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The Cambridge History of American Literature addresses the broad spectrum of new
and established directions in all branches of American writing and includes the
work of scholars and critics who have shaped, and who continue to shape, what
has become a major area of literary scholarship. The authors span three decades
of achievement in American literary criticism, thereby speaking for both conti-
nuity and change between generations of scholarship. Generously proportioned
narratives allow at once for a broader vision and sweep of American literary
history than has been possible previously. And while the voice of traditional
criticism forms a background for these narratives, it joins forces with the
diversity of interests that characterize contemporary literary studies.

The History offers wide-ranging, interdisciplinary accounts of American
genres and periods. Generated partly by the recent unearthing of previously
neglected texts, the expansion of material in American literature coincides with
a dramatic increase in the diversity of approaches to that material. The mul-
tifaceted scholarly and critical enterprise embodied in The Cambridge History
of American Literature addresses these multiplicities — social, cultural, intellec-
tual, and aesthetic — and demonstrates a richer concept of authority in literary
studies than is found in earlier accounts.

This volume covers a pivotal era in the formation of American identity. Four
leading scholars connect the literature with the massive historical changes
then underway. Richard H. Brodhead describes the foundation of a permanent
literary culture in America. Nancy Bentley locates the origins of nineteenth-
century Realism in an elite culture’s responses to an emergent mass culture,
embracing high literature as well as a wide spectrum of cultural outsiders:
African Americans, women, and Native Americans. Walter Benn Michaels
emphasizes the critical role that turn-of-the-century fiction played in the re-
evaluation of the individual at the advent of modern bureaucracy. Susan L.
Mizruchi analyzes the economic and cultural representations of a new national
heterogeneity that helped forecast the multicultural future of modern America.
Together, these narratives constitute the richest, most detailed account to date
of American literature and culture between 1860 and 1920.
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INTRODUCTION

THIS MULTIVOLUME History marks a new beginning in the study of
American literature. The firsc Cambridge History of American Literature (1917)
helped introduce a new branch of English writing. The Literary History of the
United States, assembled thirty years later under the aegis of Robert E. Spiller,
helped establish a new field of academic study. This Hiszory embodies the work
of a generation of Americanists who have redrawn the boundaries of the field.
Trained in the decades between the late 1960s and the early 1980s, represent-
ing the broad spectrum of both new and established directions in all branches
of American writing, these scholars and critics have shaped, and continue to
shape, what has become a major area of modern literary scholarship.

Over the past three decades, Americanist literary criticism has expanded
from a border province into a center of humanist studies. The vitality of the
field is reflected in the rising interest in American literature nationally and
globally, in the scope of scholarly activity, and in the polemical intensity of
debate. Significantly, American texts have come to provide a major focus for
inter- and cross-disciplinary investigation. Gender studies, ethnic studies, and
popular-culture studies, among others, have penetrated to all corners of the
profession, but perhaps their single largest base is American literature. The
same is true with regard to controversies over multiculturalism and canon
formation: the issues are transhistorical and transcultural, but the debates
themselves have often turned on American books.

However we situate ourselves in these debates, it seems clear that the activity
they have generated has provided a source of intellectual revitalization and new
research, involving a massive recovery of neglected and undervalued bodies
of writing. We know far more than ever about what some have termed (in
the plural) “American literatures,” a term grounded in the persistence in the
United States of different traditions, different kinds of aesthetics, even different
notions of the literary.

These developments have enlarged the meanings as well as the materials
of American literature. For this generation of critics and scholars, American
literary history is no longer the history of a certain, agreed-upon group of
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American masterworks. Nor is it any longer based upon a certain, agreed-
upon historical perspective on American writing. The quests for certainty and
agreement continue, as they should, but they proceed now within a climate of
critical decentralization — of controversy, sectarianism, and, at best, dialogue
among different schools of explanation.

This scene of conflict signals a shift in structures of academic authority.
The practice of all literary history hitherto, from its inception in the eigh-
teenth century, has depended upon an established consensus about the essence
or nature of its subject. Today the invocation of consensus sounds rather like
an appeal for compromise, or like nostalgia. The study of American literary
history now defines itself in the plural, as a multivocal, multifaceted schol-
arly, critical, and pedagogic enterprise. Authority in this context is a func-
tion of disparate but connected bodies of knowledge. We might call it the
authority of difference. It resides in part in the energies of heterogeneity: a
variety of contending constituencies, bodies of materials, and sets of author-
ities. In part the authority of difference lies in the critic’s capacity to con-
nect: to turn the particularity of his or her approach into a form of challenge
and engagement, so that it actually gains substance and depth in rela-
tion to other, sometimes complementary, sometimes conflicting modes of
explanation.

This new Cambridge History of American Literature claims authority on both
counts, contentious and collaborative. In a sense, this makes it representative
of the specialized, processual, marketplace culture it describes. Our History is
fundamentally pluralist: a federated histories of American literatures. But it is
worth noting that in large measure this representative quality is adversarial.
Our History is an expression of ongoing debates within the profession about cul-
tural patterns and values. Some of these narratives may be termed celebratory,
insofar as they uncover correlations between social and aesthetic achievement.
Others are explicitly oppositional, sometimes to the point of turning literary
analysis into a critique of liberal pluralism. Oppositionalism, however, stands
in a complex relation here to advocacy. Indeed it may be said to mark the
History’s most traditional aspect. The high moral stance that oppositional crit-
icism assumes — literary analysis as the occasion for resistance and alternative
vision — is grounded in the very definition of art we have inherited from the
Romantic era. The earlier, genteel view of literature upheld the universality of
ideals embodied in great books. By implication, therefore, as in the declared
autonomy of art, and often by direct assault upon social norms and practices,
especially those of Western capitalism, it fostered a broad ethical-aesthetic
antinomianism — a celebration of literature (in Matthew Arnold’s words) as
the criticism of life. By midcentury that criticism had issued, on the one hand,
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in the New Critics’ assault on industrial society, and, on the other hand, in the
neo-Marxist theories of praxis.

The relation here between oppositional and nonoppositional approaches
makes for a problematic perspective on nationality. It is a problem that invites
many sorts of resolution, including a post-national (or post-American) per-
spective. Some of these prospective revisions are implicit in these volumes,
perhaps as shadows or images of literary histories to come. But by and large
“America” here designates the United States, or the territories that were to
become part of the United States. Although several of our authors adopt a
comparatist transatlantic or pan-American framework, and although several
of them discuss works in other languages, mainly their concerns center upon
writing in English in this country — “American literature” as it has been (and
still is) commonly understood in its national implications. This restriction
marks a deliberate choice on our part. To some extent, no doubt, it reflects
limitations of time, space, training, and available materials; but it must be
added that our contributors have made the most of their limitations. They
have taken advantage of time, space, training, and newly available materials
to turn nationality itself into a guestion of literary history. Precisely because
of their focus on English-language literatures in the United States, the term
“America” for them is neither a narrative donnée — an assumed or inevitable
or natural premise — nor an objective background (#h¢ national history). Quite
the contrary: it is the contested site of many sorts of literary-historical inquity.
What had presented itself as a neutral territory, hospitable to all authorized
parties, turns out upon examination to be, and to have always been, a volatile
combat-zone.

“America” in these volumes is a historical entity, the United States of
America. It is also a declaration of community, a people constituted and sus-
tained by verbal fiat, a set of universal principles, a strategy of social cohesion,
a summons to social protest, a prophecy, a dream, an aesthetic ideal, a trope
of the modern (“progress,” “opportunity,” “the new”), a semiotics of inclusion
(“melting pot,” “patchwork quilt,” “nation of nations”), and a semiotics of
exclusion, closing out not only the Old World but all other countries of the
Americas, north and south, as well as large groups within the United States.
A nationality so conceived is a rhetorical battleground. “America” in these
volumes is a shifting, many-sided focal point for exploring the historicity of
the text and the textuality of history.

Not coincidentally, these are the two most vexed issues today in literary
studies. At no time in literary studies has theorizing about history been more
acute and pervasive. It is hardly too much to say that what joins all the special
interests in the field, all factions in our current dissensus, is an overriding
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interest in history: as the ground and texture of ideas, metaphors, and myths;
as the substance of the texts we read and the spirit in which we interpret them.
Even if we acknowledge that great books, a few configurations of language
raised to an extraordinary pitch of intensity, have transcended their time and
place (and even if we believe that their enduring power offers a recurrent
source of opposition), it is evident upon reflection that concepts of aesthetic
transcendence are themselves timebound. Like other claims to the absolute,
from the hermeneutics of faith to scientific objectivity, aesthetic claims about
high art are shaped by history. We grasp their particular forms of beyondness
(the aesthetics of divine inspiration, the aesthetics of ambiguity, subversion,
and indeterminacy) through an identifiably historical consciousness.

