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In American Poetic Materialism from Whitman to Stevens,
Mark Noble examines writers who rethink the human in
material terms. Does the intelligibility of human experience
correlate to the intelligibility of its material elements? Do
visions of a common physical ground imply acommon
purpose? Noble proposes new readings of Whitman,
Emerson, Santayana, and Stevens, that explore a literary
history wrestling with the consequences of its own
materialism. At a moment when several new models of the
relationship between human experience and its physical
ground circulate among critical theorists and philosophers
of science, Noble turns to poets who have long asked what
our shared materiality can tell us about our prospects for new
models of our material selves.
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For my parents



I looked with awe at the ground 1 trod on, to see what the Powers had made
there, the form and fashion and material of their work. This was that Earth
of which we have heard, made out of Chaos and Old Night. Here was no
man’s garden, but the unhandselled globe.

— Henry David Thoreau, “Mt. Ktaadn”

Here is something rather than nothing, here is existence, here are vortices,
spirals, volutes, all models out of equilibrium. They are brought back to zero
by deterioration, ruin and death. Bur, temporarily, they form.

— Michel Serres, 7he Birth of Physics
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Introduction

So far as it goes, a small thing may give an analogy of great things,
and show the tracks of knowledge.

— Lucretius, De rerum natura

The sentence above comes from a particularly exquisite moment in
De rerum natura. Lucretius has just instructed his reader to notice the
motions of dust motes the next time a ray of light crosses a dark room.
Following the lives of barely visible specks of matter here means tracing
their sequence of meetings and partings, their innumerable contacts and
endless conflicts, and the unseen factors that compel them now in one
direction, now in another. Whenever it occurs, the chance to observe
so many “minute particles mingling” in a sunbeam promises access to a
secret knowledge — nothing less than a glimpse of that invisible primor-
dium in which elemental bodies collide and combine to produce a world.
One thus attends to the dance of the dust mote, according to Lucretius,
because understanding the material lives of the smallest things means
understanding the composition of all things, including those “tracks of
knowledge” that comprise human experience.’

This is a book about the consequences of following Lucretius down this
road. How exactly does one link the motions of atomic particles to the pat-
terns of thought that govern our apprehension of the world? What kinds
of experience would such a connection allow us to envision? What would
it disallow? And what sort of poem do we require for making the colli-
sions of particles correspond to the collisions of persons — or for observing
the mind’s correlation with its own materials? The present study explores
responses to such questions found in texts that presume our knowledge
about the materials out of which human subjects are composed amounts
to knowledge of the human. Or, more precisely, this is a book about writ-
ers who develop such an idea to exhilarating ends and about the costs of
that idea’s limitations. In the chapters that follow, I trace the materialisms
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of American poets and theorists of poetry in order to sketch a short his-
tory of the atomized human subject — the person conceived as its relation
to a field of objects — and I explore the significance such a history might
have for the range of critical practices that lay claim to the term “materi-
alist” today. By examining poetic adaptations of Lucretius” assertion that
tracking the atom discloses the tracks of thought, this book uncovers an
exchange of ideas about the viability and the limitations of radical materi-
alist accounts of things like ethics, agency, and intersubjectivity.

When Lucretius recommends attention to the whimsical activity of dust
motes, he presupposes a thesis that the American writers I discuss and a
great deal of today’s most provocative scholarship adopt as a foundation:
namely, that grounding any discussion of what constitutes human experi-
ence in its material components opens avenues for new models of that
experience. Whether we specify this material ground as a field of atoms or
a bundle of neurons, the Lucretian thesis demonstrates that the patterns
of organization we think of as persons are in fact aleatory events tied to a
physical substrate — irremediably contingent, historical, finite. But these
conditions are not always easy to tolerate. Atomized subjects are unusually
vulnerable to dissolution; a material ground constantly slides out from
beneath our feet. In the atomist poetics envisioned by Walt Whitman,
Ralph Waldo Emerson, George Santayana, and Wallace Stevens, the
opportunity afforded by the Lucretian insight cannot be dissociated from
the obliquities and opacities that come with it. In response to the epis-
temological lacunae that often trouble materialist ontologies, these writers
stage a series of experiments with the conceptual technology of the atom.
[ 'am interested in the history of this experimentation — a history laboring
to discern the edges of what our shared materiality can tell us about our
prospects for new models of our material selves.

This tradition in American poetics presupposes that new conceptions
of subjectivity require richer accounts of the relation between the human
and the material. Of course, the terms of that relation are notoriously dif-
ficult to pin down. As scholars and theorists interested in our material
investments have often noted, human experience seems at once wholly
dependent on physical reality and never satisfactorily reducible to it. Or,
the explanatory power of such reductions confronts the radical alterity of
the very matter to which they propose access. As 1 suggest in Chapter 1,
these difficulties often come into focus when the cornerstone ideas that
found materialist ontologies prove no less mysterious than the metaphys-
ical categories they were meant to replace. In response to the wild inde-
terminacy of Lucretius’ dust motes, or the inscrutable architecture of the



