yosemite and Grand Canyon.  In Yosemite the high 

mountains are the wild and remote places; in Grand Canyon the mystery lies in the 

secreted turns of canyon below. 
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 There are many examples of Grand Canyon images that parallel the 

composition of the scenes at Glacier Point, with tourists hanging near a rock outcrop, 

contemplating a vast empty space below.  However, these Grand Canyon images tend 

to be scattered at different points along the South Rim, unlike the seeming ubiquity of 

Glacier Point.  There is no “standard” equivalent spot on the South Rim.  However, 

there is, I would argue, a photographic and iconographic equivalent to the scene of the 

nature-lover-on-the-brink associated with Grand Canyon.  Its subject is typically a 

group of tourists in a mule train, beginning their descent down the Bright Angel trail.  

And if the image was made in the first half of the twentieth century, there is a very 

good chance it was made by Emery Kolb or his brother Ellsworth.  Like Fiske at 

Yosemite, the Kolbs were resident photographers at Grand Canyon. 

 The Kolb brothers built a studio at the very top of Bright Angel trail in 1904, 

then a toll route controlled by Ralph Cameron.  Cameron’s strategic mining claim and 

control of the traffic on Bright Angel often put him at odds with the Fred Harvey 

Company, the Forest Service, and later the Park Service.  Hal Rothman suggests that 

the Kolb brothers, too, held an adversarial position towards the Harvey Company and 

the Forest Service (64-65).  (The Forest Service managed the Grand Canyon National 

Monument until it became a national park in 1919).  In 1914 Mary Colter designed the 

Lookout Studio, sited less than 100 yards from the Kolb brothers’ earlier studio and 

clearly borrowing some aspects of the Kolb structure; one can imagine how it might 

have seemed an insult to the Kolbs.  However, tensions later eased as Emery in 

particular became an avuncular guide and storyteller warmly associated with visitors’ 
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experiences at the South Rim.  In 1911-1912, he and Ellsworth made a journey down 

the Green and Colorado Rivers, repeating John Wesley Powell’s historic feat, and the 

motion-picture film they made of their adventure was distributed nationwide, and then 

put into constant rotation at the Grand Canyon, with Emery narrating.  Screened from 

1915 until 1976, the movie holds a record for being the longest continually running 

movie in U.S. history (Youngs). 

 The siting of the Kolb Studio on the very edge (indeed, over the edge) of the 

rim was crucial in several practical and symbolic ways.  Symbolically, it gave the 

Kolb Studio and the photographs associated with it a special status, with a promise of 

slightly more grandeur, more vastness—more of whatever it is Grand Canyon tourists 

get by approaching the rim.  With its backside clinging to the rock and its mass 

supported by long timbers to reach the steep slope, the Kolb Studio is an architectural 

expression of the nature-lover-on-the-brink.  To go in it or walk near it is to 

experience a frisson of acrophobia, with all the associated thrill and solemnity. 

 On a practical level, the location at the start of the Bright Angel trail made the 

Studio the last outpost of civilization, and the official gateway to the Canyon.  It was 

Cameron who profited from the tolls collected, but at times the gate was literally 

attached to the Kolb structure.  Tourists passing into the Canyon would see the Kolb 

Studio as they began, and as they returned, it was the first beacon of the comforts on 

the rim.  Many weary mule-riders stopped at the Studio to purchase photographs.  

Indeed, many of them could purchase photographs of themselves, a feat made possible 
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by an elaborate system executed by the Kolb brothers.  In a reminiscence, Barry 

Goldwater describes the way things worked: 

The first time I can remember meeting Emory Kolb was when my 

mother took us children to the Grand Canyon; I was about eight or nine 

years old.  I remember mounting up on the mules and starting down a 

trail into the Canyon.  We stopped below the Kolbs’ house, where his 

brother Ellsworth and he photographed the group, and then we 

continued down the trail.  The Kolbs, for their part, exposed the 

negatives, and then one of them ran down the trail to Indian Gardens, 

where he developed the film and made proof prints and then ran back 

up to the rim.  When we came to the top a few hours later, there were 

our pictures.  (qtd. in Kolb xvii) 

The Kolb Studio was built in such a way that they could photograph the mule trains on 

a switchback of the trail through their window or from a front “porch.”  The reason for 

the running down to Indian Gardens and back (a trip 3,000 feet down and then back 

up!) was that it was the only source of water clean enough to develop the negatives.  

There is no natural water source on the South Rim, so the Kolbs built a darkroom at 

Indian Gardens and followed this arduous routine until they could get a clean enough 

source of water on the rim in 1932 (“Kolb Photographs”).  As Goldwater’s description 

shows, there would have been a strong inducement for the mule-riders to purchase 

these photographs upon their return to the rim.  Emery Kolb would claim, with 



 144
 

justification, to have taken photographs of millions of tourists over the course of his 

long tenure at the Grand Canyon. 

 An example taken in 1909 shows the essential composition of the photographs.  

(See illustration following page).  The trail runs downhill from the upper-left of the 

frame to the lower right, with the terrain dropping off steeply on the right side of the 

image.  Led by a wrangler, the well-dressed tourists line up behind, squaring their 

shoulders towards the camera for this planned image.  The sense of order and civility 

belies the real physical context: the steepness of the slope dropping away towards the 

Colorado.  Though the Kolbs’ mule-train images lack the empty-space acrophobic 

punch of the Glacier Point ledge images, these Grand Canyon nature-lovers-on-the-

brink exhibit the same spirit of derring-do mixed with a tone of anxiety or 

ambivalence.  The photograph as an object exists to say “this is the experience of a 

national park” even as it introduces questions about authenticity, due to its 

reproducibility and its picturesque conventions. 