The same recognition of contingency extends to the writing of history. Some
histories are truer than others; a few histories are invested for a time with
the grandeur of being “definitive” and “comprehensive”; but all are narrative
conditioned by their historical moments. So are these. Our intention here
is to make limitations a source of open-endedness. All previous histories of
American literature have been either totalizing or encyclopedic. They have
offered either the magisterial sweep of a single vision or a multitude of terse
accounts that come to seem just as totalizing, if only because the genre of the
brief, expert synthesis precludes the development of authorial voice. Here, in
contrast, American literary history unfolds through a polyphony of largescale
narratives. Because the number of contributors is limited, each of them has
the scope to elaborate distinctive views (premises, arguments, analyses); each
of their narratives, therefore, is persuasive by demonstration, rather than by
assertion; and each is related to the others (in spite of difference) through themes
and concerns, anxieties and aspirations, that are common to #his generation of
Americanists.

The contributors were selected first for the excellence of their scholarship
and then for the significance of the critical communities informing their work.
Together, they demonstrate the achievements of Americanist literary criticism
over the past three decades. Their contributions to these volumes show links
as well as gaps between generations. They give voice to the extraordinary
range of materials now subsumed under the heading of American literature.
They express the distinctive sorts of excitement and commitment that have
led to the remarkable expansion of the field. And they reflect the diversity of
interests that constitutes literary studies in our time as well as the ethnographic
diversity that has come to characterize our universities, faculty and students
alike, since World War II, and especially since the 1960s.

The same qualities inform this History’s organizational principles. Its flexi-
bility of structure is meant to accommodate the varieties of American literary
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history. Some major writers appear in more than one volume, because they
belong to more than one age. Some texts are discussed in several narratives
within a volume, because they are important to different realms of cultural
experience. Sometimes the story of a certain movement is retold from differ-
ent perspectives, because the story requires a plural focus: as pertaining, for
example, to the margins as well as to the mainstream, or as being equally the
culmination of one era and the beginning of another. Such overlap was not
planned, but it was encouraged from the start, and the resulting diversity of
perspectives corresponds to the sheer plenitude of literary and historical mate-
rials. It also makes for a richer, more intricate account of particulars (writers,
texts, movements) than that available in any previous history of American
literature.

Sacvan Bercovitch

Every volume in the History displays these strengths in its own way. This
volume does so by providing a multilayered analysis of a pivotal era in the
formation of American cultural identity. Like the writers of that time, all four
contributors — Richard Brodhead, Nancy Bentley, Walter Benn Michaels, and
Susan Mizruchi — foreground race and gender as the best available lenses for
investigating the industrial and demographic changes then underway, along
with anxieties arising from new Darwinist and social scientific conceptions
of human nature. This volume may therefore be read as an exploration of
difference itself, here manifested in the typologies of Naturalist novels, in
the embattled domesticities of sentimental fiction, and in the nearly univer-
sal dependence on racialized language. It may also be read as a study of the
totalizing forces bearing down on American individuality. Throughout, these
contributors treat the relationship between culture and economy as decisive,
for writers in particular, and in general for both producers and consumers
in an age of marketing and advertising. Indeed, all four contributors rec-
ognize the market as a central locus of cultural interaction at a time when
the dynamics of identity and the dynamics of commerce became inextricably
entwined.

The result is a remarkably coherent portrait of the era, one that is enriched
by a variety of critical approaches. Brodhead focuses on the emergent literary
genres of the era. He depicts an anxious writer class as it was being shaped by,
and was in turn shaping, the commercial interests of publishers. These writers,
he shows, succeeded in manipulating both the supply and the demand of the
literary market to their own ends, and they gained recognition by writing
to and for specific literary niches. Bentley’s narrative yields a different kind
of cultural dialectic. In her account, Realism becomes the point of conflict
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between an entrenched cultural establishment and an upstart mass market,
with important consequences for the both high literature and popular culture.
Realism is also a main focus of Michaels’s narrative. However, he emphasizes the
social functions of literature, stressing the incorporation of literature into broad
institutional hierarchies. That process of incorporation, he argues, became the
site of conflicts that could no longer be contained by the nation’s political
structures. Mizruchi’s perspective might best be termed anthropological: she
demonstrates how literature defined the ways in which the nation addressed
the costs and benefits of its growing cultural diversity — and how, in doing so,
it helped redefine America itself as a modern nation, the land of multicultural
modernity.

For Richard Brodhead, the story of postbellum American literature becomes
a study in cultural stratification. His overview of the professional literary field
follows a loose chronological structure, introducing new modes of writing in
the order in which they were accessed by successive emergent social groups:
women in sentimental fiction, the working class in its “books for the million,”
immigrants in the urban theater, the middle class in “high literature,” provin-
cials and African Americans in “local color.” In effect, Brodhead describes the
foundation of a permanent literary culture in America — featuring hierarchical,
profit-driven systems of production and distribution — as well as the subse-
quent fragmentation of American literature into plural literatures of diverse
styles, thematics, intentions, and social significances. Stressing the importance
of publication as a public act, subject to the needs and desires of a reading (and
paying) audience, Brodhead defines the professional spaces, or the “cultures of
letters,” within which writers as diverse as Horatio Alger, Charles Chesnutt,
and Sarah Orne Jewett operated, both acceding to and resisting professional
demands. These cultures of letters often served to limit the creative possibili-
ties of the writers who worked within them. Yet just as often, we learn, they
provided opportunities for writers who had been excluded previously from the
literary field.

Nancy Bentley locates the origins of nineteenth-century Realism in an elite
culture’s responses — both affirmative and antagonistic — to an emergent mass
culture. Her narrative embraces high literary practitioners like William Dean
Howells, whose dispassionate, analytical work created a new aesthetic of social-
scientific types, and Henry James, who turned his analytical gaze inward to
explore the impact of a potentially chaotic modernity on matters of mind
and taste. More broadly, her narrative traces a shift in American methods of
“seeing,” from the early postwar years, dominated by the claims of objectiv-
ity inherent in museum culture, through the crucible of modernization, to
an intensely subjective relation between writer and culture. In all cases, she
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argues, Realism was a strategic rejoinder to the sentimentality, sensationalism,
and publicity of popular culture. Yet as Bentley also shows, it turned out to be
a surprisingly permeable category, creating a space in elite culture for socially
marginal figures, and a surprisingly brittle category as well, susceptible to the
excesses of mass culture. Realism provided an opportunity for outsiders like
Charles Chesnutt to address social concerns in a context of artistic respectabil-
ity, and it invited the passionate provocations of intellectuals like W. E. B. Du
Bois. This deployment of Realist methods by the very types they were designed
to contain — African Americans, women, Native Americans — gradually forced
literary elites to abandon Realism for more self-conscious modes of writing.
By the end of the century, Realism had led them into the radical ironies of
American Modernism.

In Walter Benn Michaels’s narrative, turn-of-the-century fiction assumes the
functions of well-established cultural institutions; it becomes the contained
space within which American society fights its social and political battles.
Moving beyond the standard contrast between Naturalism and Realism —
Naturalism as an obsessive engagement with biological and social deter-
minism; Realism as the translation into fiction of a new journalistic ethos —
Michaels uncovers their institutional value by arguing for their functional
similarities. His Naturalist and Realist texts are allied insofar as they defined
the terms according to which “new forms of social existence were imagined
and articulated.” In particular, he emphasizes the critical role that fiction
played in the re-evaluation of the American individual at the advent of mod-
ern bureaucracy. Organizing his study around three basic tropes — visibility
and race, desire and capitalism, work and careers — Michaels chronicles the
gradual blurring of the distinction between social dependence and social inde-
pendence in literary representations (as well as in the society at large). In his
readings, Mark Twain’s Connecticut Yankee, Kate Chopin’s Edna Pontellier,
and Owen Wister’s Virginian all self-consciously facilitate the transition from
the idealism of Emerson’s heroic Individual to the hard realism of the mid-
twentieth-century Organization Man.

