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Fig. 1. Winslow Homer, Prisoners from the Front, 1866. Oil on canvas; H. 247, W. 38”. Metropolitan Museum of Art, New
York, Gift of Mrs. Frank B. Porter, 1922.

In 1866, Winslow Homer exhibited Prisoners from the Front (fig. 1) at the National Academy of Design
annual exhibition in New York." The painting depicts a charged confrontation between Francis
Channing Barlow, a Union general, and three captured Confederate soldiers under escort. They
stand before a wasteland of tree stumps and broken branches. Nicolai Cikovsky was an early
proponent of the idea that this barren landscape might “carry an aspect of the painting’s
profoundest meaning,” but it is only recently that scholars have begun to explore its full
significance.” Building on that line of inquiry, I argue here that the landscape in Prisoners from the Front
and other Northern images from the era of the American Civil War subverted established pictorial
conventions to produce new and disturbing representations of the relationship between humans and
nonhuman nature.”



Fig. 2. Ebenezer Mix, The Pioneer Settler: First Scene, as llustrated in O[rsamus] Turner, Pioneer History of the Holland Purchase
of Western New York, Buffalo, N.Y., 1849. Wood engraving. Newberry Library, Chicago.

To understand how Civil War images like Prisoners from the Front challenged those familiar
representations, consider the first in a series of illustrations by Ebenezer Mix (fig. 2), created for
Orsamus Turner’s Pioneer History of the Holland Purchase of Western New York, 1849.* Mix’s print depicts
the clearing of the forest in positive terms. As in many antebellum images, tree stumps serve as
symbols of civilizing progress.” In subsequent images, we see this progress over the forty-five years
chronicled by the series, during which time the pioneer shapes nature to his benefit, putting wood,
water, stone, and seed to work to create an increasingly commodious homestead.

Many artists creating landscapes during the war also emphasized humans’ mastery over nature, now
in a military context. For example, Edward F. Mullen’s illustration of a landscape picturing a Union
encampment near the James River in Virginia (fig. 3) recalls Mix’s pioneer series, but it implies that
the transformation of the landscape has occurred at an accelerated, industrial scale.” Only four trees
remain standing, echoing the soldiers in the foreground and subtly identifying the Union army as the
shaping force of the environment. Tents dominate the scene, which is also thickly scattered with the
stumps of the trees that supplied the army’s insatiable need for wood to make tent posts,
fortifications, cooking fires, fences, roads, and railroads.” Such a view of the Union encampment
would reassure Northern viewers that the army was in full control of its surroundings.
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Fig. 3. E.X. Mullen, The War in Virginia—Butler’s Lines South of the James, With Troops in Position Near Onr Centre, Awaiting An
Attack Previous to the Arrival of Grant’s Army, June 3. From Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper, July 2, 1864. Wood engraving.
Newberry Library, Chicago.

In contrast, Prisoners from the Front turns conventional interpretations of cleared land upside down.
While deforestation implies progress in the two illustrations just described, the denuded land in
Homer’s painting seems to signify destruction pure and simple. As with Mullen’s scene, the
composition suggests that the landscape extends beyond the frame, but only to emphasize the vast
ruination of the terrain. And whereas the “Tin Pot Alley” sign leavens the scene of Union
encampment with humor, Prisoners from the Front starkly depicts an endless no-man’s-land.® The
desolate setting and the tension between the figures in Homer’s painting suggest that the Northern
victory is at best conditional and that it has come at great cost.” The war has estranged Americans
not only from each other, but also from nature.

The war launched a bitter struggle over who would control the land and its resources and its scope
and brutality provoked a crisis of belief in the civilizing power of human society."” As a result,
landscape conventions that emphasized the human conquest of nature became incommensurate
with the uncertainty unleashed by the destructiveness of the war."! In order to register present
traumas accordingly, certain Northern image makers began to adopt alternative models for depicting
humans in their environments. Some war landscapes shifted the focus from human authority over
nature toward humans’ intimate identification with nature by depicting both as equally vulnerable to
the violence of war. Others showed an alarming estrangement between humans and their natural
surroundings by picturing weather, terrain, or landscape elements as active threats to the Union
army, thereby suggesting the superior power of nature. Both approaches gave a vital role to nature
not present in Mix’s and Mullen’s images."

By resituating nature on a dynamic continuum with human beings in Civil War landscapes, 1 offer
new ways of understanding these alternative images, which could conjure up the pathos of a blasted
forest strewn with human remains or the menace of a thick swamp immobilizing Union soldiers.
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The fluid roles that artists assigned to humans and nature in such images confirm Donna Haraway’s
observation that “what counts as human and as nonhuman is not given by definition, but only by
relation, by engagement in situated, worldly encounters, where boundaries take place and categories
sediment.”” During the Civil War, human insecutity—whether physical or psychological—
precipitated defamiliarizing views of nature.

Although shifts in landscape imagery occurred across visual culture, illustrated weekly magazines
were particularly agile in responding to the changing Northern mood. The “weeklies,” including
Frank Leslie’s lustrated Newspaper and Harper’s Weekly, presented landscapes regularly in their
coverage of the war, reaching hundreds of thousands of readers at the war’s height." In The Civi/
War and American Art, Eleanor Jones Harvey elucidates the significance of landscape imagery created
by painters and photographers during the war, but does not include graphic artists. A full history of
war landscapes requires attention to multiple media, since, as Harvey concedes, landscape painters
offered mainly coded and “elliptical” references to the war."” By contrast, artists working for the
illustrated press, along with photographic entrepreneurs such as Mathew Brady and Alexander
Gardner, were less constrained by established visual conventions and made battlefield views a staple
of their war coverage.'® Consideration of graphic media also provides insights into Civil War
paintings. For example, Winslow Homer’s background as an illustrator surely affected his pairing of
soldiers and landscape devastation in Prisoners from the Front. This essay concentrates on the illustrated
press as a source of war landscapes, putting such representations into dialogue with selected
paintings, photographs, and prints. Attention to these popular landscapes provides significant
evidence of a powerful wartime counter-discourse that challenged traditional assumptions of human
dominance over nature.