 These poses of the nature-lover-on-the-brink, however “natural” and matter-of-

course they may seem to us, have a particular history and lineage as it relates to the 

development of Yosemite and Grand Canyon.  In chapter two I showed how John 

Muir used his venture to the brink of Yosemite Falls as a centerpiece for the narrative 

of his First Summer, making his own potential self-sacrifice the price for admission to 

a world of natural purity.  John Wesley Powell scrambled to the tops of cliffs and 

mountains in pursuit of beauty as well as science, using these surveys to establish 

authority and make of his journey something more than a dangerous exploit.  With the  
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ILLUSTRATION 5.5, Riders on the Bright Angel Trail, by the Kolb brothers, 1909.  
This photograph and thousands like it were taken from the Kolb Studio.  Image 
courtesy of the Cline Library, Northern Arizona University (Emery Kolb Collection, 
Trail Negatives). 
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Hualapai tribe’s Grand Canyon Skywalk as well as with Colter’s Lookout Studio and 

its neighbor the Kolb Studio, there has been an architectural tendency to get visitors 

out over the edge.  These literary and architectural poses are consistent with the 

multitudes of images that comprise the nature-lover-on-the-brink.  The meaning and 

tone of these images will continue to adapt to new circumstances and new 

compositions, but it’s certain that we will have a ready supply of nature lovers ready 

to crawl out to the very brink.  And it is certain that we will find ways to image the 

scene again and again. 
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CHAPTER 6 
 
 
 

GRAND CANYON RAILWAYS AND YOSEMITE’S INVISIBLE CITY: 
 

RECURSIVITY AND THE UTOPIAN POTENTIAL OF NATIONAL PARKS  
 
 
 
 
 

At the outset of this book I stated that the recreation of nature describes a 

process of cultural reproduction in which ideas about the natural world are expressed, 

transformed, and re-circulated.  In this inward turning of nature and culture, national 

parks are key sites for sustaining recreation as a process.  A nature-oriented park is a 

cultural apparatus for the reproduction of nature, so its very existence and day-to-day 

operation executes the function of recreation, or else it serves daily as a stage so that 

other actors may recreate. 

 One of the longstanding challenges in the management of national parks has 

been in actually limiting their natural-ness.  It is not that administrators would 

intentionally cover up a scene of inherent natural beauty, nor is it that any human 

changes to the landscape are necessarily unnatural.  Instead, managers must limit 

natural-ness in the sense that the mechanisms for moving tourists through the key 

spaces of the park must be efficient and yet “hidden in plain sight.”  It would natural 

and efficient to pave several miles of the South Rim right up to the canyon edge, like a 

giant linear drive-in.  This arrangement would not, however, satisfy most visitors’ 
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sense of Grand Canyon natural beauty.  Such beauty does not come (or remain) 

automatically; it must be planned and executed and revised periodically.  Visiting the 

Grand Canyon in 1903, President Theodore Roosevelt made a plea for keeping the 

canyon rim in its pristine condition. 

I want to ask you to keep this great wonder of nature as it now is. I 

hope you will not have a building of any kind, not a summer cottage, a 

hotel or anything else, to mar the wonderful grandeur, the sublimity, 

the great loneliness and beauty of the canyon. Leave it as it is. You 

cannot improve on it. The ages have been at work on it, and man can 

only mar it.  (Roosevelt) 

Roosevelt made an elegant case, but he could not foresee the construction soon to take 

place there, and he could not foresee the need for some kind of infrastructure at a 

tourist spot that was about to explode.  Sad though it may be, sublimity and great 

loneliness are not enough to manage crowds of tourists, nor to extract dollars from 

their pockets. 

 Aside from the incursion of an entry fee and the occasional permit, the national 

parks are not seen to be in the tourist business directly.  However, from the very 

beginning parks have provided “cover” for certain commercial operations within their 

boundaries while excluding other, unwanted commercial operations.  Part of the 

rationale for the original 1864 Yosemite legislation was to control the proliferation of 

businesses in the Valley and to reign in the existing operations in terms of their profile 

and practices.  Stephen Germic notes that in “…monetary terms it is a categoric fact 



 149
 

that Yosemite National Park has proven a fantastic financial success” (64).  The origin 

and experience of Grand Canyon national park owes more to the Fred Harvey 

Company and the Santa Fe Railway than it does to the then-nascent Park Service.  

These for-profit businesses benefited greatly from their location inside a sanctioned 

national park. 

 Today, commercial concessionaires continue to operate inside national parks, 

though many visitors would be hard-pressed to distinguish between Park Service 

activities and concessionaire services.  The Harvey Company had good reason to 

brand  itself loudly and prominently to promote itself all along the Santa Fe line.  On 

the other hand, the present day Xanterra Corporation, concessionaire at Grand Canyon 

and several other major parks, chooses to remain in the background, benefiting instead 

from the universally recognized brand “Grand Canyon.”  Alternatively, Xanterra 

occasionally claims a somewhat questionable lineage and heritage with the older 

Harvey Company.  In Yosemite, the Delaware North company similarly chooses a 

quiet profile, accepting tourists’ natural assumption that they simply are the national 

park, rather than a beneficiary of it.  These concessionaires run lodging, food service 

and “gift shop” operations in what are obviously prime locations, without fear of 

competition.  There are provisions for oversight and review by the Park Service, but 

history has shown that the concessionaires operate in a fairly unencumbered way that 

is consistently profitable.  Many visitors entering a national park have a feeling that 

they have entered a commerce-free zone, an alternative to the bustling, perhaps crass 

commercialism outside.  Instead, it would be more accurate to say that the visitor has 
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entered a realm of intensely focused commercialism, a zone of low-profile monopoly 

capitalism. 

 In making the national parks repositories of natural beauty and of our ideas 

about natural harmony, we have had to cut some deals about how they actually 

operate.  It can be hard not to see this as a fall from grace: a failure to live up to the 

high ideals the parks so readily bring to mind.  But there is a space for critical 

contemplation in this lapse.  We can realize, in the absence of an imaginary purity, the 

development of parks as the beneficiaries of a number of choices we have made 

throughout their history.  Rather than being always and simply “there,” the parks as 

places and experiences have had to be renewed and constantly recreated.  Indeed, this 

omnipresent process of recreation has at times offered a self-referential glimpse of a 

recreation turning on itself—of recursivity. 

 In this concluding chapter I examine several different versions of railways at 

Grand Canyon.  I show how the trains both deliver and violate the wilderness ideals by 

which the park has often been managed.  By discussing recent plans for a light-rail 

system in the park, I contemplate the surprising proximity of the values of futurism 

and nostalgia.  Next I shift to Yosemite, considering the difficulty of managing the 

crowded and populous Valley as if it were a pristine natural environment.  I propose 

the concept of an “invisible city,” borrowing the phrase from Italo Calvino’s novel 

bearing that title.  I discuss numerous plans for changes to transit in the park, and I 

analyze Calvino’s novel to discover a structural model for recursivity that may be 

useful for thinking about national parks.  Finally, I discuss the links between American 
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and global environmentalisms and the national parks, considering the risks and 

rewards that come from linking political goals with these celebrated places. 

