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Nature and The City 
 
The American myth of creation: that of Manifest Destiny and the romanticism of 
the lone pioneer, forged a heroic nationalism that shaped the country’s ideology 
of space. This narrative, expounding upon the industrial progress of the eastern 
seaboard and the sublime beauty of the West, compartmentalized the American 
landscape into the binary of civil and savage. This duality forged a nostalgia for 
an 'untamed' America, a fetishism for the West within cultural consciousness 
whereby space became a metaphor of national ideals: mountain, plain and desert 
became the icons for freedom and independence, and the cowboy, as the master 
of this territory, became a symbol for man's dominance over these concepts. As 
the American people turned toward life in the city during the twentieth century, 
the wilderness of the West was lost and the relationship between man and the 
land was severed. Within these revolutionized spaces, tensions thrive between 
nature as it exists in these new contexts and nature as it once existed untouched 
and unfettered; as the literal landscape is redefined, new icons of American space 
are born. 
 
In the ambiguous light of dawn or dusk, Louis Stettner's Horse and Cowboy, 
Rockefeller Center (1974) captures a cowboy and his horse in the heart of 
Manhattan. The pair stands isolated, as if transplanted into the city from a 
Western pastoral scene. The sunlight enveloping the pair visually and 
thematically separates them from the urban stage in which they stand, casting 
them in a romantic light within the industrialized space. Living symbols of the 
American West and the pioneering spirit of the American people, the cowboy and 
his horse exist as anachronistic figures within the framework of the city, the 
domain of rampant progress. The cowboy, the horse, and the mythos of the 
American West become fetishized conditions forming a diametric opposition to 
the symbology of the city. Cars, reflecting sunlight on their metal surfaces, 
emphasize their dominance to the horse in speed and strength. Faceless New 
Yorkers, hurrying down the shadowed street in suits, contrast the stalled cowboy 
in the characteristic attire that identifies his displacement. The visual ascent of 
the cowboy, granted to him by the spotlight of sun, honors the western icon for its 
endurance in the cultural vernacular but mourns the loss of its prevalence as a 
hero of the American landscape and spirit. 
 
The dream of Manifest Destiny has further culminated in a taming of the 
American West, a form of imperialism over the natural landscape that is best 
illustrated by Bill Owens’ L.A. Freeway (1980). Like Stettner, Owens shows the 
rushed atmosphere and increasing denaturalization of modern American society. 
The once vast expanses of pre-industrial California, as represented in the early 
ideology of the West as free and untouched, have been consumed and 'tamed' in 
concrete and paved roadways; the freeway, a newer symbol of American 
independence and mobility, replaces the open wilderness. Cars disintegrate into 
blurs as they speed along the interstate with little consideration given to the cost 
at which this mobility was had – the erasure of the West as 'wild'. As in Horse 



and Cowboy, the cars embody the American sense of impatience while the lack of 
human presence in the darkened windshields enhances the mechanical tone of 
the image. The sole remnants of the natural are the sparse trees that rise up 
between the tall city buildings – a mere specter of the American wilderness 
punctuating expanses of developed land with decorative bits of green. These 
trees' exposed roots in Owens’ photograph signify the slow death of nature and 
the artifice of the modern age. 
 
Stripped of their leaves, the twisted and broken trees of Ansel Adams’ Alders 
(1949) stand vulnerable and barren in contrast to the harsh black void of the 
surrounding forest. Unlike Stettner and Owens, Adams excludes the visual 
presence of the urban world, illustrating instead the superficial quality of the 
natural within the present. The flat, flash-lit glimpse into the forest creates an 
illusion of shallowness; the negative space and the ravaged appearance of these 
trees speak of a frailty that industrialization has disregarded in the conquering of 
the landscape. Adams presents this seemingly small and wrecked forest and 
transforms the icon of the American wilderness, lush and full-bodied, into a 
natural ruin. Even without overt references to urbanization, his photograph 
shows the forest as an aberration of its former self within the ever-changing 
American ideology of space: from reverence for the land to its casual rejection in 
a world driven by the industrial and the inorganic. 
 
In these images, the reconfigured American landscape is criticized in light of a 
nostalgia for its past. Photographers such as Stettner, Owens, and Adams record 
these changes, reinterpreting traditional American icons as they edge towards 
extinction. The isolated cowboy set within Manhattan, the conquering of the 
untamable West, and the neglected forest of alders speak to issues of unchecked 
urbanization and sprawl, and of a world that is fast losing its natural icons to 
myth. 


