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Recent ecocriticism has drawn increasingly on New Materialist theory to challenge,
unpack and ultimately, ‘horizontalize’ human and more-than-human interactions in the
humanities and social sciences. By questioning traditional anthropocentric discourses,
this perspective emphasises the sometimes unfathomably complex ‘assemblages’ of
material reality of which humans are but a small part. New Materialist applications to
nineteenth-century women’s literature, for example, have had compelling results, most
notably, for example, in Hall, Dewey W. and Jillmarie Murphy’s 2020 Gendered
Ecologies.

Donna Haraway and Bruno Latour form the theoretical apparatus for Sean
Collins’ article on Marianne Moore’s Modernist opus “An Octopus”. Collins brings
Donna Haraway’s notion of “tentacular thinking [...] into dialogue” (42) with Bruno
Latour’s ‘compositionist’ perspective to argue that Moore’s poem critiques and
disassembles (literally, via the fragments of quotation that pepper the poem) the
anthropocentric discourses surrounding the commodification of the Mount Rainier
landscape described in “An Octopus”. The poem, in Collins’ reading, thus anticipates
recent ecocritical interpretive frameworks such as New Materialism.

Collins structures the paper in three parts. The first part provides a useful
historical summary of the ‘business of scenery’ that led to the rapid development of
infrastructure to cater for the explosion in outdoor recreation during the first quarter of
the twentieth century. Organisations such as the National Park Service (founded in
1916) spearheaded a hugely successful publicity campaign that -effectively
commodified and monetised key areas of natural beauty (among them Mount Rainier).
Collins shows how Moore appropriated the discourse used in this marketing literature
as source material for her poem to create a powerful critique of the commodification of
landscape. Moore’s poem, in Collins’ reading, presents the mountain as possessing
aesthetic and monetary value. This critique, according to Collins, is reflected (indeed
performed, one might say) through Moore’s collaging of quotations from popular
science literature, most tellingly via zoologist W.P. Pycraft, who provides a
scientifically informed discussion of the octopus’s potential as a delicacy. Collins thus
demonstrates how Moore’s appropriation of this source provides an explicit ‘tentacular’
link between her own octopus-glacier and discourses of consumption and consumerism.

Collins shows how Moore engages this link to critique the tourist-consumers of
this commodified landscape by observing the banal reactions of tourists to the sublimity
of Mount Rainier: “‘They make a nice appearance, don’t they,’ / happy seeing nothing”
(qtd. p.50): the complex ecological and aesthetic qualities of the landscape seemingly
lost on the ‘average’ visitor, as Moore imagines it. Collins shows how this critique is
reinforced as the quotation in the lines is cited by Moore as “comment overheard at a
circus” (qtd. p. 50).

The final part of the paper considers Moore’s ecopoetics more generally to
argue that her poem provides a prescient “post-anthropocentric perspective that shows
a wide range of nonhuman flora and fauna as the equal inhabitants of the landscape”
(p. 52); in this regard, Moore prefigures the recent ‘New Materialist turn’: “The poem
[is] a primary candidate to think with and think through during our contemporary
environmental crisis” (p. 52). Collins invokes Julia Daniel’s mapping of Timothy
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Morton’s notion of the ‘hyperobject’ onto “An Octopus” — thus the creature-glacier
“evades representational capture” (p. 53), an epistemic problem that is upheld by
Moore’s collaged quotations from M.C. Carey, whose own attempts to accurately
represent the octopus fail in a chain of unsatisfactory metaphors. The result of this, for
Collins, is a defamiliarization, a strangeness that lies at the heart of Moore’s poetics.

Collins’ heuristic works reasonably well, though the application of Haraway’s
‘tentacular thinking’ is the stronger element, and indeed could perhaps be more usefully
paired with Jane Bennett’s ‘assemblage’: in developing this model, Bennett, in her 2010
Vibrant Matter: A Political Ecology of Things, refers to Spinoza’s notion of conatus to
describe the perpetual drive for any object to continue to be what it is. Perhaps there is
something in this ‘will-to-be’ reflected in the violence with which the Octopus (i.e.,
glacier) kills its “prey with the concentric crushing rigour of the python” (qtd. p. 47);
this inevitability of being operates at the level of the ‘tentacles’ of consumption that
surround Mount Rainier, depicted so appositely in the political cartoon reproduced in
the article. The ‘will to be’ that characterises the octopus and glacier might equally
apply to the inevitability of (and impossibility of escape from) the ‘crushing rigour’ of
consumer-capitalism.

Nevertheless, Collins’ paper usefully juxtaposes Latour’s compositionist theory
and Haraway’s notion of tentacular thinking as a novel heuristic with which to think
through the remarkably prescient Counter-Anthropocentric landscape Moore’s
Modernist masterpiece paints. Collins has developed here an analytical framework I
suspect could well be applied to other works of Moore’s oeuvre, and indeed to other
Modernists too.

Stuart Wrigley
University of London
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