 

 

Imagining railroads at the Grand Canyon 

The railroads occur in three stages, two imaginary and one real, and each 

version combines features of nostalgia and futurism, ranging from steam-engines as 

symbols of industrial might and manifest destiny, to the streamlined monorails 

reminiscent of World’s Fairs and Disney World.  As I briefly consider each stage, I 

will also consider the role of the wilderness ideal in the management of national parks.  

Park managers face a paradoxical challenge when they attempt to provide open public 

access and at the same time attempt to make signs of humanity transparent. 

In 1889, twenty years after John Wesley Powell’s first exploration of the 

Colorado river through the Grand Canyon, Robert Brewster Stanton launched an 

expedition with the grandiose and fantastic errand of surveying for a railroad proposed 

to run the length of the Canyon at water level.  The plan for the Denver, Colorado 

Canyon and Pacific Railroad was to connect existing tracks in Grand Junction, 

Colorado to tracks in Yuma, Arizona, and from there onward to San Diego.  Investors 

in the company hoped to create profitable domestic source of coal for California.  

Stanton and other proponents also speculated about passenger-tourists who would pay 

to see natural splendor through the windows (Stanton 7-8).  But Stanton’s initial 

expedition was disastrous.  In Marble Canyon, Stanton’s partner was killed in the first 
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wreck.  In the second wreck, two more men died, and by the end, another man was 

lucky to escape with a broken leg (Stegner Beyond 92). 

Today, the idea of a railroad in the heart of the sacred “inner canyon” is 

shocking and distasteful, yet our revulsion may be somewhat mollified by the 

suspicion that the whole proposal was a hubristic and quaint flight-of-fancy, a 

historical curiosity never likely to be realized.  Wallace Stegner, in his biography of 

Powell called Beyond the Hundredth Meridian, writes that the plans for the railroad 

were “designed with an almost-Sam Adams optimism” (92).  This Sam Adams was a 

fellow Stegner characterizes a boastful imposter and a propagandist for the effortless 

opening of the West, a man who tried to bluff his way into joining Powell’s first river 

party and later invented a story that he had run the river alone—going so far as to 

question the veracity of Powell’s harrowing account in contrast to his easy journey.  

Stegner has a great deal of fun exposing Adams as a charlatan and debunking his 

haphazard geography (Beyond 50-53). 

For Stegner, Sam Adams and the proposed railroad are both amusing 

footnotes.  The imagined water-level railroad now seems a brazen and faintly absurd 

sign of nineteenth-century-style dreams of conquering nature.  But for the earliest 

dreamers, such as Powell, Stanton, and Adams, the sight of the Grand Canyon today 

might seem absurd beyond belief, with its trains of rafts, motorized pontoons, and 

authentic wooden dories jockeying to descend the wild river.  

Robert Brewster Stanton returned to the Grand Canyon and, with remarkable 

persistence, completed his survey, but the water-level railroad never progressed 
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beyond its imaginary status.  The real railroad arrived in 1901, not in the canyon but 

on the plateau of the South Rim.  The spur from the Atchison, Topeka and Santa Fe 

line in Williams, Arizona to the South Rim extended an existing track built in hopes of 

retrieving mineral riches.  The fact that the South Rim was off the beaten track did not 

discourage the Fred Harvey Company from investing heavily in a base of tourist 

operations at the South Rim.  Arguably, the detachment from the main line railroads 

helped to establish parks like Grand Canyon and Yosemite as enduring national 

symbols of pristine nature, compared to Yellowstone and Glacier, for example, though 

I would never deny that the latter were also prominent “retreats” from society.  The 

Harvey Company established a parallel automotive precedent with their Indian 

Detours in New Mexico, through which rail passengers could go beyond the Native 

American women (employed by the Harvey Company) selling crafts at the station by 

hiring an automobile (a “Harveycar”) to show them the presumably more authentic 

“Indian” life away from the tracks (Dilworth 91-92).    

 For passengers on the Santa Fe line, the side-trip aboard the Grand Canyon 

Railroad offered a glimpse of this ideal Indian.  In the Grand Canyon Village, the 

Harvey Company represented her as a domestic producer of desired Indian goods: 

pottery, yarn, blankets.  This was in contrast to the recent historical memory of the 

“hostile” Indian, masculine and unsettled.  At Hopi House, the Indian Department of 

the Harvey Company arranged for Nampeyo and other Native Americans artists to 

live, make crafts and then sell them.  Framed against the sublime backdrop of the 

canyon, Hopi House and environs offered a taste of the exotic commingled with the 
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familiar flavors of domesticity and productivity (Dilworth 82-95).  Barbara Babcock 

makes the connection between these scenes and more widely-discussed patterns of 

domination when, referencing Edward Said, she claims that “the Southwest is 

America’s Orient” (“New Mexican Rebecca” 406).  The  presence of Indians at Grand 

Canyon and at other locales along the Santa Fe route was the mark of authenticity for 

the widely promoted Great Southwest. 

 During the early phases of Grand Canyon National Park, it could be said that 

the interpretive focus was not directly on an unpopulated wilderness, but rather on an 

imagined wilderness seen through the scenic frame of a settled Indian community.  

This is a point of contrast with Yosemite, where wild nature was usually the main 

attraction.  At Yosemite, one of the chief entertainments for much of the twentieth 

century was the feeding of black bears—a kind of ritual taming of the park’s wild 

resident. 

 Wilderness ideals have always been essential to the national parks’ mission, 

but the ideals themselves have undergone modifications over the course of time.  In 

the 1890s, when the idea of a national park system as part of a larger array of public 

lands first took hold, there was a strong sense of the spiritual value of wilderness.  