Fellow Casualties of War
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Fig. 4. After Henri Lovie, The Battle of Munfordsville, Kentucky, Sunday, September 14 — The Rebels Charging Throngh the Abattis
in Front of the Fortification Near Green River. From Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper, October 25, 1862. Wood engraving.
Newberry Library, Chicago.
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Landscapes that equated human casualties with destruction to the land were one manifestation of
changed wartime attitudes. Henry Lovie’s 1862 Frank Leslie’s llustration depicting a battle in
Munfordsville, Kentucky (fig. 4), is representative of this idea."” In contrast to many battle images in
the weeklies, the action presses up against the foreground rather than unfolding in the middle
distance. So closely entwined are the trees and the bodies of the Confederate soldiers that they seem
almost inseparable. The Southern forces are moving through abatis (defensive works created by
felled trees), which mark the outer reaches of the Union lines. The accompanying article described
the Confederate offensive in the following terms:

The newly formed rebel right marched from the woods in splendid order, with ranks apparently full,
and the morning sun gilding their bright bayonets . . . When they appeared over the brow of the hill
it was at a double quick, and not in the best of order. But all pushed on with desperate courage to
meet resistance not the less temperate. With grape from the artillery, and a shower of balls from the
musketry, they were met and mowed down; but they never faltered; and it was only when they
sprang on the breastworks and were met with the bayonet that they fell back, leaving the field strewn
with their dead and dying."

Unlike images that show defensive works in matter-of-fact terms, Lovie’s illustration visually equates
the men and branches as a means of dramatizing the disastrous assault.”” The soldier at left with his
raised sword mirrors the branch to his immediate right. Even more strikingly, a tree branch at right
center precisely corresponds to the angles created by the splayed arms of the two men blown back
by an exploding shell. These analogies convey a dynamic sense of wide-scale destruction in which
the artist draws no explicit distinction between human and nonhuman casualties. Trees and men
have both been “harvested” for the war effort and are helpless in the face of the industrial war
machine.
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Fig. 5 Thomas Cole, Tornado, 1835. Oil on canvas; H. 46 3/8”, W. 64 5/8”. (Cotcoran Gallery of Art, Washington, DC,
Museum purchase, Gallery Fund.)

Images such as Lovie’s are deeply rooted in the long-standing culture of anthropomorphism—the
“attribution of human form or character” to the nonhuman.” In the European and American
landscape painting tradition, for example, artists used natural elements such as rocks and trees as
human surrogates.” The rise of the eminent landscape painter Thomas Cole in the 1820s and 1830s
coincided with newly heightened cultural interest in the associative properties of nature. From eatly
on, Cole made a specialty of wilderness scenes in which storm-tossed trees evoked bodies in
torment.” In Tormado, 1835 (fig. 5), anthropomorphism heightens the viewer’s identification with the
writhing, battered trees in the foreground. As with the formal parallels between soldiers and the
abatis in Lovie’s illustration, the trees in Cole’s painting echo the fear and vulnerability of the tiny
man sheltering between them.

There is, however, a critical difference between the earlier and later scenes. Already well established,
images that equated humans and nonhuman nature gained new force during the Civil War because
of a shift in agency. In Cole’s painting, the threat is extra-human.” In Lovie’s, the explosions are the
work of men. In fact, Union troops—not nature—have caused the destruction of the Confederate
troops pictured, a point that would not have been lost on the Northern readers of Les/ie’s. At the
same time—Confederate enemies or no—sentimental readers surely would have responded to the
pathos of a scene in which both humans and their arboreal counterparts fall helplessly to the
indiscriminate violence of the war.*
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Fig. 6. William Bell(?), 1 7ews in the woods in the Federal Lines on north side of Orange Plan Road, 1866. Albumen print. Library
of Congtess, Prints and Photographs Division, Washington, DC, LC-DIG-ppmsca-23673.

While Lovie’s illustration depicts the moment of destruction, photographs taken at the site of the
Battle of the Wilderness in 1866 (figs. 6—8) emphasize the war’s long-term injury to humans as well
as nature.” The photographs, probably by William Bell, underscore the correspondence between
wounded trees and bleached human bones. The damage depicted in the photographs is not fresh;
the exposed bones are the remains of Confederate soldiers who were either left unburied or hastily
interred in shallow graves during the Wilderness campaign two years earlier. The Union casualties of
the battle had been gathered and buried in 1865.% In some exposures, the bones are scattered
randomly, and in others, they have been arranged to create partial skeletons. The location of the
photographs, taken in an area north of the Orange Plank Road, connects the remains definitively
with the 1864 battle.”

