
chapter one

Blackberries and 
the Solitary Imagination

About 1813 Raphaelle Peale painted a small picture, about 7 x 10 inches, called Blackberries (plate 1).

The painting shows approximately two dozen berries, ripe and unripe, on and o¤ the stem, within

and atop a shallow white bowl, placed on a flat surface, and set in an interior. On the left, a shaft of

light intrudes; on the right, the blackberries’ thorny stem enters the scene. Two prominent arrays of

leaves, one on either side, further mark left and right sides. It is a simple painting, yet it can be his-

toricized in two complex ways, both concerning the early national shift to models of virtuous and pos-

sessive individualism. Raphaelle’s little picture appears to mark but really refuses that shift.

Blackberries apparently marks the shift by representing a newfound model of subjectivity based on

internalized authority. This we can begin to see by examining the painting in relation to another, al-

together di¤erent picture with which it was shown. Raphaelle exhibited the painting twice, in 1814

and again in 1817, both times at Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts annual exhibitions. In the

second exhibition, Blackberries, along with twenty other Raphaelle still lifes, appeared with, among

other works, Washington Allston’s 10-by-13-foot Dead Man Restored to Life by Touching the Bones of the

Prophet Elisha, which had just been acquired by the Pennsylvania Academy for its permanent collec-

tion (fig. 1).1

Allston’s painting shows the dead man, magically revived, removing his winding cloth and gaining

color, as a community of awed beholders looks on. The slaves to either side react with astonishment

and fear. Above the standing slave the dead man’s daughter comforts her fainting mother. To the far
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figure 1
Washington Allston, The Dead Man Restored to Life by Touching the Bones of the Prophet Elisha,
1811–1813. Oil on canvas, 156 × 122 in. Courtesy of the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts,
Philadelphia. Pennsylvania Academy purchase, by subscription.
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left, a group of men listens to the account of a priest; and above the kneeling slave, a soldier—paragon

of bravery—flees the scene, epitomizing just how terrifying the event really is. As Allston wrote in

1816, the look on the fleeing soldier’s face shows “his emotion to proceed from no mortal cause.”2

The political motivation for Allston’s picture of awestruck citizens is not difficult to find. Identifying

with the Federalist elite, Allston resented what he saw as the godless individualism of early-nineteenth-

century America. What he wanted, as the Allston scholar David Bjelajac notes, was not a nation of at-

omized beings, motivated only by private gain and other forms of personal aggrandizement. Instead

he envisioned a nation united—much like the beholders in his painting—by an awed and stupefied re-

spect for unquestioned higher authority, both divine and political.3 The painting conspicuously rejects

the new free-agent individuality.

The position of the spotlit dead man emphasizes the point. Orienting himself more to the space in

front of the painting than to the space within it, the dead man comes to life as much for the gallery

audience as for the figures in the scene. This frontward orientation implies that Allston wished not

just to show a community of fearful believers but to create such a group in the gallery space itself. The

dead man, seeming to become less pallid and more roseate as one looked, would come to life almost

in the viewer’s space. From across the ocean, in London, where he made the painting, this is the po-

litical message Allston wished to convey.

Blackberries, in contrast, appears matter-of-factly to participate in the political and cultural change

that Allston abhorred. With its imitative style, its lack of grand allegorical pronouncements, it claimed

no morally uplifting purpose.4 With its frank unrepentant materiality—manifest as a coincident glis-

ten of blackberries, porcelain, and paint—it celebrated its own value as an artifact more than any im-

material message it would convey. It also was made for just a single viewer. Much smaller than All-

ston’s epic canvas, Blackberries did nothing more than solicit a private aesthetic pleasure, delectation

for an audience of one.

But not too much delectation. Blackberries, one could argue, features its own moral drama: the new

individual’s inward struggle between indulgence and restraint. On the one hand, there is indulgence.

