
let us now praise famous men
Let us now praise famous men is a phrase that evokes the timeless tradition of honoring those whose
contributions and lives have shaped our understanding of society and culture. This expression, made
popular by James Agee and Walker Evans in their seminal work, serves as a reminder of the
importance of recognizing the often-overlooked narratives of ordinary people and the profound
impact they have on the tapestry of history. In this article, we will explore the origins of this phrase,
its significance in literature and culture, and its relevance in today’s world.

Historical Context of the Phrase

The phrase “let us now praise famous men” has its roots in the biblical Book of Sirach, which
emphasizes the importance of honoring the righteous and wise individuals throughout history. This
context provides a rich backdrop to understand the usage of the phrase in modern literature,
especially in Agee’s and Evans’s work.

James Agee and Walker Evans

1. Background:
- James Agee was an American author, journalist, and film critic, known for his lyrical prose and deep
empathy for his subjects.
- Walker Evans was a celebrated photographer whose work captured the stark realities of American
life during the Great Depression.

2. Let Us Now Praise Famous Men (1941):
- This book emerged from a project commissioned by Fortune magazine, which aimed to document
the lives of sharecroppers in Alabama during the 1930s.
- Agee's writing combines poetic language with journalistic observation, creating a narrative that is
both deeply personal and socially aware.
- Evans’s photographs complement Agee’s text, providing a visual representation of the lived
experiences of the subjects.

Thematic Elements

The themes explored in "Let Us Now Praise Famous Men" resonate throughout the narrative, enriching
its significance:

- Dignity of Labor: Agee and Evans highlight the hard work and resilience of the sharecroppers,
emphasizing their dignity despite the oppressive conditions they faced.
- Social Injustice: The work serves as a poignant critique of the socio-economic systems that
perpetuate inequality, calling attention to the struggles of the working class.
- Human Connection: Through intimate portraits of the families they documented, Agee and Evans
establish a deep connection with their subjects, urging readers to empathize with their plight.



Literary Significance

Let Us Now Praise Famous Men stands as a landmark achievement in American literature, embodying
a unique blend of journalism and art that reflects the complexities of human experience.

Innovative Narrative Style

1. Hybrid Form:
- The book is a hybrid of narrative nonfiction, lyrical prose, and documentary photography, creating a
multifaceted exploration of its subjects.
- Agee's writing style is marked by long, flowing sentences that evoke a sense of rhythm and
musicality, immersing the reader in the emotional landscape of the sharecroppers' lives.

2. First-Person Perspective:
- Agee’s use of first-person narration allows readers to witness his internal struggles and ethical
dilemmas as he grapples with the responsibility of representing others’ lives.

Impact on Future Writers and Artists

The influence of Agee and Evans extends beyond their own time, inspiring countless writers,
photographers, and filmmakers:

- Documentary Style: Their integration of text and image has paved the way for contemporary
documentary practices, where visual storytelling is paired with narrative depth.
- Social Realism: Agee’s empathetic approach has inspired a generation of writers to explore the lives
of marginalized individuals, advocating for social justice through their art.

The Relevance of the Phrase Today

In the modern context, let us now praise famous men invites us to reflect on the significance of
recognizing not just the celebrated figures in history but also the everyday heroes whose stories often
go untold.

Honoring Unsung Heroes

1. Cultural Recognition:
- Movements such as Black Lives Matter and MeToo have highlighted the importance of amplifying
marginalized voices and acknowledging the contributions of those previously overlooked in historical
narratives.

2. Community Narratives:
- Local and community organizations are increasingly documenting the stories of everyday



individuals, showcasing their resilience in the face of adversity.

Contemporary Literature and Art

Modern literature and art continue to explore similar themes of dignity, struggle, and recognition:

- Memoirs and Biographies: Many contemporary authors are focusing on memoirs that highlight
personal struggles and triumphs, emphasizing the importance of individual narratives.
- Visual Arts: Artists today are using photography and mixed media to document social issues,
drawing parallels to Evans’s work in capturing the essence of human experience.

Conclusion

In conclusion, let us now praise famous men serves as a powerful reminder of the need to
acknowledge and honor the lives of those who have made a difference in our world, whether through
their notable achievements or their quiet resilience. The legacy of James Agee and Walker Evans
continues to inspire, urging us all to look beyond the surface and appreciate the stories that shape
our understanding of humanity. As we navigate contemporary issues of social justice, equality, and
representation, let us heed the call to celebrate the voices and experiences of those often left in the
shadows, for their stories are integral to the rich tapestry of our shared history.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'Let Us Now Praise Famous Men'?
The main theme revolves around the lives and struggles of working-class individuals during the Great
Depression, emphasizing their dignity and humanity.

Who are the authors of 'Let Us Now Praise Famous Men'?
The book was co-authored by writer James Agee and photographer Walker Evans.

What unique narrative style is used in 'Let Us Now Praise
Famous Men'?
The book combines lyrical prose with documentary photography, blending personal narrative with
social commentary.

How does 'Let Us Now Praise Famous Men' reflect the socio-
economic conditions of its time?
It provides an intimate portrayal of the lives of tenant farmers in the South, showcasing their
hardships and resilience during the economic struggles of the 1930s.



What impact did 'Let Us Now Praise Famous Men' have on
documentary photography?
The work is considered a landmark in documentary photography, influencing how visual storytelling
can enhance literary narratives.

Why is 'Let Us Now Praise Famous Men' considered a
significant work in American literature?
It is significant for its deep exploration of class, race, and the American experience, as well as its
innovative blend of text and imagery.

In what ways does the book challenge traditional notions of
fame?
The title itself is ironic, as it shifts focus from celebrated public figures to the unsung heroes of
everyday life, highlighting their contributions and struggles.

What role does photography play in 'Let Us Now Praise
Famous Men'?
The photographs serve to complement and enhance Agee's prose, providing a visual representation
of the subjects' realities and emotions.

Has 'Let Us Now Praise Famous Men' influenced contemporary
discussions about social justice?
Yes, it remains relevant in contemporary discussions about social justice, poverty, and the importance
of giving voice to marginalized communities.
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