The photographs of the woods display an evenhandedness in their focus on both human and
arboreal casualties. Their joint presence defines the Virginia landscape as one of violence and
disorder. Despite attempts to restore the integrity of the bodies by arranging the bones, neither the
remains nor the woods can be fully reconstructed. Together, the trees and bones serve as a terrible
memento mori left behind by the battle. Rather than relying on traditional symbols of the passing of
time—a candle, decaying fruit, an hourglass—to accompany the skulls, Bell connects the brutal
damage to humans with damage to the land. For viewers who saw these images in the form of
stereographs issued by a Baltimore photographer, the landscapes were strong reminders of
woodland and human devastation scattered throughout the South.”
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Fig. 7. William Bell (?), Views in the woods in the Federal lines on north side of Orange Plank Road, 1866. Albumen print. Library of Congress,
Prints and Photographs Division, Washington, DC, LC-DIG-ppmsca-23676.

Such a reading reinforces eatlier, firsthand accounts of the 1864 battles of the Wilderness and
Spotsylvania. In her examination of diary entries, letters, and other contemporary sources, the
historian Kathryn Shively Meier has noted that soldiers fighting in the Wilderness were particularly
sensitive to their environment in 1864. Their impressions were quite unlike accounts of the battle of
Chancellorsville, which occurred in the same area a year earlier.”” Meier argues that during the
Wilderness campaign numerous factors, including battle fatigue, new leadership and military tactics,
and the fact of fighting over an earlier battleground created a different psychology. One result was
that “[m]any soldiers, especially by the time they had fought for several days at Spotsylvania, began
to sympathize with nature’s wounds, often cataloguing the destruction of trees by minié balls.”* For
example, Henry Houghton, a private in the Third Vermont Infantry, wrote of a “tree twenty-two
inches in diameter [that] was cut down by the constant scaling of the bullets” among his battle
descriptions of the dead and wounded.” In such accounts, the distance between damaged nature and
damaged bodies has collapsed: the two appear as victims with inextricable fates.”

Herman Melville also put a spotlight on the enduring effects of the battle in his postwar poem “The
Armies of the Wilderness.” Published during the same year Bell’s photographs were taken, the poem
acknowledges that physical traces of war are difficult to eradicate:
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Fig. 8. William Bell (?), 7ews in the woods in the Federal lines on north side of Orange Plank Road, 1866. Albumen print. Library
of Congtess, Prints and Photographs Division, Washington, DC, LC-DIG-ppmsca-23672.

But the field-mouse small and busy ant

Heap their hillocks, to hide if they may the woe:

By the bubbling spring lies the rusted canteen,

And the drum which the drummer-boy dying let go.
It continues, fusing military action and its consequences for the land:
The wagon mired and cannon dragged

Have trenched their scar; the plain

Tramped like the cindery beach of the damned—
A site for the city of Cain.

And stumps of forests for dreary leagues

Like a massacre show.

The poem also contrasts the expected cycle of the seasons with the interruption to human, plant,
and animal activity caused by the war:

Where are the birds and the boys?
Who shall go chestnutting when
October returns? The nuts—

O, long ere they grow again.”

For Melville, these dramatic departures from the natural order remain palpable.

The photographs similarly capture organic and cultural disruptions that have made time difficult to
gauge. The unnatural death of trees and humans, along with failure to bury the slain, extends the
temporal reach of the war.* Both poem and photographs fuse presence and absence; the visible
physical traces of the war simultaneously connoting death and loss, can no longer be seen. In one of
Bell’s photographs (fig. 8), for example, snapped tree trunks evoke visions of flying artillery during
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the heat of battle, while the dispersed canteen, boots, and skull conjure up the vanished body of a
fallen soldier. Two years after the end of the war, humans and nature are still beyond repair.
Conveying the carnage that occurred at the Wilderness, this fusion of violent past and melancholy
present is one example of a much broader visual and literary response to the organized violence of
war.

Fig. 9. Thomas Nast, The Result of War—1"irginia in 1863. From Harper’s Weekly, July 18, 1863. Wood engraving. Newberry
Library, Chicago.

Thomas Nast’s The Result of War—1irginia in 1863 (fig. 9) dramatizes the war’s impact on the land
and people by moving beyond the immediate battlefield. Published in Harper's Weekly, the scene
shows an abandoned landscape, its destruction extending not only to nature but also to what
environmental historians call “second nature,” meaning the built environment.”> A collapsed bridge
and the ruins of a mill, with stilled water wheel and cold chimneys, dominate the horizon line, while
the submerged cart in the right foreground suggests the interruption of transportation as well as
work. The house in the left background indicates that this was also a functioning domestic landscape
in happier days,ﬁ Rather than depict a specific location, the image allegorizes the war’s threat to the
land and humans’ control of it.

The historian Morton Keller has described this image as “suffused with mid-nineteenth century
Romantic sentimentality, conveying the pathos of the war to a Harper’s readership hungry for
expressions of their own strong feelings.”" One such personal expression comes from Captain
Thaddeus Minshall of the Thirty-Third Ohio Volunteer Infantry. In November 1862 he wrote to a
friend, “Oh! war is a terrible thing. In its tread it desolates the fair face of nature—all the works of
the husbandman, and tramples out all the divine parts of human nature.” The following March, he
wrote of nature’s efforts to rebound where he was located near Murfreesboro, Tennessee:
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The spring here is coming on apace but is not as forward as it was last year. The buds of the trees
are beginning to open; peach trees and plum trees are in bloom, and the birds are busy singing and
building their nests. I can but reflect how nature and man are at war. Nature is strut{g}ling to give
ev{e}ry thing a renewed appearance, but the grim monster, war{,} stalks on the same unvatied
course of desolation and ruin. Terrible will be the condition of the South this season, nothing but
the spontaneous effort of nature to indicate that the pursuit of agriculture is possible in the
country.”