Many of Raphaelle’s works, as Brandon Fortune has noted, show dessert courses of fruit, nuts, cakes,

or wine. One such picture, for example, shows four wedges of cake, sprigs of raisins and grapes, and

a glass of wine (fig. 2). As an extra course, a sweet bit of excess, such desserts signified overindul-

gence, a danger to both body and morality in mercantile Philadelphia, where the products, the sen-

sual gratifications, were many, and the external constraints—the Allston-like powers from on high—

were thought to be few.5 Raphaelle’s pictures, according to this idea, imply a viewer alone with his

desire, licking his lips before the tempting treat.

On the other hand, there is restraint. Raphaelle does not show food that has been eaten. Nor, it

seems, does he show food that will be eaten. David Ward and Sidney Hart note that Raphaelle’s ob-
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jects “exist in and of themselves, on their own terms,” not as parts of a meal.6 A certain measured re-

lation to indulgence, then, is what Raphaelle’s pictures concern: sensuous foods set right before the

viewer, never to be consumed. The restraint of these images would then be, as Fortune has argued,

the pictorial equivalent to calls for temperate living such as those Charles Willson Peale made to

Raphaelle.7 Thus for all its di¤erence from The Dead Man Restored, Raphaelle’s little painting implies a

drama as intense as the one shown in Allston’s image.

In this way, setting up an inward contest between indulgence and restraint, Blackberries visualizes

the era’s newfound discursive shift to a model of subjectivity based on internalized authority. This shift

was summarized by the physician Benjamin Rush, Charles Willson’s friend. Like Peale an expositor

on the value of “temperance” when eating and drinking, Rush believed that in his own era it had be-

come the responsibility of the individual—and not some powerful external force—to regulate per-
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figure 2
Raphaelle Peale, Still Life with Cake, 1818. Oil on panel, 10¾ × 15¼ in. The
Metropolitan Museum of Art, Maria DeWitt Jesup Fund, 1959.
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sonal desire. According to the literary historian Steven Watts, Rush was convinced that there had been

an “erosion of external authority over the individual in the early modern West.” Watts summarizes

Rush’s views: “In the medieval past . . . transgressions had brought ‘civil, ecclesiastical, military, and

domestic punishments . . . of a cruel nature,’ but with ‘the progress of reason and Christianity, pun-

ishments of all kinds became less severe.’ With this shift away from being ‘governed by force,’ the

burden of regulation fell increasingly on the individual himself.”8 Showing sensuous objects not to be

eaten, paintings such as Blackberries encode this internalized “burden of regulation.”

A brief return to Allston’s Dead Man Restored is instructive here. Against the trends analyzed by

Rush, Allston’s painting represents authority as still a wrathfully beneficent external force, operating

to bond a disparate populace, freezing men and women in poses of stupefied subordination. It reads

as a wish for an unquestioned higher authority that could not be resurrected. In Raphaelle Peale pic-

tures such as Blackberries and Still Life with Cake, this authority has indeed disappeared, but it has not

gone away: it has become internalized as the moral will of the liberal subject before the tempting treat,

trying to keep him from excessive sensuous gratification.

Animate Nature

Yet there is more to Raphaelle’s little picture. Although it may suggest the inward struggles of the

new individual, Blackberries more fundamentally refuses the new subjectivity. It does so, first, by repre-

senting an antisocial, childish, and—to use the phrase of the Scottish Enlightenment philosopher

Dugald Stewart—“ill-regulated” imagination thoroughly at odds with the requirements of rational citi-

zenship. The specific figure of this ill-regulated imagination is the animate object.

The objects in Blackberries are very lively—too lively. They give credence to Lillian B. Miller’s con-

tention that Raphaelle “could endow inanimate subjects with an animation occasionally missing from

his life portraits.”9 Three features of the painting animate it. First, the berries hover—and by hover-

ing largely defeat what should be their stillness. It is striking how many times Raphaelle does not al-

low objects to touch, or allows them just to graze, the surface on which the bowl is placed. On the

left side of the image, the two lowermost ripe blackberries hang just above the surface, while a red

berry hovers slightly higher. On the same side, one leaf points upward while another points down-

ward to the surface but does not touch it. On the right, another leaf similarly points down, hanging

in air, while the larger leaf at far right just barely rests upon the surface.