This spiritual value filled a space identified by Frederick Jackson Turner at the closure 

of the frontier.  By the 1930s and beyond, the new science of ecology lent credibility 

to continuing wilderness values.  Forest and wildlife management practices took into 

account the value of wild regions, although actual policy was often haphazard and 

unscientific, especially regarding a social stigma attached to predatory species.  
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Throughout the 1940s and 1950s a group of Forest Service personnel and 

environmentalists had begun to talk about a wilderness designation for certain lands 

which would carry the force of law.   

 An emotional and political call for such a law came in the form of Wallace 

Stegner’s “Wilderness Letter” of 1960.  Originally addressed to a representative of the 

“Outdoor Recreation Resources Review Commission,” the letter was later persuasive 

to the 1964 Congress which passed the Wilderness Act.  But even before the letter 

helped to sway the course of federal law and conservation policy, it was widely 

distributed among environmental organizations.  Lines from Stegner’s text are often 

quoted in environmental literature, perhaps most frequently its closing aspiration that 

American wilderness become a part of the “geography of hope.”  In a preservationist 

tone, Stegner writes that 

Something will have gone out of us as a people if we ever let the 

remaining wilderness be destroyed; if we permit the last virgin forests 

to be turned into comic books and plastic cigarette cases; …so that 

never again will Americans be free from the noise, the exhausts, the 

stinks of human and automotive waste.  (“Coda” 146) 

Later in the same letter, Stegner argues for the symbolic value of wilderness: 

We simply need that wild country available to us, even if we never do 

more than drive to its edge and look in.  For it can be a means of 

reassuring ourselves of our sanity as creatures, a part of the geography 

of hope.  (“Coda” 153) 
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The central tenant of this geography is that evidence of humanity needs to be erased 

from the places designated as wilderness.  Notably absent from Stegner’s version of 

the wild frontier behind and before us is any recognition of Native Americans, despite 

his romanticized counterpoint: a paean for the bygone era of the cowboy.  Stegner 

envisions a selectively protected nature in which humanity is eradicated, the “leave-

no-trace” ethics of wilderness-tourism excepted.  He argues for protection of the “last 

virgin forests” from “the noise, the exhausts, the stinks of human and automotive 

waste” (146).  And he suggests the restorative power of such a distant landscape will 

inspire us without obligating us to be part of it—we need only to look.  I remark on 

Stegner’s expression of a wilderness ideal not in a spirit of opposition, but rather to 

observe how powerfully these words premised on a human absence can motivate 

human behavior and public land policy.  A selectively clean past becomes the 

rationale for achieving a selectively clean future. 

 

 

We can still ride the railroad from Williams to Grand Canyon Village today, 

recreated as a nostalgic journey into yesteryear.  From historic Williams depot, for a 

fee, we can take a “journey back in time.”  The Grand Canyon Railway Company 

advertises: “Now you can arrive at the canyon the original way—by rail” (“Grand 

Canyon Railway”).  Current operators saved this experience from the dustbin of 

history a mere twenty-one years after the Santa Fe, citing the public’s lamentable 

preference for the automobile, cancelled service along the route in 1968.  Passengers 
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pulled by steam-driven engines are treated to cowboy characters and even a staged 

train robbery.  (One journalist describes this experience as being more like “tipping a 

man with a gun” (Montes)).  Present-day travel by rail in the U.S. and Canada often 

possesses a similar quality of performance and historically-staged spectacle, but the 

entrepreneurs behind the current Grand Canyon Railway had the foresight to contrive 

their spectacle as the train of all trains; tickets can be purchased by calling 1-800-

THE-TRAIN or via <www.thetrain.com>.  Passengers have a choice about the class of 

service, from a 1923 Pullman Coach to a more expensive option, the “glass-enclosed 

Observation Dome Car”: a locomotive version of Ralph Waldo Emerson’s transparent 

eyeball hurtling across the Colorado Plateau. 

 A train is indeed a powerful symbol of nostalgia, but it turns on a switch to 

symbolize progress and modernity as well.  It’s a symbol discussed by Leo Marx in 

his book The Machine in the Garden.  Marx identifies an American version of the 

pastoral, epitomized in the episode of the “interrupted idyll,” a recurrent motif wherein 

an author or character’s meditative reverie, set in pristine nature, is suddenly disturbed 

by the appearance of a machine—a symbol of industrialization in the American 

landscape.  Marx cites as a prototypical example an excerpt from Hawthorne, who, on 

a mission to describe his peaceful surroundings near Sleepy Hollow in 1844, records 

an abrupt intrusion: 

But, hark! there is the whistle of the locomotive—the long shriek, 

harsh, above all other harshness, for the space of a mile cannot mollify 

it into harmony.  It tells a story of busy men, citizens, from the hot 
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street, who have come to spend a day in a country village, men of 

business; in short of all unquietness; and no wonder that it gives such a 

startling shriek, since it brings the noisy world into the midst of our 

slumbrous peace.  (Hawthorne qtd. in Marx 13) 

This locomotive would become the most prominent symbol of the explosion of the 

industrial revolution in America.  It annoys Hawthorne, playing spoiler to the 

“slumbrous” pastoral scene he had wished to see.  The train carries “busy men,” but, 

in an interesting ambiguity, it’s not clear whether these noisy creatures are merchants, 

shoppers, or tourists.  If they are tourists, as their intention to “spend a day in a 

country village” suggests, then Hawthorne has anticipated a crucial aspect of a later 

chapter in the American book of nature, in which it became national-park-like nature, 

a sacred spectacle to visit for a while.  The shriek of Hawthorne’s locomotive marks 

the end of a period of imagined pastoral harmony, but it just as surely harkens the 

arrival of a mode of nature-appreciation for the leisured tourist.  A train is in this 

respect a deeply ambivalent symbol in regards to the national parks. 

After Robert Brewster Stanton’s imaginary railroad, after the original spur on 

the Santa Fe and the present-day nostalgic recreation, we come at last to a third stage 

of Grand Canyon railways: another imaginary railroad.  Two miles east of the Grand 

Canyon Village near Mather Point, we can visit brand new Canyon View Information 

Plaza.  The Plaza is intended as the terminus of a new light rail transit system, but, 

somewhat embarrassingly, no railroad yet connects the Plaza to a colossal parking lot 

in the townlet of Tusayan, just outside the park.  So we have a brand new visitors’ 
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center with no place to park.  Here are the presently stalled dreams of a new way to 

visit the Grand Canyon, a light-rail system intended to whisk passengers by the 

millions from Tusayan to the edge and back, the sanctity of the real canyon preserved 

from menacing traffic-jams.  The plan represents a profoundly futuristic natural 

landscape, a new West full of confidence—indeed, imbued with a Sam Adams-like 

optimism. 