Minshall’s view of nature as a potential source of regeneration is not shared by The Result of War. In
contrast, Nast’s illustration shows nature as surviving only in a radically degraded form. The
vegetation along the riverbank is overgrown, and plants have started to sprout from the ruins. Birds
of prey have roosted in the skeletal tree at left, and wild dogs scavenge along the river. The twilight
sky with the sickle moon suggests that the sun has set on a once-productive landscape that arose
from the collaboration of nature and humans.

People used the term “wilderness” during the 1860s to describe war-torn landscapes such as Nast’s.
Rather than describing land untouched by humans, the word now connoted the forceful elimination
of all human improvements, including agriculture.”” Many Americans believed that the cultivation of
nature was a human responsibility, sanctioned through Christianity, and feared what its destruction
portended. Nast’s landscape, which reached thousands of Harper’s subscribers, provided a shocking
antithesis to landscapes that depicted the conquest of nature as a sign of human progress.

As with Lovie’s and Bell’s landscapes, Nast’s illustration also has a partisan edge. The historian Lisa
Brady has argued that Union strategy included the dramatic creation of military-induced wilderness,
which “functioned in the context of war not only as a synonym for waste and desolation but also as
a weaponized imaginary” directed at the enemy.” Extending Brady’s argument into the visual realm,
many Northern readers would have applauded the deliberate decimation of Confederate territory
pictured by Nast as a just punishment for Southern defections from the Union. In fact, in his
preparatory drawing for the magazine, Nast included a skeleton hanging from the lowest branch of
the tree in the left foreground. Images of a noose or a hanging man, such as those found on
contemporary decorated envelopes, often symbolized the consequences of treason in popular
imagery.*

The decentering of the primacy of humans within these images had radical implications for
nineteenth-century viewers. The landscapes insist that humans are not the only war casualties.
Rather than standing as neutral witnesses to war’s violence, the natural elements in all three
landscapes are explicitly shown as bearing its brunt. However, not one among them exposes the
human source of the destruction. Human agency has thus been suppressed in two ways: through the
depiction of soldiers as helpless victims of war violence, and through the elision of those responsible
for the ruin of life and landscape.

Nature as the Estranged Enemy of Humans
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Nast’s scene also hints at a darker, more sinister role for nature that is more fully developed in other
war images and writing. In the most extreme imagery, nature was coextensive with the Southern
enemy, thus doubling the mortal threat to the Northern army. Union soldiers’ letters and diaries
were filled with references to the difficulties of the Southern terrain—the region’s dense forests,
muddy roads, and impenetrable swamps. As Robert Knox Sneden, a Union private in the Fortieth
New York Volunteers, wrote about a snowstorm in January 1862 at Fort Lyon, Virginia, “We have
had several storms since the 15" [and] about sixteen inches of snow now covers the ground, making
it very uncomfortable camping out...The roads and camps [are] six and eight inches deep in red
mud and slush... As a defense to the enemy, this Virginia mud is all as good as several

regiments.”** This conflation of enemy troops and enemy territory provides one instance of Donna
Haraway’s point that the line between the human and nonhuman is not predetermined but
established in specific relations. Depictions of threatening Southern landscapes suggest not only
Union trepidation about fighting in unfamiliar terrain, but also larger fears about the limits of human
ability to control.

M R LT s -

Fig. 10. After Henri Lovie, The War on the Mississippi—The U.S. Transport Pushing Her Way Through the Swamps and Bayous,
Back of Island No. 10, to the Assistance of Gen Pope At New Madrid. From Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper, April 19, 1862.
Wood Engraving. Newberry Library, Chicago.

Another drawing by Henri Lovie inspired the wood engraving that appeared in Les/e’s in 1862 (fig.
10) showing the Southern landscape as an impediment to the Union Army. The illustration depicts
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part of the western campaign to ensure free Union movement along the lower Mississippi (the area
south of Cairo, Illinois). It shows a Union steamboat, the W. B. Terry, attempting to navigate a
swamp near New Madrid, Missouri. It includes a number of recognizable visual markers of the
swamp: the bare, closely packed trees, hanging Spanish moss, and murky water. An article in Les/e’s
described the formidable task depicted, emphasizing the distinctiveness of the terrain: “If you have
never seen a Southern swamp you have no idea how thick it is; a New York elm swamp does not
begin. It sometimes took 20 men a whole day to get out a half sunken tree across the bayou. Such a
place as that kept us back, as none of the rafts and flats could get by, and all had to wait.”* In his
analysis of the illustration, W. Fletcher Thompson described the “heavy black smoke billowing from
[the boat’s| stacks as if in agony, the crew straining to free it with windlasses and leverage

poles.”i4 Here, the landscape imposes stasis on humans and their means of transport rather than
facilitating their movement.

The menacing landscape serves as a proxy for the South in general, and perhaps more specifically
for the Confederate army. In his cultural history of the swamp in American culture, David Miller
contends that “the swamp became a symbol for Southern civilization” at midcentury, “whether
positively or negatively conceived.” He observes that swamp imagery, when used by Northerners
immediately before and during the war, generally focusing on negative associations. To illustrate,
Miller quotes Daniel Webster’s 1851 pronouncement that “secession and disunion are a region of
gloom, and morass and swamp; no cheerful breezes fan it, no spirit of health visits it; it is all
malaria.”*® In such formulations, the swamp and its surrounding atmosphere signaled decay,
stagnation, and infection.