Susan Mizruchi dramatizes the social fragmentation of the era. She presents
the decades following the Civil War as the time when “the specific stakes
of this diversity [were}l widely conceptualized and debated,” and proceeds
to display the literary responses to a new national heterogeneity — social,
ethnic, racial, aesthetic, religious, economic. Beginning with an analysis of
the fragmentary, insistently personal evocations of the Civil War, she examines
each successive crisis of dissociation — emancipation and Reconstruction, the
influx of immigrants, the extermination of Native Americans, the ubiquitous
influence of advertising in the creation of a consumer nation, the reappraisal of
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work in the age of great factories, and the altered significance of the individual
in a society governed by trusts and robber barons. In short, she details the full
range of literary responses to a dramatically altered social reality. Her readings
range from the assimilationist impulses of Booker T. Washington and Mary
Antin, to the cultural resistances of Winnemucca, to the Anglo-Saxon fantasies
of Thomas Dixon, and (in a section describing the proliferation of utopian
novels between 1880 and World War I) to the corporate idealism of Edward
Bellamy. And she links her readings throughout to an ongoing evaluation of
the nascent social sciences and the growth of corporate capitalism. Mizruchi
concludes, persuasively, that the insistence on discourses of difference, even
among writers who wished to inspire a greater cultural homogeneity in the
nation, ultimately issued in the “multicultural becoming” of modern America.
Mizruchi’s insight reinforces a central theme of the volume as a whole.
All four contributors trace the movement from the homogenized mainstream
culture of the antebellum years towards a fragmented, genuinely pluralistic,
and finally multicultural concept of what it means to be American. To that
end, they all highlight the sustained relationship, even reciprocity, between
text and context, revealing the many ways in which the literature performed
crucial cultural work. Together, they offer the richest, most detailed account
we have of American literature and culture from 1860 to 1920.
Sacvan Bercovitch
Jobn'S. Tessitore
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THE AMERICAN LITERARY FIELD,
1860-1890

CULTURES OF LETTERS

Toward the end of his 1879 biography of Hawthorne, Henry James has this
to say about Hawthorne’s support of the presidential bid of the pro-slavery
Franklin Pierce:

Like most of his fellow-countrymen, Hawthorne had no idea that the respectable
institution [slavery} which he contemplated in impressive contrast to humanitarian
“mistiness,” was presently to cost the nation four long years of bloodshed and misery,
and a social revolution as complete as any the world has seen. When this event occurred,
he was therefore proportionately horrified and depressed by it; it cut from beneath
his feet the familiar ground which had long felt so firm, substituting a heaving and
quaking medium in which his spirit found no rest. Such was the bewildered sensation
of that earlier and simpler generation of which I have spoken; their illusions were
rudely dispelled, and they saw the best of all possible republics given over to fratricidal
carnage. . . . The subsidence of that great convulsion has left a different tone from
the tone it found, and one may say that the Civil War marks an era in the history
of the American mind. It introduced into the national consciousness a certain sense
of proportion and relation, of the world being a more complicated place than it had
hitherto seemed, the future more treacherous, success more difficult. At the rate at
which things are going, it is obvious that good Americans will be more numerous
than ever; but the good American, in days to come, will be a more critical person than
his complacent and confident grandfather. He has eaten of the tree of knowledge. He
will not, I think, be a sceptic, and still less, of course, a cynic; but he will be, without
discredit to his well-known capacity for action, an observer.

This passage is useful at the start of a history of mid nineteenth-century
American literature because it states so plainly the usually unspoken assump-
tions through which that history has been known and told. Two tenets have
continued to shape the understanding of this field. The first and stronger of
these, what might be called the periodization hypothesis, is that American
literature breaks at the Civil War — that the war’s convulsion caused a rup-
ture in American experience and marks a boundary between different phases
of “the American mind.” The second assumption, what might be called the
realism hypothesis, reinforces the first by specifying a difference of character

I1
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between the periods so split. By its account, the postbellum differs from the
antebellum by being more tempered, more ironic, more unillusioned, in short
more realistic: so that in crossing the boundary from prewar to postwar we
also cross over from Romanticism to the more chastened domain of Realism.

This scheme of understanding, like any intellectual convenience that has
held continuing authority, speaks to a certain amount of historical truth, and
a rival account will have to find its own way of talking about the realities
it addressed: the succession of styles in the nineteenth century, the rise of
“Realism,” and so on. Nevertheless, the assumptions just named have been
so unreflectively taken for truth that it might be well to underline their his-
toriographical limits. To think of history at large: did the Civil War “mark
an era?” In some realms of American experience the answer is clearly yes. In
moving four million men, women, and children from the category of slave
to the category of freedman the war produced a substantially new historical
situation for Southern blacks, conferring on them a new status in theory and
enmeshing them in the new struggle to make that status a reality. Through its
devastations the war also marked an era for Southern whites, inserting them
in the new history of hardship, humiliation, the attempted reconstitution of
an old economy on new grounds, and the attempted resuscitation of violated
social hierarchies that is this group’s version of the Gilded Age.

But in other phases of nineteenth-century American history the war had
a less decisive impact, and so has less meaning as a marker of bounds. The
pacification and spatial containment of the Great Plains Native Americans is
another American history exactly contemporaneous with Reconstruction and
its successor Redemption, and these two histories cross at certain points — in
the redeployment of Union soldiers like Generals William Tecumseh Sherman
and Phil Sheridan as Native-American fighters in the 1870s, for instance,
or in the modeling of Native-American training schools on the industrial
training schools designed for freed blacks. But the subjugation of the Native
American did not begin with the Civil War, and it did not change course in
a decisive way through the intervention of that war. If we thought of other
characteristic postwar cultural developments — the growth of great cities, the
spread of industrial production, the transportation revolution, immigration —
the war would be even less relevant as a chronological divide. The foreign
immigration and the country-to-city mobility that are such striking facts
of postbellum American history really continue an antebellum development.
Boston, it might be remembered, saw its population grow tenfold — from
18,000 to 180,000 — between 1790 and 1860.

The point that even so cursory a review would make is that there is no such
thing as “American history” in the sense of a uniformly shaped experience of



THE AMERICAN LITERARY FIELD, 1860-1890 13

a whole people. At any moment American history has been composed of dif-
ferent American histories playing themselves out at the same time: histories
not fully autonomous, since they share common determinants and impinge on
one another; but histories not identical either, since they represent workings
through of different issues in different social locations. The lesson for liter-
ary history is that the attempt to produce homogenized historical unities —
the effort to specify “the American” or the character or bent of a period —
inevitably simplifies an always mixed, always multiple phenomenon. American
literature’s full history can only ever be the story of the different things that
literature was and was becoming and of the interactions among its different
strains.

But what would be the principle of division in a history of this sort? If
chronological oppositions like prewar/ postwar or literary-philosophical ones
like Realism/Romanticism force locally relevant distinctions onto a whole they
fit less well, what way of marking difference would be more faithful to that
whole’s historical shape? This chapter assumes that the most significant lines
of division within the literary field are produced not by differences between
authors or styles or periods or movements but by literature’s responsiveness to
the different places built for literature in American cultural life. At any his-
torical moment American society has subtended several partly distinct worlds
of reading and writing, each sponsoring its own set of operative genres, each
gathering its own differently composed audience around such writing, each
inserting writing in a different field of extraliterary cultural forces, and
each conferring on writing a different form of value and support. Such cul-
tures of letters are not literary creations, but they are also not wholly external
to literary creation, since any act of writing shapes itself within some shared
understanding of what writing is and does.

This chapter attempts to survey the whole American literary terrain of
the later nineteenth century. It tries to find a place in its picture not just
for celebrated texts but for the whole activity of imaginative writing at this
time. But it is particularly concerned to specify the array of overlapping yet
differently constituted literary cultures that were operative in America at this
time — the cultural configurations American works formed themselves in and
against.

AFTER THE AMERICAN RENAISSANCE

A survey of American writing in the years after 1865 might begin by looking at
one point of strong divergence from what came before. Modern consideration
of antebellum writing has until recently focused on what E. O. Matthiessen
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dubbed the American Renaissance: the emergence in the 1830s of American
Romantic writers of great individuality and power, particularly Emerson and
Hawthorne, then in the 1850s of their more exuberantly eccentric followers —
Thoreau, Whitman, Melville, Dickinson. But the American Renaissance was
an affair not just of strong individual authors but of writers working out
the implications of a certain literary-cultural situation. The most salient facts
about Romanticism in its American incarnation are that this highly mobile
intellectual strain reached the United States belatedly, flowering in the 1830s,
not (as in England or Germany) in the 1790s, and that in America it found a
soil that gave it quite distinctive growth-habits. Arriving when it did, in the
United States Romanticism was conjoined with other urgencies that power-
fully amplified its cult of the originary imagination. It intersected with the
frantic nationalism of the American 1830s and 1840s. It interacted with this
time’s acute post-colonial anxiety over cultural dependencies that had survived
political independence, and with the 1840s hunger for non-derivative forms
of American expression. Most fatefully, Romantic artistic thought intersected
with the highly charged ethos of reformation and perfectionism — the veritable
culture of reformist experimentation — rife in America at this time.