Other objects hover as well. The stem extending from the right edge of the picture, itself not touch-

ing the surface, features a whole spray of red berries, thirteen in all, that hangs in midair. Seven of

these berries create a seesaw e¤ect with the black ones on the left, producing a dynamic play between

the two groups. Even without the e¤ects of balancing, however, the picture’s emphasis on things hang-
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ing in air imparts a vivacity to objects that would appear duller, more lifeless, more inert, if arrayed

on a flat ground. The most intriguing such object is the lone blackberry hanging over the bowl’s edge

at right center (fig. 3). It is unclear exactly how it accomplishes the feat. Presumably it remains at-

tached to the stem, yet Raphaelle lets us see no point of attachment. He also puts this berry amid other

bowl-bound ones we suspect must be o¤ the stem. The e¤ect is to make one wonder if this solitary

blackberry hangs there of its own volition.

Second, and related, is the berries’ orientation. Though their shared stem extends across the paint-

ing, from right to left, the berries themselves are insistently oriented toward the picture plane. The

red ones at right all protrude in our direction, as do the black ones in the bowl and the two leaves, es-

pecially the one at right. It is too forceful to talk of objects turning toward us in this picture, but we

can say, in a somewhat unsatisfying euphemism, that there is a strange multidirectionality in the paint-

ing, a sense of things entering from the right but almost always facing front.

Third, the clustered drupes of fruit, many of them highlighted, twinkle with a glittering liveli-

ness. Raphaelle emphasizes this vivacity by placing dark berries against a light ground and red berries

against the darkened wall. The leaves are comparably lively. Their veins give them an internal pat-

terned energy equal to that of the berries. Moreover, the robust yet delicate curving outlines of the

individual leaves, especially the one at lower right, are energetic in their own right. Accomplished

within the bounds of naturalistic plausibility, so that a glance at the picture might yield nothing more

than a sense of its botanical beauty and specificity, these animation e¤ects exert a subtle influence re-

quiring explanation.
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figure 3
Blackberries (detail).
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The idea of animate nature was not so eccentric in early-nineteenth-century Philadelphia as it might

seem now. The well-known botanist William Bartram (1739–1823), in his drawing Balsam Pear or African

Cucumber (Momordica Charantia), illustrated his belief that creeping plants possess some form of intel-

ligence (fig. 4). “What power or faculty is it, that directs the cirri of the Cucurbita, momordica, vi-

tis, and other climbers, towards the twigs of shrubs, trees, and other friendly support?” Bartram asks

in his Travels Through North and South Carolina, Georgia, East and West Florida . . . , published in Philadel-

phia in 1791. “We see them invariably leaning, extending, and like the fingers of the human hand,

reaching to catch hold of what is nearest, just as if they had eyes to see with.”10 Depicting the way the

tendrils spiral and coil around nearby branches “like the fingers of the human hand,” the illustration

helps convey one of Bartram’s hypotheses—one that he extended to all plants: “The vital principle or
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figure 4
William Bartram, Balsam Pear or
African Cucumber (Momordica
Charantia), ca. 1769. Black ink
over graphite on paper, 16½ ×

12 in. The Natural History
Museum, London.
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efficient cause of motion and action in the animal and vegetable system, perhaps, may be more simi-

lar than we generally apprehend.”11 William’s father, John Bartram (1699–1777), had also put forth

this view: “If they [plants] had not absolute sense yet they have such faculties as came so near it that

we wanted a proper epithet or explanation.”12

Even without textual amplification, the drawing of the balsam pear conveys the Bartrams’ belief. “In

each of his pictures,” writes the art historian Amy Meyers, “Bartram’s lines curve and twist, lending

animation to plants, birds and beasts.” For Meyers, Bartram distinguished his drawings from those of

his mentor, George Edwards, “by dramatically exaggerating the animated quality that Edwards imparted

to his depictions of organisms.” In Balsam Pear, the energetic lines of the cirri, the leaves, and the two

pears—as well as the striking S-curve of the vine—represent the liveliness of the vegetable kingdom.