Lovie’s illustration records the ongoing difficulty of Union efforts to control the Mississippi. Due to
the fact that the land surrounding entrenched Confederate positions along the river was
unpredictable and difficult to navigate, the Northern army began pursuing indirect approaches rather
than direct attacks. Lisa Brady points out that: ““Time and time again during operations on the
Mississippi, Union military leadership turned to engineering and assailed the river as an alternative to
attacking their Confederate foes.” This included attempts to build canals and clear unused byways,
as shown in Lovie’s wood engraving. However, engineering solutions had limited success due to the
power of the river and complexity of the terrain.

Unlike Thomas Nast’s scene of the Virginia landscape ruined by war, the swamp depicted in the
Lovie illustration exhibits an innate malevolence. Its natural obstructions block the path of the
steamboat and its still water serves as a pointed contrast to the energy expended by the straining
Northern soldiers. Images like the illustration of the W. B. Terry encouraged viewers to see Southern
landscapes as thwarting the plans of Union soldiers, generals, and engineers, and in this way acting
as an extension of the Confederate army."
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Fig. 11. George Caleb Bingham, The Concealed Enemy, 1845. Oil on canvas; H. 29 %4, W. 36 '2”. Stark Museum of Art,
Orange, Texas.

Images in which nature actively threatened humans have precedents in American visual culture,
particularly in antebellum depictions of violent struggles between Native Americans and Euro-
Americans. George Caleb Bingham’s Concealed Enenry, 1845 (fig. 11), for example, depicts the
menacing combination of a forbidding western landscape and an Osage warrior poised for

attack.” As several scholars have noted, Bingham deliberately created formal echoes between the
landscape and figure; the profiles of the rocky outcroppings and tree stump at center mirror that of
the Native American.” These visual parallels assert that nature and the crouching man are
coconspirators, directing their hostility toward an invisible target below the bluffs.”

Civil War imagery presented the South as an enemy landscape, along the lines of the dangerous
western frontier depicted by Bingham, but articulated its dangers in different terms. Sinister
interpretations of Southern nature depended on an association in Northern rhetoric, particularly on
the part of abolitionists, between the deficiencies of the regional landscape and those of Southern
character. As John Greenleaf Whittier wrote in an abolitionist pamphlet in 1835, slavery had
poisoned the Southern landscape so that a “moral mildew mingles with and blasts the economy of
nature. It is as if the finger of the everlasting God had written upon the soil of the slaveholder the
language of His displeasure.” As in the illustration of the Missouri swamp, Union soldiers fighting
in Confederate territory faced not only an armed human enemy but also a morally infected
landscape.
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Fig. 12. Edwin Forbes, Through the Wilderness. Plate 3 from Life Studies of the Great Army, New York, 1876. Etching; H. 117,
W. 15 7/8”. Couttesy, American Antiquarian Society.

In Through the Wilderness (fig. 12) Edwin Forbes depicted an ominous landscape in the eastern theater.
The etching, based on a wartime sketch Forbes made when working as a staff artist for Leske’s,
represents a disastrous Union attempt to cross the Rappahannock River and confront Lee’s forces
entrenched in Fredericksburg in January 1863.” Through the Wilderness depicts an army convoy
consisting of a team of horses wearing blinders and attempting to drag supplies and a cannon along
a dirt road, which a rainstorm has turned into a river of mud. The cascading mud on the hillside
behind the horses and men blends with the thickness of the foliage to create an impenetrable bank.
The emaciated dead horse or mule in the left foreground and the caravan just disappearing from
view in the upper left suggest a chronological sequence, but the animals and men in the principal
scene remain trapped in place. Forbes described the demoralizing consequences of the heavy rain
during the march: “the wagon trains met with terrible difficulty, for the heavy loads were more than
the animals could draw through the churned mass of mud and water. In spite of the frantic efforts
of the negro drivers, a line of teams would be stalled at intervals of two or three hundred yards;
mules would sink in the mire to die, and by midday everything was at a standstill; nearly one
hundred thousand men with guns and transportation mired; and the long-sought-for opportunity of
a battle postponed perhaps for months.”** Although Forbes’ text goes on to relate that most of the
bedraggled army was able to reverse course and return to their abandoned winter quarters, the print
presents the Union forces as no match for the malevolence of nature.

A Confederate clerk stationed at Richmond reported of the failed march: “It appears from the
Northern press that the enemy Jid make three attempts last week to cross the Rappahannock; but as
they advanced toward the stream, the elements successfully opposed them. It rained, it snowed, and it
froze. The gun carriages and wagons sank up to the hubs, the horses to their bodies, and the men to
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their knees; and so all stuck fast in the mud.”” As if in collusion with the protracted war itself,
weather and terrain combine to immobilize the human actors in Forbes’ print, to the advantage of
the Southern army.

Fig. 13. After C.E.H. Hillen, The War in Tennessee—Union Pickets Approached by Rebels in Cedar Bushes Near Chattanooga.
From Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper, Dec. 12, 1863. Wood engraving. Newberry Library, Chicago.

A wood engraving from Les/ie’s, after a drawing by C. E. F. Hillen (fig. 13), raises the stakes by
representing a direct collaboration between Southern forces and nature.” Dating from 1863, the
image presents two Union picket guards on alert in Tennessee. In the distance to the right, several
Confederate soldiers disguised in cedar branches are approaching. The two watchful guards have not
yet determined what they might be facing. Both peer into the distance but have made no move to
confront the enemy or to alert their fellow soldiers. The article related to the illustration emphasizes
the stealth (and literary roots) of their attack: “They have evidently been Shakespeare scholars and
have learned a lesson from Macbeth. We have here not a whole wood marching, but single trees
moving in the dusky twilight, cautiously and stealthily that their onward movement may be taken for
the mere swaying of the trees in the wind.”” The text continues by indicating that three years into
the war, the soldiers have gained experience so as not to be fooled by such deception, but the image
itself emphasizes uncertainty and danger. Even the tree branch above the standing soldier curves
down around him as if in deliberate menace.