I do not mean to say that the light-rail system is equivalent to the project 

surveyed by Robert Brewster Stanton, or that the system is fanciful like Sam Adams’ 

suspect river stories.  However, the light-rail project, dreamed up for more than a 

decade and championed during Clinton’s presidency by former Secretary of the 

Interior Bruce Babbitt, faced potential derailment when three Republican 

congressmen, bolstered in late 2000 by the prospect of a Bush White House, halted 

funding and argued for a “re-evaluation” (Harden).  My point in reviewing this case is 

not to side with the Republican obstructionists, but to examine the supposedly new 

model for accessing nature. 

 It is “light” rail—all the remembered romance of the train without the 

distracting noise and bulk, without the weight of conquest.  And the symbolism is 

important.  Although always imagined as a piece of an integrated system involving 

alternative-fuel buses, bicycles, foot paths, and more, the light-rail line is the heart, 

and its contested existence the centerpiece in the current debate.  The park’s General 

Management Plan of 1995 was proposed as a forward-thinking solution to an 

automobile traffic nightmare.  If you have never personally suffered prowling the 
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South Rim in search of a parking spot, reading the Park’s literature should offer 

sufficient testament to the scope of the problem.  An official pamphlet hawking South 

Rim Transit, before describing the vision of Tomorrow, begins with a preamble about 

the park Today: 

Grandeur can be marred, and tangible influences can thwart intangible 

rewards. At present, on a visit to the South Rim of Grand Canyon 

National Park during the peak season or on busy holidays, vacationing 

visitors can endure long lines at the entrance station and an endless 

chain of traffic once inside the park. Indeed, after entering the park, 

often visitors do not find the silence and solitude that one would hope 

for or expect from Grand Canyon. Actually, many visitors struggle to 

find a parking space. Frequently their visit is accompanied by the 

cacophony of automobile engines and horns and the constant growl and 

screech and smoke of bus motors and brakes. A parking lot, even at the 

Grand Canyon, is still a parking lot, with all the fumes and conflicts 

and fender-benders.  (South Rim Transit) 

The cacophony of animated vehicles recalls Stegner’s noisome “stinks of human and 

automotive waste,” as well as Hawthorne’s vision of “busy men” disturbing his Sleepy 

Hollow.  At the very least it’s clear that the main problem is aesthetic, despite 

rationalizations elsewhere that the transit plan will protect the environment in the 

global sense: air quality, Environmental Impact Assessments, and the like.  Few would 

argue that parking cars in Tusayan instead of the Grand Canyon Village is a direct 
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means of saving the planet, and short of placing a giant Observation Dome around the 

park’s borders, we need to recognize that nature doesn’t end there.  What the transit-

system designers want to protect instead is the intangible reward, the sacred 

experience of the Canyon, devoid of “conflicts and fender-benders.” 

The light-rail project remains a goal for the park’s administrators and 

supporters.  It promises to address real-world transportation problems, but just as 

important, it promises to uphold a sense of “wilderness” values in terms of an 

imagined experience of the park.  The light rail project is quite different than the 

displays of Indian crafts arranged by the Harvey Company, but both are nonetheless 

examples of picturesque displays meant to channel tourists’ experience of the Grand 

Canyon.  See the sublime through the frame of a particular kind of human technology 

and apparatus for reproduction. 

The plans for the light-rail system are still technically on the books, but they 

exist in a condition of political quagmire.  Some have suggested, in a context of 

limited budgets, preserving the Tusayan to Mather Point transit line, but replacing the 

light rail with buses.  The owner of the Grand Canyon Railway has proposed using the 

existing rail tracks, perhaps with an express route, instead of the light rail plan; park 

officials have not been warm to this alternative. 

For more than a century, we have persistently imagined railroads in or at 

Grand Canyon, the changing prepositions referring to a nature soon to be either 

penetrated or driven to the edge.  Wilderness ideals have been central in the 

imagination of all the rail projects, although the ideals themselves have undergone 
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modification and accommodation over time.  Stegner’s letter expresses something 

perhaps inspired by—and long predating—his former subject John Wesley Powell.  

But it has never been easy to make the South Rim above the river Powell mapped a 

platform for seeing this wilderness.  The representation of nature as “not us,” the 

fantasy of transparency, has always been selective, incorporating some kinds of 

humanity even as it excluded others.  The endurance of the railroad image is a more 

than coincidental partner in this process.  All three versions of the railroad have 

blended nostalgia and futurism, seemingly antagonistic modes of imagery that in fact 

are quite congenial—not rivals but siblings. 

 

 

Yosemite’s invisible city 

It may come as a surprise to some that a national park devoted to the display of 

nature would face many of the same challenges as moderate-sized city, but the reality 

is that the park infrastructure must accommodate a sizable and transient population.  

According to Park Service figures, about 3.5 million people visited Yosemite last year 

(“Visitation Statistics”).  If this were a steady progression of some 10,000 people per 

day, it would represent a major challenge.  But the summer months bring significantly 

higher visitation than the rest of the year.  Using monthly data, I estimate that on any 

given July day, 50,000 visitors or more may be in the narrow Yosemite Valley, 

occupying only a few square miles of pristine natural territory.  But the real 

organizational problem is that on the same day, perhaps 25,000 people might be 
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leaving, with 25,000 more entering at the same time.  These estimates don’t include 

park personnel and service workers, whose numbers add several thousands to the mix.  

Roads, parking, public transit, water, sewage, power, and the importation of food are 

all routine considerations in the daily management of this place devoted to the 

preservation of wilderness.   

At its best, a park can offer a utopian vision of the interrelationships between 

humans and their natural environment.  Indeed, no one who has been charmed by 

Yosemite’s sylvan scenes, overhung with majestic glacial towers and settled amongst 

verdant meadows—no one can deny the power of these settings to inspire us.  It is a 

kind of dream version of an ecological city.  Were we to embrace the reality of 

Yosemite as a city, we might even realize some benefits of urban living, such as the 

energy efficiency that results when we live in close quarters with one another, or the 

remarkable productive capacity of small garden plots.  A park has the potential at least 

to display an ideal unity of infrastructure with a natural home.  As it stands, however, 

most of Yosemite’s infrastructure is tucked away behind the greenery, making it a 

kind of invisible city. 