They do so, moreover, in a way that extends the principle of animation even to vegetation, like

Raphaelle’s, after it has been cut. As Meyers puts it, “Writhing, quivering plants are found in all of Bar-

tram’s pictures. . . . The undulating line makes them appear to be moving of their own volition.”13

In the early nineteenth century, William Bartram was hardly unique in holding such views.

Philadelphia’s other eminent botanist, Benjamin Smith Barton (1768–1815), thought in similar terms.

In his Elements of Botany, published in 1803, Barton wrote that plants are “endued with the attribute of

irritability.” On the topic of plant “sensibility,” Barton confessed himself uncertain yet added that “many

facts . . . conspire to render it highly probable, that the attribute of feeling is not conceded to ani-

mals alone.”14 He went on to note the way that the pericarp of the genus Impatiens (touch-me-not),

when touched, “suddenly folds itself into a spiral form, leaps from the stem, and scatters . . . its seeds

to a great distance.” He also considered the case of the wild oat, also known as the “walking-oat,” “now

familiarly known to every body,” which “lies upon the ground . . . extends itself . . . and pushes for-

ward the grain of Barley which it adheres to. . . . [T]hus creeping like a worm,” it “will travel many

feet from its parent stem.” Barton thought enough of the topic of plant “irritability” to deliver lectures

at the University of Pennsylvania, where he was professor of botany and materia medica, “on the affini-

ties of animals and vegetables.”15

These same ideas were current in the Peale family. In 1801 Raphaelle’s brother Rembrandt painted

yet another brother, the horticulturist Rubens, proudly displaying one of the prized geraniums he was

then growing (fig. 5). The painting, Rubens Peale with a Geranium, represents the analogous vitality of

human and plant side by side. The geranium rises out of its convex earthen pot just as Rubens’s face

rises from his convex white collar. The V-shape of the plant’s rising stalks repeats the V of Rubens’s

lapels and white shirt front. The curve of two of the leftmost stalks echoes the locks of hair falling

over Rubens’s forehead. The triangular wisps of white collar at his jaw repeat the angle, thickness, and

shape of the leaf immediately to his left. One edge of this leaf also picks up the line of his black col-

lar. The central fold of this leaf, as well as its flared shape, repeats the shape of Rubens’s nose, and the
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leaf as a whole repeats the size, shape, and orientation of Rubens’s left hand, even down to the way

the central fold repeats the gap between middle- and forefingers. Finally, as many commentators have

noted, the fingers of Rubens’s right hand, resting partly within the pot, repeat the two pointed fronds

touching or nearly touching his hair. “Like the fingers of the human hand,” William Bartram wrote,

“just as if they had eyes to see with.” Even if the geranium is not a creeping plant, Rembrandt’s paint-

ing evokes the contemporaneous botanical descriptions of Bartram, Barton, and others.

This doubling of human and plant—each cast as an animate being—may seem strange, yet Rem-

brandt did not regard it so. As the art historian Carol Eaton Hevner notes, the picture exudes “warmth

and security,” thanks to its soft light and earthy colors.16 Rubens looks confidently out at the viewer,

proud of his horticultural achievement. And the plant, though a strangely animate presence, is not

meant to be unsettling. Its fingering gestures, were we to ascribe an attitude to them, seem more in-

quisitive and possibly even a¤ectionate than anything else. “The plant towers over Rubens,” Miller
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figure 5
Rembrandt Peale, Rubens
Peale with a Geranium, 1801.
Oil on canvas, 28¼ × 24 in.
Patrons’ Permanent Fund,
© 1999 Board of Trustees,
National Gallery of Art,
Washington.
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notes, “yet touches him gently in an a¤ectionate, almost familial way.” The finger-like tendrils, she

notes, “almost touch the top of his head, as if in blessing.”17

The benign quality of the painting relates to the concept of “universal intellect,” the idea of a pan-

theistic intelligence di¤used throughout the world, animating humans, animals, and plants with a com-