The motif of picket duty alone in a dangerous landscape appeared repeatedly in the illustrated
press.” Separated from comrades, such sentries represented the amplified vulnerability of soldiers in
relation to their environment. They are often depicted on night duty, either alone or in a small
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group, overshadowed by the surrounding landscape. “The Picket-Guard,” a poem that appeared in
Harper's Weekly in 1861, recounts the loneliness and anxiety of a soldier patrolling along the Potomac
River:

He passes the fountain, the blasted pine-tree,

The footstep is lagging and weary;

Yet onward he goes, through the broad belt of light,
Toward the shade of the forest so dreary.

Hark! Was it the night-wind that rustled the leaves?
Was it moonlight so wondrously flashing?

It looked like a rifle—“Hal Mary, good-by!”

And the life-blood is ebbing and plashing.”

Prefiguring the possible fate of the pickets in Tennessee shown in the illustration, the picket guard in
the poem loses his life because he confused the sounds and sights of nature with the movement of
the enemy. The threat is even more potent if enemy and nature conspire actively together. In a
heightened level of identification, hostile nature comes to embodied life in the image—the trees are
now capable of movement and come bearing arms.

Herman Melville also captured the fear of conspiratorial nature in his poem “The Scout Toward
Aldie,” inspired by the deadly forest raids designed by Colonel John S. Mosby, commander of
Virginia’s Partisan Rangers.”’ The poem is written from the perspective of a nervous detachment of
Union troops who, thinking that they are surprising the enemy, meet a woman who lures them into
a Confederate trap. It begins with a description of Mosby’s feared reputation in camp:

Unarmed none cared to stir abroad
For berries beyond their forest-fence:
As glides in seas the shark,

Rides Mosby through green dark.*"

The poem builds tension through the ever-changing forest setting. At points it is lovely: “The settled
hush of birds in nest / Becharms and all the wood enthralls.” In others, however, it is a source of
fearful confusion:

“but what’s that dangling there?”

“Where?” “From the tree—that gallows bough;
“A bit of frayed bark, is it not?”

“Ay—or a rope; did we hang last?”*

In the end, it is the duplicity of the mysterious woman and nature itself that deliver the Union
soldiers into Mosby’s hands. Melville presents the forest as fully complicit: “Maple and hemlock,
beech and lime, / Are Mosby’s confederates, share the crime.”® As in the illustration of the

camouflaged attack, the poem creates no distinction between trees and humans as enemies. Nature
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is an active agent in the war, and humans—Northern soldiers—are powerless and vulnerable in the
face of its hostility.

Postwar Visions of Humans and Nature

Fig. 14. Edwin Forbes, The Sanctuary. Plate 40 from Life Studies of the Great Army, New York, 1876. Etching; H. 117, W. 15
7/8”. Couttesy, American Antiquarian Society.

When considering the visual legacy of the war, two compelling landscapes by Edwin Forbes and
Winslow Homer (figs. 14 and 1) offer drastically different portraits of the exchanges between
humans and nonhuman nature. Their creators reassign new meanings to traditional symbols, such as
tree stumps, as a way to arrive at antithetical outcomes; Forbes’ landscape represents nature and
humans as bound closely together and Homer’s shows them as fatally estranged. Both images are
based on wartime events but were executed after its conclusion; due to this temporal collapse, they
appear to predict or anticipate the consequences of the war. The landscapes represent minority
views in the postbellum period, however, thus highlighting how situation-specific the radical images
of defamiliarized nature were.

Edwin Forbes’ The Sanctuary, 1876 (fig. 14), from his series, Life Studies of the Great Army, melds
several different visual motifs from the war in its vision of an African American family reaching
Union lines and freedom.” The figures in the shadowed foreground draw the viewer’s attention. All
three face away, their gazes directed to the Union lines. They include a woman with a pail at her side,
kneeling with her arms raised, an older man who has removed his hat and is resting on a walking
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staff, and a young boy. The domestic detail of the dog sitting next to the child suggests that the three
fugitives form a family. According to the artist, the group who inspired the print escaped from the
plantation where they were enslaved, and “avoiding highways to escape capture, tramped through
wood and thicket, and came, weary and foot-sore, in sight of the Union lines at daybreak.” Forbes
continued by narrating the event in the dramatic fashion of religious visions:

The old mother dropped to her knees and with upraised hands cried “Bress de Lord!” while the
father, too much affected to speak, stood reverently with uncovered head, and the wondering, bare-
legged boy, with the faithful dog, waited patiently beside them. As the bugle notes of the reveillé
echoed across the fields, and the star-spangled banner waved out from the flag-staff on the
breastworks in the bright morning sun, I murmured, “A Sanctuary, truly!”®

The landscape in The Sanctnary plays a role as symbolic as the figures. The scene before them shows
an area denuded of trees. Familiar from other encampment scenes, countless stumps litter the field,
which gives way at left to the fences and chevaux de frises [sharpened wooden spikes in an interlocking
framework] just below the earthen mounds at the crest of the hill. The scene recalls the stump-
strewn Union encampment illustrated in the Les/e’s print (fig. 3). If the landscape appeared on its
own, or was populated by Union soldiers, it would have a fairly conventional message; however,
with the presence of the family, the scene encourages a very different reading. Here the cleared
landscape is not just a literal depiction of one Union line, but instead is a sanctuary in Forbes’ terms.