 I borrow the phrase from Italo Calvino’s brief and scintillating 1972 novel 

Invisible Cities.  I call this book a novel because of its overarching structure, although 

its passages considered individually might be fairly characterized as prose poems.  The 

book is organized around a fictional series of conversations between Marco Polo, the 

Venetian explorer and globalist, and Kublai Kahn, the great Mongol ruler.  Polo 

reports details of his travels to the skeptical but transfixed Kahn, presented as one to 
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three page reports or orations about the cities Polo has supposedly visited.  Calvino’s 

imaginative handiwork is present not only in these richly descriptive passages, but in 

the book’s elaborately recursive structure. 

 Each chapter is bracketed by sections in italics that are scenes of dialogue 

between Kublai Kahn and Marco Polo.  The bulk of the chapter, though, consists of 

Polo’s first-person reports on each city.  These reports, moreover, are categorized 

according to certain themes that recur throughout the book: Cities and Memory, Thin 

Cities, Cities and Eyes, for example.  These themes, far from haphazard, are instead 

organized in a precise and consistent way.  After the initial set-up, the themes recur in 

a kind of progressive rondo pattern, counting down from the fifth repetition of a 

theme, to a fourth, third, second, and then introducing a new theme.  For example, in 

the third chapter, we have Cities and Desire 5 (meaning the fifth city with that theme), 

then Cities and Signs 4 (meaning the fourth time), Thin Cities 3, Trading Cities 2, 

Cities and Eyes 1.  In the next chapter, Cities and Desire is gone and every other 

theme takes a step forward: Cities and Signs 5, Thin Cities 4, etc. 

My own experience of the effect of this is that themes seem to resonate 

because they are repeated in a complex but mathematically precise way.  The best 

analogy is the mathematical function called a factorial, which is signified in a 

marvelously literary way by placing an exclamation point after a number.  Factorial 

means you multiply the number by other integers, counting down to one.  So three 

factorial (3!) equals three times two times one, or six.  The parallel to Calvino’s fiction 
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is that by the time you get to Cities and Signs for the fifth time, it recalls all the others 

and has an amplified effect, empowered not just by repetition but by recursivity. 

My choice of Calvino’s novel has to do primarily with the way this recursive 

structure can be applied to thinking about Yosemite and other parks.  In choosing a 

passage to represent Calvino’s work at a more concrete level, however, I also select a 

theme that touches quite directly on issues of nature-tourism and wilderness 

preservation.  Marco Polo describes the city of Baucis as one of the Cities and Eyes: 

After seven days’ march through woodland, the traveler directed 

toward Baucis cannot see the city and yet he has arrived.  The slender 

stilts that rise from the ground at a great distance from one another and 

are lost above the clouds support the city.  You climb them with 

ladders.  On the ground the inhabitants rarely show themselves: having 

already everything they need up there, they prefer not to come down.  

Nothing of the city touches the earth except those long flamingo legs 

on which it rests and, when the days are sunny, a pierced, angular 

shadow that falls on the foliage. 

There are three hypotheses about the inhabitants of Baucis: that 

they hate the earth; that they respect it so much they avoid all contact; 

that they love it as it was before they existed and with spyglasses and 

telescopes aimed downward they never tire of examining it, leaf by 

leaf, stone by stone, ant by ant, contemplating with fascination their 

own absence.  (Calvino 77) 
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Calvino paints a striking image of an invisible city suspended above the ground, 

detailed with “flamingo legs” and with practical, anthropological notes: “You climb 

them with ladders.”  This description of a city where almost nothing touches the earth 

makes a good metaphor for apparatus of a national park devoted to the display of 

nature or wilderness.  The “city” that is suspended above a park strives to make all of 

its wild nature visible without stomping too much on the ground.  It would be fair to 

say that the parks often employ a “leave no trace” aesthetic to buildings and roadways.  

Calvino (speaking as Marco Polo) offers three theories about what motivates the 

stilted residents of Baucis: they hate the earth, or they respect it to the point of 

avoidance, or thirdly, a kind of synthesis.  They “love it as it was before they existed” 

and examine it tirelessly, studying each part and “contemplating with fascination their 

own absence.”  Calvino’s beautifully attenuated final sentence expresses a bittersweet 

sentiment about the simultaneous love and detachment these dedicated students of 

nature achieve through their position separate and above the earth they study.  Visitors 

to a national park might feel a similar bittersweet pang in knowing that they are in 

exactly the right position to experience nature directly, and yet, even because of this 

fully authorized position, they are looking at something strangely sullied by the human 

being. 

 

 

Calvino’s description of Baucis may seem a science-fiction inspired vision of a 

future treetop metropolis, but there are parallels in the real and imagined development 
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of Yosemite National Park.  In Grand Canyon, the proposed future of transit is light 

rail; in Yosemite, there is a long history of proposed futures that involve cable-car 

tramways—the vision of nature-observers suspended above the earth they love may 

not require such a fantastic leap of imagination.  Proposal for tramways from the 

Valley to some point high above have been numerous, dating back even to the 

nineteenth century (Runte Yosemite 245).  In 1916 Stephen Mather, the first director of 

the National Park Service, had to quash rumors about a Yosemite tramway in a letter 

to the New York Times (Mather). 

More recently, another tramway plan and controversy was tied up with 

proposed changes to the park in the early 1970s.  These changes came in the aftermath 

of the so-called Fourth of July riots in Yosemite’s Stoneman Meadow in 1970, when 

anti-war advocates and assorted young people gathered in a spirit of protest.  Conflicts 

arose between the protestors and the park rangers.  Reacting to these events, park 

officials concerned with law enforcement allied with wilderness preservationists who 

had been calling to close part of the Valley to automobiles.  However, the new transit 

plan became entangled with a simultaneous proposal to build a cable-car tramway 

from the Valley floor all the way to Glacier Point.  The tramway, along with new 

facilities built at Glacier Point, would stand to produce considerable profits for the 

parties who controlled the access and territory.  Indeed, in 1973, the Music 

Corporation of America purchased the Yosemite Park and Curry Company, an 

existing concessionaire, and campaigned openly for the development of park facilities 

(Runte Yosemite 204).  The plan for the tramway was defeated, but in the process the 
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roads on the Valley floor remained open to automobiles—and they remain open, 

despite repeated attempts by environmentalists to revive the car-free plan.  In summer 

the very eastern end of the loop road is closed to all but the buses, but the roads to the 

concession facilities remain open to everyone. 