parable vitality. “The creator of the universe,” wrote Barton in The Elements of Botany, “has given

the plant and the animal so many properties in common with each other, that naturalists are unable

to tell what are the exclusive characteristics (if such there be) of the one or the other of these organ-

ized beings.”18 In Rubens Peale with a Geranium, the plant courses with the same life as the man. This in-

deed would be the point not just of the doubling proximity of Rubens and the geranium but of the cir-

cuit established between them where Rubens’s hand extends into the earthen pot—the fingers as the

roots of the plant, the plant as the fingers of the man, the life of the one flowing through the life of the

other. In such details, the painting articulates a reassuring belief in the divine ordering of the universe.

As the Savoyard Priest says in Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s Emile (1762), the touchstone of Charles Will-

son Peale’s educational philosophy: “I believe that there is a will which sets the universe in motion and

gives life to nature.”19 William Bartram is more equivocal but raises, and adheres to, the same point:

“Is it sense or instinct that influences [plants’] actions? it must be some impulse; or does the hand of

the Almighty act and perform this work in our sight?” Within a few pages, he is more certain, noting

that “The Animal creation,” like moving vegetable life, “manifests the almighty power.”20 As Meyers

writes, Bartram’s “freely-moving plants” imbue his art “with the sense that even the most unexpected

parts of nature move in unison with the rest of Creation.”21

Blackberries may owe something to this belief that nature is animated by a universal intellect. Cer-

tainly the strange liveliness of the blackberries—the big one hanging over the bowl, for example—

implies a principle of animation similar to the one that informs Rubens Peale with a Geranium. The vi-

brant shapes of Raphaelle’s leaves also recall those in Bartram’s Balsam Pear, although Raphaelle’s image

is more sensuous and idiosyncratic. Even the conspicuous cutting of the blackberries from the vine

need not disturb this hypothesis. Like Bartram’s image, Raphaelle’s Blackberries follows to some ex-

tent the conventions of natural-history illustrations that show the liveliness even of objects abstracted

from their place in nature.

Yet, for all that, Raphaelle’s painting is a still life, whereas Bartram’s is not. Still lifes typically rep-

resent “dead” objects whereas natural-history representations often show objects as they might appear

in life. In Blackberries, therefore, it appears that Raphaelle was not only employing his era’s habit of

showing animate plant life but, for reasons we have yet to explore, also turning that habit to stranger

ends, so that it no longer expresses the comforting analogies of a world based on universal intellect,

where naturalists and geraniums delight in various benedictory reciprocities, but one where objects

spring to a stranger, more inexplicable life.
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Raphaelle’s Romanticism

A shift in models of individual consciousness helps to explain the di¤erence of Raphaelle’s painting.

The early nineteenth century, for the literary historian M. H. Abrams, was a time of “radical trans-

formation” in the way the mind’s operations were conceived. Analyzing a “mutation of metaphors,”

Abrams shows how models of the mind changed from those of passive receiver to active agent. The

romantic poets, following “Plotinus’ basic figure of creation as emanation,” conceived the mind as a

projective force “contributing to the world in the very process of perceiving the world.” A favorite

metaphor for this projective force was the lamp, specifically the mind’s lamp adding its glow to that

of the world, as in Wordsworth’s lines from The Prelude, as completed in 1805: “An auxiliar light /

Came from my mind which on the setting sun / Bestow’d new splendor.”22

This light transformed nature into a mirror of the mind’s own illuminating power, as in Coleridge’s

lines: “When power streamed from thee, and thy soul received/ The light reflected, as a light bestowed.”