This distinctive ethos has at its center the belief that the fundamental forms
by which human life is organized need not be received from traditional practice
but can be re-envisioned and re-formed in spiritually superior ways, here and
now, by people like oneself. It finds its religious expression for instance in
Joseph Smith, the founder of Mormonism, with his belief — outrageous at
another time and place but much less peculiar in this one — that he could
experience true scriptural revelation and so found the new, true church. This
ethos finds its civic expression in the school and prison reform movements
of the 1830s and 1840s, with their earnest conviction that such elementary
social operations as education or deviance management could be reinstituted
in redeemed forms. It finds its social expression in experimental communities
of the American 1840s like John Humphrey Noyes’s Oneida Community
or Bronson Alcott’s vegetarian and sexually abstentive Fruitlands, with their
belief that the most elemental arrangements of daily life — divisions of labor,
eating habits, erotic relations, childrearing methods — could be reimagined
and re-formed.

Literary study has tended to hold American literature apart from such devel-
opments. But the authors of the so-called American Renaissance lived in close
proximity to the reformatory-experimental phases of antebellum culture. And
their work can be thought of as a working out, in the medium of literary expres-
sion, of a more general imperative to radical re-envisioning. The marks of this
surrounding ethos can be seen in features wholly characteristic of their work:
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in the extravagant vision of men and women as originators, not the receivers
but the creators of the history and law they live by, found in Emerson’s “Self-
Reliance” or the forest scene of Hawthorne’s The Scarler Letter; in what might be
called the testamentary attitude, the sense of writing as the medium through
which the ground of being can be seen and proclaimed anew, so strong in Wa/den
or Leaves of Grass or Moby-Dick; and finally in the persistent formal radicalism
of this work, its brash sense that the ordering forms of literary expression exist
for it fundamentally to reinvent —as Melville writes novels that reinvent what
a novel is; or as Whitman writes verse that remakes the properties of verse; or
as Dickinson, in conjunction with many other heterodoxies, rewrites the rules
of English syntax and punctuation.

The features just enumerated are not characteristic of postbellum American
writing. One of the reasons they are not is that the ethos of spiritually earnest
reformatory experimentalism still forceful in the American North in the 1840s
had become, by 1865 if not earlier, something more of the past than the present.
(One of the great by-products of this ethos and by 1860 the principal channel
for its surviving energies, the American antislavery movement, considered
declaring its work over in 1865.) Many facts would suggest that the literary
emanation of this culture came to its end around 1860. Thoreau, founder of
a utopian community for one at Walden Pond in 1845—47, died in 1862.
Melville, lover (in his words) of all men who dive, virtually ceased to publish
in 1857. Emerson, whose last major volume The Conduct of Life appeared in
1860, lived on to become a well-behaved citizen of a much more orthodox
literary establishment and a wan repeater of his earlier gospels of originality.
Hawthorne died in 1864 but had published only one novel since 1852.

In reality this antebellum literary formation did not wholly die out with the
War. It persisted in part, but as something now marginal, if not anachronistic.
Walt Whitman lived all through the period I will be discussing (he died in
1892), and since he wrote up until his death, Whitman too can be counted as an
author of the later nineteenth century. But Whitman’s postbellum poetry, with
the memorable eatly exceptions of the elegy for Lincoln and the war volume
Drum Taps, takes the form either of self-imitation or the touching, repetitious
farewells of an author who knows that his strong poetic life is already behind
him. (These poems — including the superb “So Long!” and “After the Supper
and Talk,” with its splendidly Whitmanian conclusion: “Soon to be lost for
aye in the darkness — loth, O so loth to depart!/ Garrulous to the very last” —
appear in the valedictory annexes late Whitman built for Leaves of Grass: “Songs
of Parting,” “Sands at Seventy,” “Good-Bye My Fancy,” “Old Age Echoes.”)
Whitman'’s prose work from this period, while always vigorous, adopts a point
of view that aligns it with a cultural moment now increasingly past. Democratic
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Vistas (completed 1871), his review of the present failures and future prospects
of American social life, addresses the America of the Grant Administration,
but the form of its expression — especially its supercharged vatic prose and
its millennial-nationalist inflections — makes it read like a belated instance
of ways of thinking and talking dateable to the 1840s. Specimen Days (1882),
Whitman’s last sustained writing project, is overtly reminiscent.

By common reputation Melville ceased to be an author in the late 1850s.
But Melville too lived all through the Gilded Age (he died in 1891), and in a
full period history he too would be recognized as embodying one of the forms
that American authorship took in the later nineteenth century. In a sense he
embodies the author as non-author, the author in the state of renunciation
or refusal of his career. After his failures to find public support for his most
ambitious literary experiments — the great non-sellers Mardi (1849), Moby-Dick
(1851), Pierre: or, the Ambiguities (1852), and The Confidence Man (1857) —
Melville stopped writing novels and took another job: from 1866 to 1885 he
was Deputy Inspector of Customs for the Port of New York. During this time
he underlined this passage from Maurice de Guérin in an essay by Matthew
Arnold: “The literary career seems to me unreal, both in its essence and in the
rewards which one seeks from it, and therefore marred by a secret absurdity.”

In fact this apparently “silent” writer kept finding new writing projects
through these years. (Melville’s career as a poet, like Whitman’s as a prose-
writer, dates from the end of the War.) But in Melville’s case as in Whitman’s
these late-century projects seem less of that time than revisitings of problems
framed in an earlier world. Clarel/ (1876), along verse-narrative of a pilgrimage
to the Holy Land and a tour d’horizon of available contemporary positions
towards the problem of faith, is one of the most ambitious works attempted in
the American 1870s. But in form and theme it takes its departure more nearly
from the 1840s novel Mardi than from writings more nearly its contemporaries.
Similarly Bi#lly Budd, the prose fable Melville left in manuscript when he died,
reworks in the late 1880s an imaginative issue set in the 1840s. Billy Budd
replays in a more detached mode a problem of discipline Melville had addressed
with partisan humanitarian outrage in the 1850 novel White-Jacket.

The culture of reformatory idealism that provided a dominant scene of
American literary production in the 1840s and 1850s had become a weakly
surviving force in the 1870s and 1880s, this is to say. Its ethos did not wholly
die out. The continuing spawning ground of distinctive American radicalisms
in religion, politics, literature, and family and community organization, this
many-times-reactivated culture persisted even in the very differently oriented
Gilded Age, but as something increasingly marginal and eccentric: witness
the journal Woodbull and Claflin’s Weekly (1870—76), a surviving organ of
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expression of 1840s spiritualism and free love communitarianism (“Progress!
Free Thought! Untrammelled Lives!,” its motto read in part), and the first
place of American publication of Karl Marx’s Communist Manifesto. But this
culture did not inspire major new literary projects in the postwar decades, nor
could it deliver a significant public base for literary programs conceived at an
earlier time. Whitman, an obscene and incompetent poet in the eyes of the
dominant culture of this period, remained an object largely of cult apprecia-
tion through the nineteenth century, and Melville the object of no appreciation
at all.

Nevertheless, the very different writers who emerged after the war in many
cases had this culture’s reformatory idealism built into their experience from
their 1840s childhoods. Louisa May Alcott lived through all her father Bronson
Alcott’s educational and communitarian experiments; Henry James had a well-
to-do Swedenborgian visionary for a father; the urbanely professional William
Dean Howells had lived in a utopian community in his Ohio youth. Thanks to
this survival, a literary culture residual through most of this period retained the
power to be reactivated at later moments of social strain. It came back to life in
the resurgent utopianism of the late 1880s and early 1890s, promoting books
like Edward Bellamy’s Looking Backward, 2000—1887 to bestseller status.

DOMESTIC LITERARY CULTURE

If one literary culture assembled in the antebellum period was largely deac-
tivated by the end of the war, another one persisted at full strength into the
postbellum decades, creating one of the chief socially structured worlds of
reading and writing in nineteenth-century America.

