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Introduction


Much of what we do as historians, and as students of history, springs from the imagination. What was this place like at that time? How did these particular people live on this particular patch of ground? These are the types of questions we need to engage in the study of regionalism, and they are perhaps best addressed in ways that acknowledge multiple viewpoints, and multiple sources.

The writings included for this week can be used in a variety of ways depending on the age group. They present starting points for a discussion of multiple points of view, and the more modernist way of looking at particular places. If nothing else, they can ease students into the idea of western history, and help them to see it not simply as a received package of agreed-upon facts, but as an exercise of the imagination aimed at getting closer to an understanding of the “truth” about a place.

You might ask students to list all the possible resources that would help them to understand their region. Or, you might ask them to think of all the different ways of looking at a particular region (e.g. Native, Anglo, Male, Female, Scientific, Economic, etc…). The idea behind an exercise of this sort is to help students see history as layered, additive, and fallible, rather than exclusive or autocratic.

Wendell Berry quote
“It is the nature of the soil to be highly complex and variable, to conform very inexactly to human conclusions and rules. It is itself easily damaged by the imposition of alien patterns. Out of the random grammar and lexicon of possibilities – geological, topographical, climatological, biological – the soil of any one place makes its own peculiar and inevitable sense.”

Wendell Berry, The Unsettling of America: Culture and Agriculture. San Francisco: Sierra Club Books, 1977.
N. Scott Momaday quote

“Once in his life a man ought to concentrate his mind upon the remembered earth, I believe. He ought to give himself up to a particular landscape in his experience, to look at it from as many angles as he can, to wonder about it, to dwell upon it.”

N. Scott Momaday, The Way to Rainy Mountain. Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1969.


Wallace Stevens poem

Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird

I

Among twenty snowy mountains,

The only moving thing

Was the eye of the blackbird.

II

I was of three minds,

Like a tree

In which there are three blackbirds.

III

The blackbird whirled in the autumn winds,

It was a small part of the pantomime.

IV

A man and a woman

Are one.

A man and a woman and a blackbird

Are one.

V

I do not know which to prefer,

The beauty of inflections

Or the beauty of innuendos,

The blackbird whistling

Or just after.

VI

Icicles filled the long window

With barbaric glass.

The shadow of the blackbird

Crossed it , to and fro.

The mood

Traced in the shadow

An indecipherable cause.

VII

O thin men of Haddam,

Why do you imagine golden birds?

Do you not see how the blackbird

Walks around the feet

Of the women about you?

VIII

I know noble accents

And lucid inescapable rhythms;

But I know, too,

That the blackbird is involved

In what I know.

IX

When the blackbird flew out of sight,

It marked the edge

Of one of many circles.

X

At the sight of blackbird

Flying in the green light,

Even the bawds of euphony

Would cry out sharply.

XI

He rode over Connecticut

In a glass coach.

Once a fear pierced him,

In that he mistook

The shadow of his equipage

For blackbirds.

XII

The river is moving.

The blackbird must be flying.

XIII

It was evening all afternoon.

It was snowing

And it was going to snow.

The blackbird sat

In the cedar-limbs.

Wallace Stevens – “Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird” in Harmonium. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, Inc., 1923.
