Documentary Outline

Pantisocracy and Azilum (SSV pilot documentary)

1. Opening; Reading of Coleridge poetry about Nature and the Susquehanna

Shots of kayaking along North Branch around French Azilum

Brief intro narration about utopian movements along the river in the early 1800s, and how they sought to rediscover a more natural way of living there, and helped shape American views of nature.

2. Brief comments from a couple North Branch river folks about nature and development along the river, and the legacy of early utopias.

3. But the early era of settlement didn't always seem so Edenic: Military removal of Indian nations and wars; French Revolution.

4. Coming of Joseph Priestley and his family to the Susquehanna, and French Azilum community, in 1790s. Totally different responses to French Revolution and visions of the good life in an imagined American Paradise. Both inspired in part by French writers in the 1700s such as Crevecoeur and the movement of French Physiocrats with their advocacy of living close to the land.

5. Priestley as rock start of science and revolution. Priestley House and vast Priestley family landholdings. Wanted to gather friends of liberty in community along river. 

6. Shots of Priestley laboratory, talking about his science work, his correspondence. How his unique combination of materialistic determinism, scientific experimentation, and literal but Deistic belief in biblical prophecy helped shape American views of nature.

7. How Priestley's vision of a new community morphed unexpectedly into the large land-development business of his son and the industrial development of rivertowns in the area as the Silicon Valley of the 19th century. Eventually a railroad line symbolically grew along either side of his house.

8. But Priestley's early presence had inspired others to look to the Susquehanna, including his fans the poets Samuel Coleridge and Robert Southey. Their development of the utopian vision of Pantisocracy gained continued poetic fame for the Susquehanna, and highlighted the hopes and dreams of Europeans seeking a new more natural society on its banks. The effort never succeeded, although Mormons and other early utopian movements also sought homes along the river. While those efforts didn't last there either, they helped shape a hopeful American view of nature.

9. Adjoining the Priestley landholdings on the North Branch was the community of French Azilum, designed as a refuge for aristocratic exiles from the same French Revolution that Priestley, and originally Coleridge and Southey, had championed. its vision was agrarian and traditional, not scientific and progressive. Yet it shared with the two other early projects a focus on the virtue of living in a more natural state.

10. French Azilum disappeared leaving little trace, and the Pantisocracy lived on only in poetry and letters of the Romantics. Coleridge as he grew older came to agree more with French Azilum's skepticism about progress than with the embrace of it by Priestley's vision of a new society on the river. Priestley's legacy, more tangible, echoed on in an industrial democracy and a sense of prophetic Manifest Destiny for America that seemed over time to move farther and farther away from those early versions of a new American Eden on the Susquehanna. Yet the ideas and presence remain, and new interest in them in a more environmental era concerned with the river as an historic corridor of both ecological and cultural fertility.

11. End with local river folk reflecting on the complicated ongoing exchanges between nature, progress, and tradition along the river, and ghosts of the past that contribute to a sense of the Susquehanna as a larger context of life than any one human model.