We now know to remember that what the twentieth century termed the
American Renaissance was only one of several contemporaneous literary devel-
opments, one product of a larger reformulation of the literary field that pro-
duced equally new writing situations for other zones of practice. In particular,
the anni mirabili of the American Renaissance witnessed the coming together
of another world of reading and writing composed around different values and
relations, a domestic literary culture that created fewer authorial overreachers
but a more firmly established system of authorial support. This development
has in its background the emergence of a new social audience: the new middle-
class family of the antebellum decades in which the father goes out to work and
the mother stays in a home newly exempted from heavy domestic production,
her new work being to project a strong moral presence into this now-leisured
home and to instill a strong religious and moral character in the children
in her charge. The spread of this social model from the 1830s on had many
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consequences, but in literary terms its chief effect was to create a potential
new literary public — a socially particularized leisure space that reading could
help fill.

By the early 1850s the scale of this potential public began to come clear.
In the year in which Moby-Dick sold perhaps 2,000 copies and the critically
well-received The Scarler Letter around 5,000 copies, Susan Warner’s classic
domestic novel The Wide, Wide World had an early sale of around 50,000, a
figure soon exceeded by the 300,000 run of Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s
Cabin (1852). In face of such receptions publishers began fitting together new
publication mechanisms designed at once to regularize the production of such
family entertainment and to mobilize the family as a regular entertainment
market. After the first successes of Warner and Stowe, for instance, a publisher
contracted in advance for a domestic bestseller from Fanny Fern and planned
a massive advertisement campaign for this novel also in advance of its com-
position. (The resultant book, Ruth Hall, sold 55,000 copies in 1854.) These
commercially aggressive new schemes of literary production helped consoli-
date the set of mutually reinforcing relationships that defined America’s first
mass literary market. The logic of this market was that an author who knew
the middle-class home’s concerns (most often a woman) could reach the large
public of middle-class readers and so achieve financial success on the condi-
tion that (s)he write within a certain literary program: on the condition that
her writing address domestic subjects and assist the mother’s work of making
middle-class values seem compellingly real.

The domestic literary economy organized around 1850 provided the first
predictably stabilized audience for literary goods in America, and so supplied
the first reliable support for writing as a full-time activity. (Before the 1840s,
it will be remembered, only one American author — James Fenimore Cooper —
had succeeded in supporting himself exclusively from his writing.) And this
system of exchange among readers, publishers, and authors continued in effect
through the succeeding decades. It is notable that one of the most popular of all
nineteenth-century domestic novels — Augusta Evans (later Wilson)’s Sz. E/mo,
with its characteristically contradictory projection of a strong heroine who
embraces domestic restriction as her final proper career — was published after
the Civil War, in 1866. (St. Elmo is alleged to have been read by one million
people in 1866 alone, or by one American in every thirty-six. Two generations
later it was still so widely read that Eudora Welty remembers her mother’s
rule for making sure she watered her roses long enough as: “Take a chair and
St. Elmo.”) Elizabeth Stuart Phelps (later Ward)’s peep-into-heaven novel The
Gates Ajar incorporates the trauma of recent war deaths into the domestic
novel’s long-perfected address to the loss of family members, bereavement,
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and faith in a God who takes loved ones away. It was a bestseller in the year
1868.

The continuing vitality of the middle-class-family-oriented literary market
is witnessed by the fact that the first cohort of domestic authors stayed in
production long after the war. Susan Warner lived and wrote until 1885, and
her sister Anna until a much later date. Mrs. E. D. E. N. Southworth wrote
until near her death in 1899. Marion Harland (the pseudonym of Mary Virginia
Hawes Terhune), author of the popular 1854 novel Alore, went blind in her
late eighties but continued to dictate novels as late as 1919. (She died in 1922.)

But the strongest evidence of domestic literature’s historical persistence is
that this form continued to recruit new authors in the postbellum generation.
Louisa May Alcott isa principal example. If the category of American literature
were composed of books Americans actually read, the author of Litzle Women
(1868-69) would always have been regarded as one of its major authors. The
interest of Alcott in this context is that this enduringly popular writer so per-
fectly exemplifies the figure of the writer projected in mid nineteenth-century
domestic literary culture. Alcott knew intimately the world of antebellum
experimentalism: daughter of the incessant educational innovator Bronson
Alcott, hostess of the daughter of the martyr John Brown, and admirer of her
neighbor Thoreau (she eventually purchased Thoreau’s house for her widowed
sister to live in), Alcott can remind us that the differently inflected cultures of
nineteenth-century America were not separate entities but shared social space.
Nevertheless, in her work Alcott reproduces the world imaged by middle-class
domestic ideology, not the radicalism adjacent to it. In keeping with this ide-
ology’s specifications of “women’s sphere,” Little Women and its sequels make
their literary space be domestic space, a women’s and children’s world bounded
off from a male public and historical world outside. (In Liztle Women Mr. March
is absent at the unseen Civil War.) This family space is intensely affectionate,
an island of mother-centered warmth, but as in nineteenth-century domes-
tic ideology and all the novels it supported, this island of warmth is also a
strongly tutelary space, a world where character is always being reshaped in
the direction of parental ideals. In the home, through the home, the March
sisters learn the standard lessons of women’s domestic education: mandatory
other-directedness, the cure of “temper,” the curtailment of selfish will, and so
on. Amy, Beth, Jo, and Meg grumble over their missing Christmas presents
until they remember their unselfish mother Marmee, then realize they would
rather give her a gift than get anything themselves. When initially tomboyish
Jo feels rage, her mother helps win her to the cause of self-control by confessing
to her own frequent anger, now successfully contained. When the newly mar-
ried Meg chafes against the constraints a small budget puts on consumeristic
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acquisitiveness — “I can’t resist when I see Sallie buying all she wants, and
pitying me because I don’t. I try to be contented, but . . . I'm tired of being
poor,” she says, thirty years before Sister Carrie — a loving but firm family
world teaches her to curb exorbitant desires.

Alcott writes without the heavy moralism practiced by many writers in her
genre, but moralization — the incorporation of the mother’s cultural values as
controlling presences within the daughters’ personalities — is the dominant
drama of Listle Women and its successors. (In the last March family volume,
Jo’s Boys {1886}, Jo — now Mother Bhaer — preaches a maternal moral revival
scarcely outdone by Stowe’s Little Eva). Of course the real target of edification
in these books is not the March daughters but the reader who enters into their
situation — the book itself, like the home it idealizes, functioning as a space
for warm sharing, high-spirited entertainment, and the instilling of normative
ideals.

Within Little Women and its sequels — An Old-Fashioned Girl (1870), Little
Men (1871), Eight Cousins (1875), Rose in Bloom (1876), and _Jo’s Boys (1886) —
Alcott gives the topoi of 1850s domestic fiction a classic literary expression.
In a continuity quite as striking, in the writing life behind her books she
also exemplifies classic features of the author as mid-century domestic culture
helped define that term. One of the historical peculiarities of nineteenth-
century domestic authorship is that its purveying of an ethic of unselfishness
traveled together with keen-eyed appreciation of and heightened attention
to its own market position: the writer-heroine of Fanny Fern’s Ruth Hall is
portrayed less as an artist than as a literary businesswoman, rewarded, at the
end, with a reunited family and shares of stock in the bank. Perpetuating this
tradition, Alcott too thought of her work less as an aesthetic object than an
economic instrument. In the veiled histories of her career in the Jo March stories
Alcott always implies that economic need gave the first spur to her writing and
that economic success was the reason for continuing: by the time of Jo’s Boys,
writing, that “golden goose whose literary eggs found such an unexpected
market,” has brought Jo a “snug little fortune,” and she has learned that “she
merely had to [re}load her ships and send them off” to win a renewed “cargo of
gold and glory.” (She has learned, in other words, how to regularize production
of a profitable commodity and make writing a successful mercantile venture.)

The featuring of the economic dimensions of authorship in the literary
consciousness of domestic writers typically travels together with the insistence
that writing is subservient to women’s traditional family obligations — that
one writes and earns money not for pleasure but to support the family. This
notion, too, strongly dominates Alcott’s literary self-conception. Jo’s pleasure
in her income is that she can send her ailing sister to healthful places and fill
her mother’s hard life with “every comfort and luxury.” Alcott, similarly, made
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herself into the daughter as good provider, persuading herself that she wrote
to support first her parents, then her sisters, then her sisters’ children. When
Bronson Alcott, the aged father who needed her support, died in 1888, Louisa
May Alcott died two days later.

