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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 intel-
ligibility of its material elements? Do visions of a common physical 
ground imply a common 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 pros-
pects for new models of our material selves. 

 Mark Noble is Assistant Professor of English at Georgia State 
University, where he teaches American literature and critical theory. 
He received his PhD from Johns Hopkins University in 2009. Noble’s 
essays have been published in  American Literature  and  Nineteenth-
Century Literature .   
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  I looked with awe at the ground I trod on, to see what the Powers had made 
there, the form and fashion and material of their work. Th is 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 Th oreau  , “Mt. Ktaadn”    

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

  – Michel Serres,  Th e Birth of Physics      

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-08450-6 - American Poetic Materialism from Whitman to Stevens
Mark Noble
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107084506
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


ix

  Contents    

  Acknowledgments   page   xi    

    Introduction     1  

     1     Intimate Atomisms: Toward a History of Aporetic 
Materialism     15  

     2     Whitman’s Atom: Sex and Death in the “Wide Flat Space” of 
 Leaves of Grass      47  

     3     Emerson’s Atom: Th e Matter of Suff ering     81  

     4     Santayana’s Lucretius: Th e Chance for an Ethical Atomism     110  

     5     Matter at the End of the Mind: Stevens and the Call for a 
Quantum Poetics     142  

    Coda: Th e Material Subject in Th eory     183  

    Notes     195  
  Index     227    

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-08450-6 - American Poetic Materialism from Whitman to Stevens
Mark Noble
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107084506
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-08450-6 - American Poetic Materialism from Whitman to Stevens
Mark Noble
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107084506
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


xi

  Acknowledgments   

 Th is book appears by the grace of an exceptional group of teachers, col-
leagues, and friends. My fi rst thanks go to Sharon Cameron, whose gen-
erous guidance has improved my work immeasurably; to Allen Grossman, 
whose genius continues to inform my experience of poetry; and to Doug 
Mao, whose acuity and generosity as an interlocutor benefi ted this book 
immensely. At UC Santa Barbara, Porter Abbott, Tom Carlson, and 
Giles Gunn were extraordinary teachers who illuminated both the possi-
bility and the exigency of academic work. For their advice on the devel-
opment of this book in its particularly inchoate stages, I owe a special 
debt to Jonathan Goldberg, Michael Moon, Hent De Vries, and Amanda 
Anderson. I am also deeply grateful to friends at Johns Hopkins University 
patient enough to discuss drafts of this work in its early stages: Elisha 
Cohn, Bryan Conn, Christin Ellis, Jason Hoppe, Claire Jarvis, Andrew 
Sisson, Dan Stout, Matthew Taylor, and the Americanist Reading Group. 
And to James Kuzner, who has been both an exemplary intellectual and 
an exemplary friend. At Georgia State University, which has provided 
an exceptionally supportive research environment, I have been fortunate 
to discuss portions of this book with talented colleagues – especially Ian 
Almond, Eddie Christie, Jan Gabler-Hover, Randy Malamud, LeAnne 
Richardson, Marilynn Richtarik, and Cal Th omas. I have also been blessed 
with gifted students eager to examine Whitman and Emerson with me, 
especially Owen Cantrell, Amber Estlund, and Brett Griffi  n. It was also 
my good fortune to discuss this work with Laura Dassow Walls  , Hugh 
Crawford, and Erich Nunn. I thank the editors and readers at  American 
Literature  and  Nineteenth-Century Literature , where parts of this project 
appear, for their advice and commentary. I am deeply appreciative of the 
insight off ered by the readers at Cambridge University Press, whose scru-
pulous attention to this book improved it signifi cantly. I also thank the 
curators of the Huntington Library in San Marino, California, where I 
was aff orded a summer immersed in the book and in their archives. 

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-08450-6 - American Poetic Materialism from Whitman to Stevens
Mark Noble
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107084506
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Acknowledgmentsxii

 I could not have completed this book without the daily support of 
Shannon Finck, whose candor and kindness have emboldened my writing 
and my view of just about everything else. Most of all, I thank my par-
ents, Ed and Bonnie, for embodying the sorts of generosity and love that 
furnish the atoms of every opportunity. 
    

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-08450-6 - American Poetic Materialism from Whitman to Stevens
Mark Noble
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107084506
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

	http://www: 
	cambridge: 
	org: 


	9781107084506: 