The mind in romantic poetry and theory, Abrams writes, is both “projective and capable of receiving

back the fused product of what it gives and what is given to it.” Glowing now, infused with the pro-

jective intelligence of the poet, the dead world awakes. “By projecting its own passion and life,” Abrams

summarizes, the imagining mind “transforms the cold inanimate world into a warm world united with

the life of man.”23 The shift to this new model of projective vision, notes the art historian Jonathan

Crary, was pervasive. “The most influential figurations of an observer in the early nineteenth century

depended on the priority of models of subjective vision, in contrast to the pervasive suppression of

subjectivity in vision in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century thought.”24

In Philadelphia the new model of lamp-like imagination began appearing in the late eighteenth cen-

tury. In 1789 Charles Brockden Brown published a series of essays called “The Rhapsodist” in The Uni-

versal Asylum, and Columbian Magazine. “The Rhapsodist,” he wrote, “loves to converse with beings of

his own creation, and every personage, and every scene, is described with a pencil dipt in the colours

of his imagination. To his strong and vivid fancy, there is scarcely a piece of mere unanimated matter

existing in the universe. His presence inspires, being, instinct, and reason into every object, real or

imagined, and the air, the water and the woods, wherever he directs his steps, are thronged with in-

numerable inhabitants.”25 When the rhapsodist’s mind was not working, by contrast, the world lost

its vitality: “All the inanimate objects in this city are uniform, monotonous, and dull,” Brown com-

plained about Philadelphia in 1800. “I have been surprised at the little power they have over my imag-

ination.”26 In Brown’s writing, the power of animation resides in the consciousness of the beholder,

projecting like the proverbial lamp, instead of in a universal intellect su¤using the world.

Blackberries shows this same shift to models of the projective imagination. What Ward and Hart call

Raphaelle’s romanticism is evident in the picture’s insistence on a thematics of creative subjectivity.27
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This insistence centers on the depicted objects’ strong relation to the beholder’s space, and on the

strong light source emanating from that space. As we know, almost all the objects in the picture—the

red berries at right center, the prominent leaves at right, and the berry hanging from the bowl—enter

from the right but face the beholder. Raphaelle also shows the berries from neither above nor below,

but on his own level, and exceedingly close to the picture plane. The flat table-like surface extends

implicitly into the area in front of the painting, connecting our world with that of the objects by means

of a smooth continuous surface on which the properties of beholder and object might, as it were, slide

back and forth. And on almost every blackberry drupe a little reflective globule indicates a strong

source of light emanating from our space.

Powerfully illuminating the area right before the beholder’s eyes, this frontal light source is more

vivid, more crisp, than the background ray. Toward that beam of softer light—a motif Raphaelle bor-

rowed from religious imagery—only a single leaf may be said to turn. The highest-reaching leaf on

the left perfectly aligns itself with that subordinate ray. Raphaelle’s picture, then, literally moves a

heavenly light to the background. In its place appears the lamp of an individual consciousness—a more

immediate light toward which the inanimate things turn: “To his strong and vivid fancy, there is scarcely

a piece of mere unanimated matter existing in the universe.” The human mind is shown diverging from

the mind of God; in the contest of consciousnesses, represented in the two di¤erent light sources,

only a single leaf resists the gravitational pull of the beholder’s imagination.

In these ways Raphaelle’s picture, like Brown’s rhapsodist essay, emphasizes the centrality of a cre-

ative subject whose presence enlivens the world. For both Raphaelle and Brown, these new powers

of imagination might seem to betoken the rise of the possessive individual—a person able to fashion

the world in his own terms. Blackberries would thus mark the advent of a formidable new kind of self.

In 1813, however, the articulation of a “rhapsodic” sensibility had connotations more pejorative than

otherwise. The art historian Rebecca Bedell puts it succinctly: “In the early nineteenth century, sus-

picion and hostility tinged American attitudes towards the imagination.” Indulgence in imagination,

she writes, was thought to lead to “an avoidance of responsibility” and to be “a significant threat to the

social order.”28 Wordsworth’s poetry, for example, received little critical attention in America prior

to 1824, when his four-volume Poetical Works was published in Boston.29 Even toward midcentury, the

type of the imaginative romantic artist still met with disapproval in America. The art historian Ran-

dall Griffin notes how in 1840 Thomas Cole’s large painting The Architect’s Dream was rejected by the

architect Ithiel Town, who had commissioned it, perhaps because it was “a comment on art as a fab-

ricated self-projection rather than a mirror of nature.”30

Even then, but especially in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, the type of imagi-

nation both Brown and Raphaelle Peale chose to represent had distinctly antisocial connotations, and

as such refused the going standards of virtuous and possessive identity. A romantic sensibility had yet
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to be fashioned into the hallmark of selfhood it would become in the 1830s and beyond, when the

mind’s projective capacity, the “egotistical sublime,” would begin to signify the self’s sovereign power.31