But if Alcott strongly continues themes and role-conceptions forged early
in the domestic tradition, she can also be taken to indicate historical shifts
in this literary culture. Alcott’s novels are much less militantly religious than
such 1850s domestic texts as The Wide, Wide World and Uncle Tom’s Cabin,
suggesting a cooling of the Protestant evangelicalism so ardent in middle-
class culture at the time of that group’s self-organization. Her books are more
tolerant of theater games, outdoor exercise, and other forms of play (their tone
is itself newly playful), and so signal the easing from an earlier strict self-
discipline towards the greater self-indulgence licensed in later middle-class
life.

But the most crucial historical change embodied in Alcott’s work lies in
its intended audience. As part of its general hyper-attentiveness to the moral
formation of the young, the new middle class of the antebellum decades devised
a literature written specifically for children that could help the parent with
the work of edification, thereby creating the first specialized institutions of
children’s literary production. (Fanny Fern'’s father founded and edited one of
the earliest children’s papers, The Youth’s Companion.) The domestic bestsellers
of the 1850s were not conceived as children’s novels, however, even if children
were welcome to read them. By contrast, Alcott’s works, though profoundly
similar in content, were clearly directed toward the juvenile market (“moral pap
for the young,” she disparagingly called them). This suggests that by Alcott’s
day, the middle class had relegated to a children’s subculture imaginative
activities that it once put on center stage.

In larger terms, this change implies that as the domestic subsystem of
mid nineteenth-century American literature continued its operation in the
postbellum years, it also underwent internal reorganization, spinning several
increasingly separate developments out of a once unified whole. Alcott’s juve-
nile market — also colonized by Martha Finley, author of the Elsie Dinsmore
volumes that sold five million copies in the Dodd, Mead edition alone — would
be one such development. A second would be the emergence of a more spe-
cialized literature of household management in the later nineteenth century,
as witnessed in Marion Harland’s progression from a novelist who also wrote
domestic advice to a domestic advice writer who sometimes wrote novels.
Harland, who had a syndicated column in the Chicago Daily Tribune, wrote the
million-copy-selling cookbook Common Sense in the Household {1871} and such
later works as Everyday Etiguette {1905}, making her the Irma Rombauer and
Emily Post of the later nineteenth century all in one.
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Neither young adult fiction nor household advice, however, filled the central
space of middle-class reading culture that popular domestic fiction had occu-
pied. If we ask what did supply this gap we enter an almost wholly uncharted
territory, but 87. E/mo might help us to a speculative answer. The theme of the
proper shape of woman’s career links this book to the first hugely successful
domestic novels. Nevertheless, put next to The Wide, Wide World, or Uncle Ton’s
Cabin or Ruth Hall, St. Elmo seems quite a different sort of work. The home-
management obsession and evangelical piety so prominent in the earlier books
are largely in remission in Evans’s novel; on the other hand, this book sponsors
a degree of imaginative indulgence unknown to its predecessors. Like Ruth
Hall, Evans’s heroine Edna Earle becomes a bestselling author, but while Ruth
Hall struggled against hardship, Edna Earle is endowed with almost magical
gifts of mind: this youthful prodigy writes a highly acclaimed essay on Greek
iconoclasm at the time of Alcibiades, among other feats of erudition. As it
more freely indulges fantasies of female powers, Sz. E/mo’s prose also caters to
a less chastened appetite for readerly luxury. “She could not understand why,
in the vineyard of letters, the laborer was not equally worthy of hire, whether
the work was accomplished in the roga virilis or the gay kirtle of contadina”
is Evans’s characteristically unsimple way of saying that women can write as
well as men.

If S7. Elmo reflects an emerging literary taste, and its immense popularity
suggests that it does, it implies the advent of a middle-class reading world
where books are no longer so obligated to recite and reinforce class-defining
values (though they must of course not violate such values) — a world where
such social definition is largely achieved, freeing entertainment to be more
purely entertaining. This in turn would suggest that one historical yield of
the domestic literary culture of the 1850s is the American middlebrow reading
culture of later periods: the culture that likes to read, has the leisure to read
(and the funds to buy books), wants its entertainments to be uplifting and
improving, but lacks the training to find entertainment in work that defines
itself as “art.” This historically new organization of consumption is one of the
most enduring literary consequences of the Gilded Age. Already in that age it
made a new kind of book a bestseller: not Uncle Tom’s Cabin but (for instance)
General Lew Wallace’s Ben-Hur (1880).

BOOKS FOR THE MILLION

The huge sales figures of the books just discussed tell us that in the mid
nineteenth century a popular culture of letters was founded in the United
States within the ethos of the family-centered middle class. This fact carries
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the further lesson that “popular culture” is not historically invariant. Neither
an entity with fixed characteristics nor a stable opposite of “high” culture,
popular culture has taken different forms at different times and places, in
response to the changing social configurations that have supplied its potential
homes. But the other lesson the literary history of this time can teach is that
popular culture is also not historically unitary. For in the mid nineteenth
century another literary system operated alongside the one just discussed that
achieved circulations and readerships at least as large but that established “the
popular” in very different forms and relations.

This rival to domestic fiction is found in the world of cheap reading mate-
rials. These materials in their nineteenth-century forms stayed in vigorous life
up through the 1890s, but like the domestic bestseller they were brought into
existence before the war, as part of the general reorganization of the industry
of literary production in the 1840s. The story-paper, a newspapet-sized jour-
nal with multiple stories serialized in columns of dense print, was devised in
America around 1840. Within a few years the most long-lasting and widely
circulating avatars of the story-paper were founded: Frederick Gleason’s (later
Maturin Ballou’s) The Flag of Our Union (1845), Robert Bonner’s New York
Ledger (1855), Frank Leslie’s Hlustrated Newspaper (1855), Street and Smith’s
New York Weekly (1859). Shortly after, another new publishing instrument
was devised that would supplement the story-paper in later years. In 1860
Erastus Beadle pioneered the paper-covered pamphlet novel issued at weekly
intervals, and by 1865 the first twenty Beadle’s Dime Novels had sold over
4,300,000 copies. The great empires of mass-circulation fiction would rely on
both vehicles. The House of Beadle and Adams eventually ran seven story-
papers and twenty-five dime-novel series. Street and Smith, the industry giant
of the later nineteenth century, ran fifty separate dime-novel series in addition
to the New York Weckly.

At their inception, these new forms of production were not sharply differ-
entiated from the domestic literary world. Robert Bonner published Fanny
Fern in the New York Ledger; Beadle printed the magazine The Home Monthly,
The Flag of Our Union announced itself as “A Paper for the Million, and a
Welcome Visitor to the Home Circle” as if detecting no difference between
these markets. But these once-overlapping literary economies soon became
differentiated, and the story-paper and pamphlet novel became the vehicles
for the profoundly different literary culture they helped hold together until
the century’s close.

The difference of this body of writing can be located first in its subjects. As
the chivalric epic had its Matter of Britain and Matter of Troy, story-paper and
dime-novel fiction makes a few topics its set generic subjects. One is frontier
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adventure and Indian war, as in Edward S. Ellis’s Sezh_Jones: o1, the Captives of
the Frontier, or Joseph E. Badger, Jr.’s Old Bull’s-Eye: The Lightning Shot of the
Plains, or “Ned Buntline’s” (E. Z. C. Judson’s) Buffalo Bill, the King of the Border
Men (to name three titles from ten thousand). Another is historical romance
and costume drama, as in A. J. H. Duganne’s Massasoit’s Daughter: or. The
French Captives. A Romance of Aboriginal New England or Lieutenant Murray’s
Rosalette; ov, The Flower Girl of Paris. A Romance of France. Still another set
genre is detective fiction, as in Albert W. Aiken’s The Phantom Hand; or, The
Heiress of Fifth Avenue. A Story of New York Hearths and Homes, or Judson R.
Taylor’s Gypsy Blair: or, The Western Detective (two genres in one), or Street and
Smith’s later True Detective Stories, which were marketed as “absolute chapters of
experience taken from the notebooks of the greatest and most noted Chiefs of
Police in the largest cities in America.” The genres of the western and detective
fiction strongly link this material to the film and television industries of the
twentieth century, suggesting that this literary system had its historical sequel
in a modern mass culture no longer based in print. But its set subjects also
sharply differentiate this writing from the domestic fiction contemporaneous
with it, whose parallel generic “matters” — the management of the home,
missionary work and conversion, the formation of female character — it shows
no signs of knowing.