The clearing of the land in Forbes’ print symbolizes the elimination of an older, oppressive social
order. The artist reinforces this point by including two detailed tree stumps in the foreground. The
alteration of the land and the implied violence of the war have cleared a path to freedom. The fact
that the clearing has been accomplished by the Union army indicates that Northern soldiers are the
primary actors in this drama, but the print also hints at a possible new relationship between former
slaves and the land.

Forbes’ print belongs to a larger group of Northern images that depict African Americans fleeing
enslavement.” In both military and popular usage, former slaves living and working behind Union
lines were referred to as “contrabands.”® Images presenting contrabands often showed them in
motion within spaces of transition: on the road or reaching the outskirts of a Union encampment, as
signaled by the presence of a picket guard or fortifications.” The historian Amy Murrell Taylor
acknowledges the limitations of the designation contraband, a legal term that described goods illicitly
traded during wartime, but not people. She argues, however, that the word continues to convey
something about the uncertain status of the people it described:

Those who used the term in the 1860s understood that the men and women of this era were
experiencing something very distinct—a transitional period somewhere between slavery and
freedom—so a distinct language was needed to describe their unusual position. To call them
“freedmen” or “slaves” would have been to overlook the period of limbo during which they were
not really free but not really enslaved while living near the Union army.”
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By visualizing thresholds, images such as The Sanctuary graphically represent the liminal state that the
term “contraband” implies. Forbes poised his family group physically and symbolically at the border
between two landscapes. Unlike the war landscapes that aligned human and natural casualties,
Forbes’ creates a sympathetic identification between the human and nonhuman elements through
the theme of sanctuary.

Fig. 15. After Alfred R. Waud, Freedman’s VVillage, Arlington, Virginia. From Harper’s Weekly, May 7, 1864. Wood engraving.
Newberry Library, Chicago.

An 1864 Harper’s Weekly view of the Freedman’s Village in Arlington, Virginia, (fig. 15) offers an
instructive comparison to The Sanctuary in the relationships it establishes between the foreground
figures and a human-dominated landscape. The Harper’s illustration, based on a drawing by Alfred R.
Waud, depicts the village newly created on the confiscated estate of Robert E. Lee for people freed
by the Emancipation Proclamation.” One year old, the village that appears in the illustration is
already quite substantial, including, as the magazine reported, residences as well as a school, hospital,
and home for the aged.” The topographic view resembles promotional images of new towns on the
western frontier. It also displays striking similarities to Forbes’ Sanctuary. Both images open up to a
panoramic expanse; both incorporate tree stumps in the foreground to indicate transformation; and
both include a family in the foreground, comprised of an African American woman and two small
children in Waud’s image. A man, identifiable as a soldier from his uniform and shouldered weapon,
is also present in the foreground.

The view of the village serves as one of the possible futures imagined by the figures in The Sanctuary.
Here, the landscape of war has transformed into one of civilian life (although the War Department
administered the settlement). The promises of emancipation—housing, paid work, and
community—are represented in the print or alluded to in its published description. Government
action, not General Lee, put the landscape to work on behalf of the freed people. The village,
however, did not represent a full transformation in the lives of its residents. The Harper’s text echoes
a frequent refrain of white benevolence by remarking that the settlement was “erected especially for
the use of such contrabands as, failing to provide for themselves, become a burden to the
Government.””? Both the textual description of the village and Forbes’ image depict former slaves as
dependent for protection on the Union. In addition, histories of the village trace persistent tensions
between residents and the War Department and Freedmen’s Bureau.” The Harper's illustration,
however, still goes one step further than The Sanctuary in its visualization of a landscape transformed
for a new purpose antithetical to its function in the recent past.
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The Sanctuary conveys the prospect of freedom through the depiction of a place. Other
representations of contraband figures, including some by Forbes himself, often used the prominent
placement of white soldiers to reinforce the boundaries of Union-controlled territory, but the only
soldiers in this scene are two tiny figures barely visible at the horizon to the left of the flag.” In
addition, Forbes gave fresh meaning to the modification of nature by human hands. While presented
in familiar visual terms, the landscape in The Sanctuary is given a new witness—the African American
family—and a new moral purpose—emancipation. Forbes’ decision to use the print as the
culminating image in both his postwar etching series and illustrated memoir suggests that for him it
articulated a significant legacy of the war. Created more than a decade after the Harper’s Weekly
illustration of the Freedman’s Village, and with knowledge of the failures of Reconstruction, The
Sanctnary deliberately envisions an earlier moment of possibility.

We can now return to the unrelenting desolation of Homer’s Prisoners from the Front. Like Forbes’
Sanctuary, Homer’s painting draws from existing war iconography but infuses the scene with a
heightened sense of estrangement. Research has clarified that while Prisoners depicts no specific
location, the landscape was inspired by the battleground of Petersburg, Virginia.E Homer sketched
in the area, responding to the way that huge numbers of trees there had been eliminated in the
course of the long-term siege. The washed out sky and drab coloring of the earth reinforce the
barrenness of the land. Two pine branches with their needles intact provide the only visual relief
from the devastation. In war imagery, pine branches served as a symbol of the South; their presence
here launches an ongoing dialogue with the human confrontation above them.” Homer placed both
branches strategically: the strong diagonal of the one behind Barlow highlights his presence and
accentuates his dynamic pose; the other, sprawling horizontally, entwines one of the two presumably
confiscated rifles in the foreground. The combination of rifles and branches creates a potent war
emblem that weaves weaponry and the land explicitly together. Homer presents the Civil War as a
war on the Southern land, not just on enemy troops. The fact that the greatest expanse of blasted
land lies behind the Southerners reinforces this point.”
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Fig. 16. Edwin Forbes, Pickets Trading Between the Lines, c. 1876. Pencil and Chinese white on paper; H. 10 9/16", W. 14
3/4". Library of Congtess, Prints and Photographs Division, Washington, DC, LC-DIG-ppmsca-20767.