 The national parks undoubtedly have the power to arrange utopian displays of 

the relationships between humans and the non-human world.  But achieving a 

consensus on just what this utopia would look like may be another problem entirely.  

For some visitors, a Disney-esque circuit of rides intermingled with ice-cream parlors 

and gift shops would be perfectly satisfactory.  For others, nothing but pure, 

unadorned wilderness will suffice, even if existing structures need to be removed.  I 

happen to think an awe-inspiring ecological village without cars would be goal worth 

reaching for.  But I recognize that such a display would not be an end in itself.  And I 

recognize that it would necessarily conduct an erasure of a certain kind of human 

history in the park.  On the other hand, it would introduce a welcome question about 

what kinds of human interactions (with each other as well as with the natural world) 

are approved by the park apparatus. 

Calvino’s book provides us with a kind of mental infrastructure for thinking 

about the actual as well as the utopian potential of national parks.  He arranges a 

complex and yet ordered and elegant system of interrelationships.  He also manages to 

stack stories upon stories, all piled up in one place, it seems, which would be a useful 

mode for the sometimes more authoritarian national parks to consider.  The idea of an 

invisible city at the heart of a national park captures a sense of the cultural work these 
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institutions perform, not only because of the parks’ hidden “urban” infrastructure, but 

because of the way we may often only fully register the significance of a park 

experience upon return and reflection.  Like Marco Polo reciting stories to Kublai 

Kahn, we experience most fully on recreation.  The book opens imaginative pathways 

for thinking about the way stories can nest within other stories, and it suggests an 

array of possibilities for encountering the built as well as the natural world around us.   

However, the prospect of a utopia should come with a warning.  Whenever we 

build and rebuild cities, we build on top of old neighborhoods and old foundations.  

We build on real human history made concrete, and occasionally we cover things up.  

In chapter two I discussed the eviction of the Ahwahneechee Indians from Yosemite 

Valley, and I recounted the story of the naming of Lake Tenaya.  Recall that Tenaya 

was the chief of the Ahwahneechee band, and that he reacted with confusion and 

despair when he was told that his name would be applied to the lake.  Chronicler 

Lafayette Bunnell describes the scene: 

[Tenaya] said “It already has a name; we call it Py-we-ack.”  Upon my 

telling him that we had named it Ten-ie-ya, because it was upon the 

shores of the lake that we had found his people, who would never 

return to it to live, his countenance fell and he at once left our group 

and joined his family circle.  His countenance indicated that he thought 

the naming of the lake no equivalent for his loss of territory.  (Bunnell 

qtd. in Germic 50) 
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As I have argued, the passage shows Bunnell asserting both direct and symbolic 

domination at the same time.  When he casually remarks that Tenaya’s people “would 

never return to this lake to live” and later when he seems to gloat at Tenaya’s 

recognition that the naming is “no equivalent for his loss of territory,” Bunnell claims 

control over the place and the people.  Indeed, considering this context, the name 

“Lake Tenaya” seems less an honor than an attempt at a lasting humiliation. 

Still, Tenaya’s story remains, even in the adversarial account written by 

Bunnell.  And the Ahwahneechee name for the lake, Pywiack, remains too: Pywiack 

Dome resides beside the lake, and Pywiack Cascade is not far downstream.  It means 

“land of shining rocks,” and anyone who has been temporarily blinded by a flash of 

glacier-polished granite here will recognize the lasting aptitude of the name.  Both 

these names and all these stories exist in one place, nested within one another even 

when they diverge, because it is the place that brings them together.  It just might be 

possible that it is within the capacity of a single park, a single spot even, to hold many 

stories at the same time. 

 

 

Reflection 

 Throughout this book I have attempted to avoid the trap of monumentalism.  

Scholars and historians writing about the national parks have often tended to be 

forgiving and fatalistic towards cases of past injustice or wrongdoing.  This is 

understandable, for the appeal of monumentalism is not merely that it covers over an 
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unpleasant past, but that it projects us forward with optimism towards a present or 

future potential of the national park idea.  As an avatar of U.S. nationalism, a national 

park retains a relatively unsullied reputation.  The secondary problem with 

monumentalism in terms of critical practice is simply a structural matter.  The 

enormity of the monument has the potential to eclipse the fine details of the place 

itself—a case of the sign blotting out its intended referent.  My practice instead has 

been to examine specific texts or places in Yosemite and Grand Canyon, reading them 

closely for thematic resonances and connections.  My hope in avoiding 

monumentalism is to achieve a more nuanced look at the parks’ history and a richer 

and more varied sense of their possible futures.  I have maintained a critical but not 

adversarial attitude toward the parks throughout this process, acknowledging my own 

complicity in a culture that rates them as very popular. 

 I hope to have demonstrated that an effort of ecocriticism need not be bound 

by the presumptive stricture of ecological literary criticism.  Literary criticism has 

been essential to my analysis and it is indeed central to the field of ecocriticism, but I 

maintain that the term describes an inherently interdisciplinary field of study.  Despite 

a tendency to evoke terms like “environmental” or “green,” the eco- prefix refers 

directly to ecology.  And the crucial point about ecology is that it is the study of the 

interconnectedness of things.  Rather than observing the frog or the larvae in isolation, 

the ecologist pays attention to the whole pond.  The ecocritic, by metaphorical 

extension, must consider the great Grand Canyon explorer in the context of the lurid 

Skywalk.  Recently, Lawrence Buell expressed his preference for the term 
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“environmental criticism” in place of ecocriticism, suggesting that “‘environmental’ 

approximates better than ‘eco’ the hybridity of the subject at issue” (Future vii).  But 

the eco- is not a subject in itself so much as a shorthand reference to a process of 

tracking interrelationships.  Because of this, and because it describes a field of many 

disciplines, I prefer ecocriticism. 