Differentiated by subject, story-paper and dime novels are also marked by
a certain way of making a story in words. The uncountable works in these
formats are literally action-packed, filled with highly charged plot sequences
and largely emptied of other ingredients: characterization in excess of plot
function, narrative rumination, and so on. (Louisa May Alcott testifies that
when she began writing fiction for this market her editors edited out of her
manuscripts “all the moral reflections” — an ingredient essential to the work of
domestic fiction proving irrelevant in this other venue.) While fiction of every
cultural level has identifiable conventions, this fiction also stands apart from its
contemporaries in its extreme lack of effort to hide its conventional apparatus.
Its individual works fail to stand out from one another not so much because they
are poorly written as because their writing makes little effort to individuate
them. Their point as stories is that they replay a formula already fully known —
what else did the ninety-fourth Deadwood Dick, Junior adventure do? — and
so offer an experience of iteration, not of novelty or originality.

If this popular literature is identified by the different properties of its writ-
ing, however, it is just as crucially defined by the different terms on which it
was brought to public life. It is an essential, not an incidental, fact about this
work that it was printed in formats and materials associated with newspapers.
By these means it was produced into a likeness with the most everyday form
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of reading, and produced as well into the category of the ephemeral: unlike
the hardbound book of middlebrow or elite reading culture, embodiment
of the premise that writing might be a good to preserve (and an object to
own), these works in their very materials invited themselves to be consumed,
traded around, then disposed of, to be replaced by another day’s new issue.
(The fact that this fiction was produced not individually but in series, a new
work in the same format every week, reinforced this message about its con-
sumption.) The cheapness of this fiction, similarly, is no accidental property
or extraneous trait. It was designed to cost and it was advertised as costing a
price with a precise market meaning: a nickel or dime, not the dollar or more
of contemporaneous hardbound volumes. It was also brought to the market
of readers through its own distinctive means. Story-papers and dime novels
were distributed through the network of newsdealers, mass-circulated with
the most everyday of printed commodities.

The different terms of this work’s cultural production did more than market
it more widely. They established a different public as this work’s social audi-
ence. Its cheapness made this the form of literature available to those with little
surplus income for entertainment or “culture.” Its length — an hour or two’s
reading, not the 6oo pages of St. Elmo or The Wide, Wide World — suited it to
those with a correspondingly small command of leisure. The minimally varied
formulaics of its writing made it the possible reading of those less advantaged
in yet another way, readers with poorer command of literacy skills.

For these reasons, this form composed the reading experience of a differ-
ent social sector than popular domestic fiction. Real historical audiences are
notoriously difficult to establish, but such evidence as survives suggests a
sharp divergence in the social character of these two publics. Domestic fiction
had its chief audience among people (usually women) already possessing, or
newly aspiring to, or at least mentally identifying with, the leisured home of
middle-class life. Cheap fiction incorporated into its audience many groups
situated outside such feminized ease. Beadle’s Dime Novels are known to have
been preferred reading in the Union Army. Irish and German-minded variants
suggest that such works had immigrant readers. Nineteenth-century reports
on the laboring classes find story-papers prominent in working-class culture.
Memoirs show such works to have been read by boys on farms.

One wants to be careful not to unduly harden this opposition of audiences.
In historical reality both the domestic and “cheap” literary markets must have
contained a mix of social elements, and there was no doubt some overlapping
of their readerships. Nevertheless, to catch the logic of the two popular lit-
erary systems of mid nineteenth-century America it is essential to grasp the
difference of the social bases they produced writing towards. The single most
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fundamental fact about literature’s life in America after 1840 lies in the way
new segmentations and stratifications in the literary realm became correlated
with emerging social differences. The reorganization of American publishing
around 1850 had its most decisive yield not in the new spectrum of literary
modes it generated so much as in the subsequent linkage of those modes with
socially distinct audiences.

In the wake of this development, different forms of reading took on the power
to help differentiate their readers in social terms. When the late nineteenth
century genteel investigator Dorothy Richardson learns that a woman worker
in a New York box factory has never heard of Little Women and finds its story
pointless (her favorite fiction is Laura Jean Libbey’s Little Rosebud’s Lovers; or,
The Cruel Revenge {1886}), the gap between domestic and dime-novel litera-
cies focuses the estrangement for both women between a working-class and a
middle-class “self.” When Harriet Beecher Stowe writes Alcott in 1872 that
“In my many fears for my country and in these days when so much seductive
and dangerous literature is pushed forward, the success of your domestic works
has been to me most comforting,” Stowe all but explicitly uses the literary
difference dangerous/domestic to mark the class boundary of the middle and
lower classes. (“Dangerous” was a mid nineteenth-century genteel word for the
lower strata, “the dangerous classes.”) In Liztle Women, Jo's ability to recognize
story-paper fiction as morally beneath her marks her growth into an approved
social identity. Writing such work is in Alcott’s words a form of “living in
bad society” that “desecrate[s} some of the womanliest attributes of a woman’s
character.” Jo finds her “true” womanly career when Professor Bhaer shames
her out of the work he brands “bad trash.”

Subliterary to those “above” it, dime novel and story-paper fiction neverthe-
less supplied a literature to those who consumed it, feeding, with its millions
of densely printed pages, the immense appetite for reading a low-literate mass
audience displayed throughout the nineteenth century. On the writer’s side,
the meaning of this mass market was that it created another place for authors
in America. The publication schedules of cheap fiction’s many competing
organs created a heavy demand for writing in these formats, and after 1850
such publications yielded the support for a certain kind of American literary
career. Dime-novel writing gave work literally to hundreds. Its practitioners
range from Emerson’s cousin Mrs. Ann Emerson Porter to the celebrated Mrs.
E. D. E. N. Southworth (a hugely popular writer more properly categorized as
a story-paper than as a domestic author), and from Buffalo Bill Cody and his
literary inventor “Ned Buntline” to the later-to-be-muckraker Upton Sinclair.
(Sinclair, author of a series of military cadet novels for Street and Smith, wrote
his first such work at age fourteen.)
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But beyond supporting nameable individuals, this mode of production
structured a certain role for the author and enforced a particular version of
authorship on practitioners in its forms. If nineteenth-century domestic fic-
tion supports the author as moral edifier or surrogate mother, this rival system
renders the author something more like a wage laborer or industrial hand.
Writing in this form paid a standard amount for a standard job of work. Its
insistence on pre-established formats narrowly delimited the space for autho-
rial self-expression, in effect making a trademarked generic formula the work’s
creator and the writer the more or less interchangeable performer of a pre-set
task. (This separation of the work from any real individual author could be
pressed to great lengths. The popular Street and Smith author Bertha M.
Clay never existed except as a house-controlled name various unnamed others
could publish under. The author of Beadle’s Deadwood Dick series, Edward
L. Wheeler, apparently died around 1885, but the firm continued to publish
new work in his name long after his death.) In such records of them as survive,
writers in these forms are typically silent about their artistic aspirations but
explicit about the productivity they sustained. We know, for instance, that
Joseph E. Badger, Jr. commonly completed an 80,000-word novel in a week,
writing in six-hour shifts with two-hour breaks for sleep; that Ned Buntline
wrote 60,000-word novels in six days; that Prentiss Ingraham wrote a half-
dime novel in a day and a dime one in five days; and that Upton Sinclair wrote
something near a million words — the equivalent of the output of Sir Walter
Scott — in a year and a half’s work for Street and Smith. These records show
the extreme subordination in such writers’ thinking of the work’s intrinsic
interest to an overriding imperative of maximized productive efficiency. Put
another way, they display the industrialized mode of authorship that presided
in this nineteenth-century literary economy.

But no culturally enforced model of authorship can wholly dictate the expe-
rience an author can attach to it; and if the main tendency of this popular
literary system was to disindividuate the author, it should not be assumed that
all such writers were depersonalized successfully. The two most fully known
of such authors’ lives, while admittedly atypical, can suggest something of the
range of personalizations men and women could achieve for these forms.

Horatio Alger, Jr. continues to hold a mistaken reputation as a dominant
author in this nineteenth-century mode. In fact his works were unspectacularly
successful in their time, and had their great vogue in an early twentieth-century
revival. But Alger was indeed an author 7z this mode. Alger wrote around 400
novelettes between the late 1860s and the 1890s, an average-sized corpus for a
dime novelist, including the books he wrote in series — the Ragged Dick series,
the Tattered Tom Series, the Luck and Pluck Series, and so on. Alger worked
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through the main-line vehicles of this literary form: the New York Weekly began
serializing Alger in 1871. And Alger followed the historical evolution of his
chosen form’s market: when western formulas became more popular in the
1870s, Alger too went West in search of local color.