For many writers in the early nineteenth century, what Brown called the rhapsodic imagination was

the “fancy,” or the “ill-regulated imagination”—the property of unschooled, undisciplined, and alto-

gether unenlightened minds.

Imagination, Ill-Regulation, and Solitude

We can begin to see how this was so by turning back to England. In George Woodward’s print The

E¤ect of Imagination!!, published in 1796, a doltish traveler mistakes windows and vines on a barn for

a scowling face (fig. 6). Turning toward a countenance that doubles his own, and even holding a lamp
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figure 6
George Woodward, The Effect of
Imagination!! in Woodward, Eccentric
Excursions (London: Allen and Co.,
1796), following p. 136. Annenberg
Rare Book and Manuscript Library,
University of Pennsylvania.
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suggesting the projection of his thoughts upon the world, Woodward’s traveler is the very type of the

“ill-regulated imagination.” In the text accompanying the picture in his Eccentric Excursions, Woodward

identifies imaginative projections such as the traveler’s as the “remnants of superstition . . . still to be

met with in many parts of the kingdom, particularly in inland small towns and villages.” Such vestig-

ial superstition, for Woodward, is not just funny but dangerous: the number of people killed under

suspicion of witchcraft, he writes, “is shocking to humanity. A melancholy instance happened a few

years since at Tring in Hertfordshire, where a poor old couple were deprived of their existence by a

ducking in a neighborhood pond, for their supposed skill in sorcery. . . . There are numerous other

instances equally barbarous where old women, who have been so unfortunate as to be suspected in a

village of witchcraft, have perished . . . in the midst of their hospitable neighbors! through the dread-

ful apprehension of magical contagion!”32

Woodward’s diatribe against ignorant beliefs and the havoc they wreak suggests more than just su-

perstition as its target. His view of neighbors conducting witch-hunts, killing neighbors, evokes the

French Revolution—and more especially the lamentable existence of something like this murderous

superstition in parts of England. The ill-regulated imagination becomes for Woodward not just a com-

ical phenomenon but a politically dangerous one. The reader may see the error of the foolish traveler’s

ways, but Woodward wants this same reader not just to mock but also to fear the traveler’s foolish-

ness: of such “fancies” is social violence made. In the same years that Wordsworth “declared loyalty to

the language and characters of everyday life,” celebrating the customs and beliefs of rural people in his

Lyrical Ballads (1798), Woodward’s image warned against the implicitly Jacobin connotations of the

ignorant folk.33 The E¤ect of Imagination!! is a nightmarish variant of world and man in proximity, as

Rembrandt Peale envisioned them five years later. Whereas Rubens and geranium stand side by side,

harmonizing in ways indicating the order of the universe, Woodward splits a comparable pair into an-

tagonists warily eyeing each other, in paranoia and fear, beneath the blade of the moon.

Woodward’s picture tells us something else about the dangers of the ill-regulated imagination. The

figure walks alone, and solitude breeds a dangerous fancy—as many period publications claimed. In

Washington Irving’s “Legend of Sleepy Hollow,” published in 1820, the foppish schoolteacher Icha-

bod Crane, walking alone at night, is “appalled by a shrub covered with snow, which, like a sheeted

specter, beset his very path!”34 Stewart, whose Philosophical Essays was published in Philadelphia in 1811,

wrote how “long habits of solitary reflection [can] weaken the attention to sensible objects to so great

a degree, as to leave the conduct almost wholly under the influence of imagination.” He continued,