The palpable destruction in Homert’s painting resists interpretation as a triumphant image of Union
victory. Although environmental historians have emphasized that the army that controlled the land
ultimately controlled the outcome of the war, the inhospitable landscape makes the Union success in
capturing these prisoners seem provisional at best. The stalemate comes into even sharper focus
when comparing Homer’s painting to an 1876 drawing by Edwin Forbes, Pickets Trading Between the
Lines [Traffic Between the Lines], based on an exchange Forbes witnessed during a long siege (fig. 16).
The two scenes share many features, including the positioning of Union and Confederate soldiers in
front of a deforested landscape. Forbes depicted two relaxed groups of soldiers exchanging coffee
and tobacco during a lull in the battle. The trees have been cleared as part of the Confederate
Army’s encampment; defensive abatis, earthworks, and smoke from campfires—all markers of a
resident army—appear on the horizon. Forbes, like Homer, was inspired by the Petersburg
landscape, but the more intimate scale and attention to details in his drawing conveys a more specific
sense of place.”” In contrast, Homer depicts a tense standoff occurring in the midst of a featureless
wasteland. There is no sign of an encampment and not even the dimmest prospect of permanent
occupation. It is a liminal realm that questions Union dominion over Confederates, human
dominion over nature, and nature’s dominion over humans.” It also implicitly maps out the multiple
challenges of the postwar era: the reintegration of the South into the Union and the healing of the
physical and psychological wounds of the war. In this, the devastation of the land becomes central
to the message of the painting. Interestingly, the commentary on Prisoners from the Front in the
contemporary Northern press did not mention the landscape at all.*” Of course, this may indicate
that the critics did not think it was important. They devoted most of their reviews to the different
figural types—both Northern and Southern—that populate the painting. At least a few of the
reviewers thought that a careful examination of these figures would explain why the Union had won
the war, finding resolve in the figure of Barlow, and arrogance or ignorance in the
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Confederates.” The focus on the figures is also in keeping with an interpretation of Prisoners from the
Front as a history painting or a genre scene. A more compelling reason for the absence of
commentary on the landscape, however, is its complete familiarity after four years of war. Unlike the
figures, who might require “decoding” in order for the public to incorporate them within the proper
ideological framework, the meaning of the devastated landscape may have been too obvious to
require comment. The omission suggests that Homer’s departure from the conventions governing
the representation of military conquest was more radical than his rendering of the war landscape.
The press lavished attention on the nuances of the standoff between Northerners and Southerners
to explain the elision of explicit heroism in the painting, but could rely on the public’s awareness
that a shattered landscape conveyed symbolic meaning.

Read in conjunction, Forbes’ and Homer’s landscapes present contradictory interpretations of the
war’s legacy in the realm of relations between humans and nonhuman nature. The Sanctuary imagines
a new start, showing African Americans in potentially healing harmony with the land, but Prisoners
from the Front paints an image of entrenched physical and psychological damage. Both landscapes
manipulated established iconography to realign the relationship between humans and nature.
Impossible to imagine before the war, the scenes remain incomplete, transitory, and unsettled
visions. In contrast, other postbellum landscapes moved deliberately away from anxious
characterizations to suggest that humans once again held sway over the land. For example, George
Inness’ monumental Peace and Plenty (1865; The Metropolitan Museum of Art), imagined a return to
the pastoral mode, complete with cultivated fields and a flock of sheep. Similarly, most postwar
landscapes of the American West depicted wondrous views of pristine nature that celebrated, in
Angela Miller’s words, “the virtues of retreat from history into nature,” thereby sidestepping the
questions the war raised about the ongoing interactions between humans and the natural
environment.*” There are rare postbellum images that represented the results of human depredation
in stark terms, such as Sanford Giftford’s Hunter Mountain, Twilight (1865; Terra Foundation for
American Art, Chicago) or certain late-nineteenth-century book and magazine illustrations showing
the despoliation of American forests.”> However, they are also different in kind from the war
landscapes under review. While they acknowledge human culpability more directly, they do not have
the same emotional pull of the wartime landscapes juxtaposing human suffering with natural
destruction. Their visual emphasis is on preservation rather than on the intimate, bodily connections
that bind humans to nature or cast nature as a frightening enemy.

At its heart, the visual culture of landscape explores relations between humans and nonhuman
nature. Despite different media and contexts, the striking images analyzed in this essay introduced
fluidity into traditional human/nonhuman boundaties by undermining the certainty of humans’
control of nature. This representational flexibility, appearing prominently in the illustrated press,
gave voice to the uncertainties and powerful emotions that seized Americans during the Civil War.
As these anxieties waned in the postwar era, artists returned once again to depictions of a
comprehensible natural world that existed for the pleasure and benefit of human society.
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Environmental History of the United States (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2012); Lisa
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Painting the Civil War,” Terrain of Freedom: American Art and the Civil War, Art Institute of
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