I think it is worth asking (perhaps somewhat belatedly) whether or not the 

national parks still matter.  That is, in an age of global warming, does national park 

environmentalism, with its focus on scenery and recreational access, still have a 

significant role to play?  I would argue that it does, despite our ongoing anxieties and 

changing priorities regarding an ethical hierarchy of different—sometimes 

competing—environmental values.  The national parks have from the very beginning 

been places where environmentalists come together, uniting in political commitment 

and expressing ideals that convey implications far beyond park borders.  When the 

Sierra Club first formed (with John Muir as its founding president) in 1892, it was 

conceived as a “defense association” to protect the recently enlarged Yosemite 

National Park (Cohen Pathless Way 280).  The battle over the damming of Hetch-

Hetchy, though a loss for preservationists in the short term, became a rallying cry that 

continues to shape debates about development and extractive industry on federal 

lands.  The now three-decade-old controversy about oil industry development in the 

Arctic National Wildlife Refuge rehearses many of the same arguments about 

environmental protection and different kinds of public interests.  Recently, an example 

of the relevance of parks as points of common reference came up when the outgoing 
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Bush administration announced plans for oil development on Bureau of Land 

Management land in central Utah.  Environmental organizations (and subsequently, 

media sources) noted that the planned oil development would occur next-door to 

Arches National Park, and within sight of Canyonlands National Park.  Using these 

parks as leverage in a larger battle over federal lands, environmentalists were able to 

gain momentum in the fight.  Under the new Obama administration, Interior Secretary 

Ken Salazar cancelled the Utah oil leases. 

 Finally, I want to address an issue of wilderness environmentalism.  

Throughout this book I have been critical of writers focused on wilderness ideals, and 

I have drawn attention to structures and institutions in Yosemite and Grand Canyon 

that perpetuate these ideals.  My first instinct in this critical stance comes from a sense 

of the ahistoricity of the wilderness values.  This ahistoricity appears in two senses.  

First, there is the specific denial of Native American presence and history in national 

park lands and across North America broadly speaking.  To speak of a wilderness is to 

speak of an untouched place, which brings us to the second sense of ahistoricity: there 

is a denial not just of one particular history, but of all history.  A wilderness is a land 

made timeless.  This explains why we are surprised and disappointed again and again 

when a fire, or a smog-laden sky, or a glut of deer, or a changing global climate appear 

to destroy something that was always as it was.  Change can be destructive, but I 

would argue that our best chances for coping with a changing planet lie in recognizing 

that even our most precious and sacred and protected places have always been 

dynamic.   
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 Places where humans are not the dominant force in the landscape—and despite 

my critique I expect we will continue to call these places “wilderness”—are essential 

to the sustenance and betterment of all human society.  I therefore acknowledge and 

welcome the contribution of wilderness-thinking to the broad and diverse discourse of 

environmentalism.  I think we suffer when this wilderness-thinking seems to be stuck 

in a point of origination of 1893, when Frederick Jackson Turner described a lost 

frontier against which the American people had struggled and formed their character.  

This creates a nostalgic hole that wilderness, among other things, can fill.  In some 

ways American wilderness environmentalism has never transcended that ideological 

structure.  There are other traditions and possibilities: reinvented pastorals, accounts of 

urban nature, songs of semi-settled landscapes, and stories of lives lived in the 

ecotones between two worlds. 

 But if I have tilted a skeptical and critical eye towards wilderness values in 

these pages, I can take refuge in the knowledge that I have borrowed the attitude from 

my sources, for even when they proclaimed a great love for wild places, they often 

expressed a concomitant anxiety.  Picture John Muir, in spite of all reason and modest 

safety, venturing to the very brink of Yosemite Falls—in bare feet, even, to witness a 

chanting throng of comet-like streamers.  Beauty alone was not enough, not until it 

had been linked to an experience of risk that would match the high reward.  

Remember Muir, too, despite reassurances of calm demeanor, bolting awake at 

midnight in a nightmare that the solid granite on which he slept was crumbling, falling 

to the Valley below. 
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 Imagine John Wesley Powell, scrambling one-armed to summit every pinnacle 

and segment of canyon rim he could manage, barometers in tow, insisting all the while 

that the science would make the peril worthwhile.  Remember how the barometers 

were finally abandoned on a rock at Separation Rapid, symbols of Powell’s failed 

leadership.  Remember Powell too, attempting to ascend one difficult rounded 

eminence, discovering at last the steps already cut into the rock by human hands. 

 Imagine a young architect named Mary Colter insisting on an exact 

reproduction of Oraibi Pueblo on the South Rim of the Grand Canyon, and then 

imagine the scene of Indian artisans on display along with their pots and blankets.  

Nearby, the Lookout Studio exists as a kind of copy of the Kolb Studio, both of them 

devoted to producing copies of Grand Canyon imagery.  Both of them are sited on the 

very rim—architectural daredevils.  One hundred miles west, a glass-bottomed, 

cantilevered walkway projects over a section of canyon, testing a line between nature-

tourism and an amusement park.  Picture yourself being pictured on the Skywalk, 

assured of recreation in a closed circuit, but anxious about getting outside. 

 Picture a nature lover on the brink of a cliff, looking out over a natural 

spectacle in a pose too familiar for comfort.  They adore the natural scenery, are ready 

even to sacrifice themselves for it.  At Glacier Point, George Fiske became a producer 

of photographs that were bigger than any single photograph.  At Grand Canyon, the 

Kolbs imaged the access to the Canyon at the head of the Bright Angel. 

 Try to imagine a new train to the Grand Canyon that references but then 

supercedes the old one: a sleek and futuristic light rail project, singular and clean 
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enough to erase memories of the automobiles that brought us to Tusayan.  There is 

room still for nostalgia but great hope for the future, for a vision of park tourism that 

moves us efficiently but profoundly.  Try to imagine Yosemite as a city, suspended 

above the ground on stilts like flamingo legs, a great constellation arranged 

painstakingly above the groves and meadows: delicate.  There is a sadness in these 

forms and in these people who seldom come down to touch the earth.  But there is also 

a strange and appealing mystery about them, and a slender hope that we too might 

learn to contemplate with fascination our own absence. 
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