Removed to a distance from society, and from the pursuits of life, when we have been long

accustomed to converse with our own thoughts . . . we are apt to contract an unnatural

predilection for meditation, and to lose all interest in external occurrences. In such a situ-
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ation too, the mind gradually loses that command which education, when properly con-

ducted, gives it over the train of its ideas, till at length the most extravagant dreams of imag-

ination acquire as powerful an influence in exciting all its passions as if they were realities.35

Comparing Woodward’s image with Allston’s Dead Man Restored provides a further sense of the era’s

connection of solitude and the ill-regulated imagination. In a painting begun in England fifteen years

after Woodward made his image, the slave’s reaction to the animated dead man matches that of Wood-

ward’s traveler to the haunted house (fig. 7). Yet the slave is just one among a community of beholders

regarding the improbable occurrence of inanimate matter strangely come to life. Community, in All-

ston’s painting, separates fact from fancy. As Benjamin Rush wrote in Medical Inquiries and Observations

upon the Diseases of the Mind, published in Philadelphia in 1812, biblical miracles really did take place

because “every circumstance connected with them was distinctly heard, or seen, not by an individual

only, but by two or three, and sometimes several hundred witnesses, in all of whom it is scarcely pos-

sible for an illusion to have existed at the same time.”36 In The Dead Man Restored, Allston’s stress on
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figure 7
The Dead Man Restored (detail).
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witnessing is meant to compensate for the vagaries, the illusions, of aloneness—that isolation that yields

what Rush termed a “morbid excitement in the blood-vessels of the brain.”37

Blackberries, with its small size and hermetic space, is the very image of solitude. “Raphaelle’s still

lifes are solipsistic,” write Ward and Hart, who describe the atmosphere of these works as one of “ex-

treme hermeticism.” The paintings give the impression, Phoebe Lloyd notes, of someone “withdraw-

ing from the world.”38 Blackberries visualizes not just solitude but, more precisely, the imaginative

e¤ects—the tricks of the mind—it was said to produce. What appears to be the private domain of

the virtuous or possessive individual turns out to be the space of the rhapsodic romantic freak, the

person communing with the berries, the antisocial figure left, as Brown would have it, “to the enjoy-

ment of himself, and to the freedom of his own thoughts.”39

Blackberries is a staging of solitude—and of the fanciful solitary imagination—in an era inclined to

pathologize such unsociable ill-regulation. Although some writers, like Johann Georg Zimmerman,

the era’s staunchest defender of personal isolation, claimed that aloneness actually produced the self—

“In solitude,” he wrote, in a book reprinted several times in America between 1806 and 1813, “man

recovers from that distraction which had torn him from himself ”—Raphaelle, in his still lifes, main-

tains that it is precisely this isolation in which the self comes apart.40 Against the discourse of ration-

ality, Raphaelle’s picture, with its lively berries, introduces the irresponsible play of imaginative free-

dom alleged to emerge when one was alone. In the wit of the picture, we see the “fancy” tactically

deployed to refuse the industrious sobriety, the enlightened moralism, of the sociable citizen. Charles

Willson’s exasperated rebuke of Raphaelle’s antisocial behavior applies also to his still lifes: “We do

not live for our selves alone.”41

Here Raphaelle and Irving share a similar view. Of Irving’s contemporaneous tales, the cultural

historian Bryan Wolf has written, “If his characters seem resolutely comic and undomesticated, per-

petual children outside the reaches of a bourgeois work ethic,” that is because the tales “are a means

of resisting the encroachments of commercial society.” Irving’s stories, for Wolf, are “a defeat of Yan-

kee culture by gossip, fiction-making, and the inexhaustible resources of the imagination.”42 Blackber-

ries, like Irving’s tales, skillfully represents childish superstitions in a self-proclaimedly rational age.

In doing so, it creates the fiction of a child-like subject, a hermetic imaginer, refusing the rational

standards of the new individuality. It constructs a subject whose mind, more than his appetite, is prone

to ill-regulation—a subject whose berries cannot possibly all be in the bowl. And this wild “fancy,”

this solitary sense of play, exerts an uncanny force, giving the world of selfhood a twinkling image of

the childishness it cannot repress.
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