
Thomas Cole on Wildness 
A very few generations have passed away since this vast tract of the American continent, now 
the United States, rested in the shadow of primeval forests, whose gloom was peopled by savage 
beasts, and scarcely less savage men; or lay in those wide grassy plains called prairies— 
the Gardens of the Desert, unshorn fields, boundless and beautiful. 
 
And, although an enlightened and increasing people have broken in upon the solitude, and with 
activity and power wrought changes that seem magical, yet the most distinctive, and perhaps the 
most impressive, characteristic of American 
scenery is its wildness. 
 
It is the most distinctive, because in civilized 
Europe the primitive features of scenery 
have long since been destroyed or 
modified—the extensive forests that once 
overshadowed a great part of it have been 
felled, rugged mountains have been 
smoothed, and impetuous rivers turned from 
their courses to accommodate the tastes 
and necessities of a dense population. The 
once tangled wood is now a grassy lawn. 
The turbulent brook a navigable stream. 
Crags that could not be removed have been 
crowned with towers, and the rudest valleys tamed by the plough. 
 
And to this cultivated state our western world is fast approaching. But nature is still predominant, 
and there are those who regret that with the improvements of cultivation the sublimity of the 
wilderness should pass away: for those scenes of solitude from which the hand of nature has 
never been lifted, affect the mind with a more deep toned emotion than aught which the hand of 
man has touched. Amid them the consequent associations are of God the creator—they are his 
undefiled works, and the mind is cast into the contemplation of eternal things. 
 


