
let us now praise famous men

let us now praise famous men is a phrase that resonates deeply within the
realms of literature, history, and cultural studies. This evocative
expression invites an exploration of the lives, achievements, and legacies of
renowned individuals who have shaped society across various fields.
Understanding the context and significance of this phrase enriches our
appreciation of historical narratives and the portrayal of influential
figures. This article delves into the origin of the phrase, its literary
importance, the famous men it often refers to, and its relevance in
contemporary discourse. By examining these aspects, readers gain a
comprehensive view of how "let us now praise famous men" continues to
influence the way we recognize and remember notable personalities.
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Origin and Literary Context of "Let Us Now
Praise Famous Men"

The phrase "let us now praise famous men" originates from the Bible,
specifically from the Book of Ecclesiasticus (also known as Sirach), chapter
44, verse 1. This passage calls on readers to honor and remember those who
have made significant contributions to society and history. The phrase has
since been adopted and adapted in various literary and cultural works,
serving as a powerful invocation to reflect on the deeds of influential
individuals.

Historical Background

Ecclesiasticus, written in the early 2nd century BCE, is part of the
Apocrypha and offers wisdom literature that emphasizes the importance of
tradition and the honoring of ancestors. The call to "praise famous men" is
situated within a broader context of venerating the virtuous and the heroic,



reinforcing societal values through the remembrance of exemplary figures.

Use in Modern Literature

One of the most notable modern uses of the phrase is in the 1941 book Let Us
Now Praise Famous Men by James Agee and photographer Walker Evans. This work
documents the lives of impoverished Appalachian sharecroppers during the
Great Depression. The title’s invocation serves a dual purpose: it honors the
ordinary individuals whose stories are often overlooked and challenges
traditional notions of fame and significance.

Key Themes and Interpretations

The phrase "let us now praise famous men" encompasses several themes that
resonate in both historical and literary contexts. These themes explore the
nature of fame, heroism, and the collective memory of societies.

Reevaluation of Fame and Heroism

Traditional definitions of fame often focus on political leaders, warriors,
or cultural icons. However, the phrase encourages a broader interpretation,
acknowledging the contributions of everyday individuals and unsung heroes.
This shift prompts readers to consider how society values different types of
achievements and legacies.

The Role of Memory and Legacy

Praising famous men is fundamentally an act of remembrance. It underscores
the importance of historical memory in shaping cultural identity and moral
values. Remembering the deeds of notable figures serves as a guide for future
generations and reinforces societal norms.

Notable Figures Celebrated Through the Phrase

Throughout history, the phrase "let us now praise famous men" has been
associated with a diverse array of individuals whose actions and legacies
have left indelible marks on society.



Political and Military Leaders

Many political and military leaders have been subjects of praise due to their
influence on the course of history. Figures such as Abraham Lincoln, Winston
Churchill, and George Washington are often cited as examples of leadership,
courage, and vision.

Artists and Intellectuals

Renowned artists, writers, and thinkers have also been celebrated for their
contributions to culture and knowledge. Individuals like Leonardo da Vinci,
William Shakespeare, and Albert Einstein exemplify the intellectual and
creative achievements that have shaped human civilization.

Everyday Heroes and Ordinary People

In line with modern interpretations, the phrase also honors ordinary
individuals who demonstrate resilience, integrity, and dedication. This
inclusive perspective broadens the scope of fame beyond public recognition to
encompass personal and communal impact.

Political Figures

Military Heroes

Cultural Icons

Intellectual Pioneers

Unsung Individuals

Impact on Historical and Cultural Narratives

The invocation to "let us now praise famous men" has significantly influenced
how history and culture frame and remember key figures. It challenges
historians and cultural commentators to critically analyze the criteria for
fame and the process of memorialization.



Shaping Historical Discourse

This phrase has encouraged more nuanced historical narratives that include
diverse perspectives. It has inspired scholarship that seeks to recover the
stories of marginalized groups and lesser-known contributors to societal
development.

Cultural Reflections and Art

In arts and media, the theme of praising notable individuals has led to works
that both celebrate and question fame. This dual approach fosters a deeper
understanding of human achievement and the complexities of legacy.

Contemporary Usage and Relevance

Today, the phrase "let us now praise famous men" continues to hold relevance
in discussions about celebrity culture, historical memory, and social values.
It invites ongoing reflection on who is deemed worthy of recognition and how
fame affects individual and collective identities.

Critiques of Modern Fame

Contemporary discourse often critiques the superficiality of modern celebrity
culture. The phrase serves as a reminder to prioritize meaningful
contributions over fleeting popularity and to honor substantive achievements.

Applications in Education and Media

Educators and media professionals use the concept behind the phrase to foster
critical thinking about history and role models. It encourages audiences to
explore the lives of both celebrated and overlooked figures, promoting a
balanced understanding of fame and influence.
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Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'Let Us Now Praise
Famous Men'?
The central theme of 'Let Us Now Praise Famous Men' is the exploration of the
lives and struggles of impoverished tenant farmers during the Great
Depression, highlighting their dignity and humanity amidst hardship.

Who are the authors of 'Let Us Now Praise Famous
Men'?
The book was written by James Agee, with photographs by Walker Evans.

When was 'Let Us Now Praise Famous Men' first
published?
It was first published in 1941.

How does 'Let Us Now Praise Famous Men' differ from
typical documentary work?
Unlike typical documentaries, it combines detailed, poetic prose with stark
photography to create an intimate, empathetic portrayal of its subjects,
blending literature and visual art.

What impact did 'Let Us Now Praise Famous Men' have
on literature and photography?
The book is considered a pioneering work in documentary storytelling,
influencing both literary nonfiction and documentary photography by
emphasizing human dignity and social issues.

What challenges did James Agee face while creating
'Let Us Now Praise Famous Men'?
Agee struggled with the ethical responsibilities of representing his subjects
honestly and respectfully, often questioning his own role as an observer and
writer.



Why is 'Let Us Now Praise Famous Men' considered
important during the Great Depression era?
It provides a vivid, personal account of the economic and social hardships
faced by tenant farmers, offering insight into the broader human condition
during the Great Depression.

How does Walker Evans' photography contribute to the
narrative of 'Let Us Now Praise Famous Men'?
Evans' photographs complement Agee's writing by visually documenting the
living conditions and faces of the tenant farmers, adding depth and immediacy
to their stories.

What literary style is used in 'Let Us Now Praise
Famous Men'?
The book employs a lyrical, contemplative literary style, blending
journalism, memoir, and poetry to evoke the emotional and social realities of
its subjects.

Additional Resources
1. Let Us Now Praise Famous Men by James Agee and Walker Evans
This classic work combines Agee's poignant prose with Evans' evocative
photographs to document the lives of impoverished tenant farmers during the
Great Depression. The book delves deeply into themes of poverty, dignity, and
the human condition, offering a powerful social critique. It is both a
literary and photographic masterpiece that redefines documentary
storytelling.

2. The Grapes of Wrath