But if his career follows standard patterns, Alger brings idiosyncratic per-
sonal content to those patterns. Alger had a lifelong infatuation with boys. He
was released from his first career — as a minister — for immoral conduct with
boys in his parish. He persisted in tutoring boys (among them the eventual
Supreme Court Justice Benjamin Cardozo) during his writing years. Late in
life he adopted a group of boys, and when he died he left them the proceeds
of his work. Since the dime novel was strongly marked as a boy’s genre in
his time, Alger could express an attraction highly problematic in social terms
by channeling it through this form. “I leased my pen to the boys,” he said
of his career, in a phrase that links writing with self-commercialization and a
semierotic homophile transaction.

Within his work, as well, Alger is able to produce highly individualized
imaginative content within highly standardized forms. The virtuous boy pro-
moted towards respectable status is Alger’s tirelessly repeated formula. But
caricaturizing accounts of the Horatio Alger Rags to Riches story scarcely do
justice to the mix of ingredients that gives his works their power. His first and
most successful book, Ragged Dick (1868), combines proto-realist reportage of
the lives of the urban poor with an exemplary fiction of capitalist biography
(Dick begins to be a new person when he begins to save his money) and a
strain of fairy-tale magic: Alger is the great author of the mysterious benefac-
tor, downtown avatar of the fairy godparent. His mode of magical capitalist
realism, as it might be called, is his own invention, and one of the distinctive
literary inventions of the American Gilded Age.

A. M. Barnard exhibits a different but comparably personal usage of this
apparently depersonalizing format. A. M. Barnard — another name of no real
person — was the pseudonym behind which Louisa May Alcott briefly wrote
(and hid her writing of) story-paper fiction in the later 1860s. The twentieth-
century penetration of her disguise has revealed Alcott to have been not the
writer of juvenile domestic fiction alone but of both that genre and its popular
antithesis: of Little Women and Little Men and of the Cuban thriller Pauline’s
Passion and Punishment and the Russian melodrama Taming a Tartar (both for
Frank Leslie’s Lllustrated Newspaper), as well as A Marble Woman: or. The Mysterious
Model and V. V.: or. Plots and Counterplots, printed in The Flag of Our Union.

Alcott provides a fascinating reminder of these genres’ adjacency in the
literary culture of her time. Her career also illustrates the fact that authors
did not inevitably fall into one or another of these forms but could choose
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between them, and so between their different audiences, commercial circuits,
and forms of literary labor. Alcott’s familial duteousness eventually led her to
choose domestic writing as her proper work, and when she succeeded with
Liztle Women she renounced her hidden writing. But before that time, another
form had made another writing life available to her, carrying quite other
experiential content. Alcott’s anonymous thrillers gave outlet to a luxurious
and aggressive imagination curbed by the more realistic, quotidian, moral-
ized, and restraint-oriented domestic genre. Small wonder that she associated
story-paper writing with uninhibited pleasure instead of self-sacrificial service.
When Alcott rewrote the morally exotic A Modern Mephistopheles as a kind of
story-paper art novel in 1877 she told her publisher: “Enjoyed doing it being
tired of providing moral pap for the young.”

Inasense, to read story-paper and dime fiction in terms of individual authors
is to read it against the grain of its literary organization; and Alcott and Alger
are certainly not representative figures. They can remind us, however, that
any socially structured role of authorship can be made the vehicle for personal
meanings — and that all writing however individualistic has some historically
structured role at its base. The cheap fiction of the period 1840 to 1890 created
a new form of literary production in America; it inserted imaginative writing
into the lives of previously little-served social segments; and it created one
possible avenue for authorial self-realization and support. If it is still a kind
of dark continent to later literary history, it represented a major subsystem in
the American literary system of its time.

ONSTAGE

These brief histories of domestic and “cheap” literature underline the sheer
prevalence of reading in nineteenth-century America. However differentiated
they were among themselves, the popular literary cultures of the mid nine-
teenth century both served huge audiences, reminding us that reading formed
a principal recreation for many millions of people. But if it was heavily print-
centered, literary entertainment was not confined to print at this time, and a
thorough survey of the literary field would need to consider the nineteenth-
century life of the American theater.

Like print culture, the American theater became more internally stratified in
the middle of the nineteenth century. Once characterized by programs mixing
high and low artistic content played to an equally mixed social audience, after
1850 American theater became progressively more separated into a so-called
legitimate theater and its now-differentiated popular opposite. The legitimate
theater of the Gilded Age, marked by its somewhat greater artistic seriousness
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and the more decorous behavior of its audiences, has left little mark in American
literary history. Though a prosperous institution in its time, it produced no
continuingly remembered authors — no Chekhov, no Ibsen, no Oscar Wilde,
not even a Sardou — and gave no works to a continuing dramatic repertoire.
It is revealing that the playwright portions of high-literary writers” oeuvres
from this time, the stage efforts of Henry James and William Dean Howells,
have passed into complete forgetfulness.

John Augustin Daly might be mentioned as a near-exception. Manager
of a New York theater company, Daly wrote or adapted at least 100 plays,
one of which, the 1867 Under the Gaslight, was frequently revived. (Sister
Carrie, it will be remembered, debuted in an amateur performance of this
play by a Chicago Elks Lodge.) The Dublin-born and London-trained Dion
Boucicault — writer of 200 plays during his two American stints, 1853 to
1860 and 1870 to 1890 — was this theater’s other principal celebrity. Like
Daly’s, Boucicault’s work is interesting in part for revealing how much the
culturally designated “serious” theater of this time retained of its popular
background. In Under the Gaslight Daly gave American stage life to the man
tied to the railroad track as a train approaches. Boucicault was famous for
similar coups de theatre: the burning building in The Poor of New York, the
blazing ship in The Octoroon, and the underwater rescue in The Colleen Bawn.
Boucicault has the further interest of suggesting that mid nineteenth-century
American literature, a nativist enterprise in all its published branches, high,
middle, or low, made room for immigrants in the theater. The only immigrant
author to have won success beyond his ethnic group in America before the
twentieth century, Boucicault regularly dramatized Irish immigrant situations
to a general American audience.

After the 1850s the more unchastened production modes and the rowdier
audience etiquette that had earlier characterized most American theater con-
tinued in a now-segregated popular theater; and this theater, though more
ephemeral in its creations and so harder to reconstruct, seems to have been the
more vital nineteenth-century tradition. Its large and faithful audience appears
to have overlapped significantly with the readership of dime novels and to have
included even lower social strata. All surveys of the urban underclass in the
late nineteenth century insist on the centrality of theatrical melodrama to
its entertainment culture. In addition to melodrama, its principal fare, such
theater had its dramatic staple in vaudeville, a newly consolidated entertain-
ment form rationalized into a true entertainment industry by the mid-1880s.
It also regularly presented dime fictions reworked as stage shows. Edward L.
Wheeler wrote a stage version of Deadwood Dick. “Ned Buntline” (E. Z. C.
Judson) produced Buffalo Bill Cody onstage in the 1872 Scouts of the Prairie.
Laura Jean Libbey wrote both print and stage versions of Little Rosebud’s Lovers,
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as Albert W. Aiken did with The Molly Maguires and other works. His brother
the dime novelist George L. Aiken devised and acted in the hugely successful
stage version of Uncle Tom’s Cabin in 1853, origin of the Tom troupes that
supplied a major subform of American theater into the twentieth century.

Such crossovers imply that at the popular level, printed fiction and theater
were not truly separate spheres of cultural production but formed parts of an
integrated entertainment complex. This complex was the spawning ground of
the early twentieth century’s mass entertainment forms. Stage melodrama and
the staged western gave the movies their early expressive forms, as vaudeville’s
nationally integrated theater chains supplied them with their places of perfor-
mance.

Late nineteenth-century popular theater appears to have had a largely lower
class, urban, ethnically mixed audience. But the ethnic components of this
audience were also served by another literary-cultural institution distinctive
to this time: the foreign-language theaters fostered by nineteenth-century
immigrant groups. Within immigrant cultures, theater was often a much
more primary communal institution than it was for nativized Americans. Like
the church schools and social clubs it was often associated with, the immi-
grant theater provided a gathering point for “our people” and a place where
“our” language could be spoken and heard. In this setting, plays performed
the work of keeping a distant cultural heritage in fresh life, while also artic-
ulating the plights and opportunities of life in a New World. They served
as mediators of cultural identities under severe stress, agents of perpetuation,
self-differentiation, and adaptation all at once.

Beyond such generalizations, no single history can be offered of nineteenth-
century American immigrant theater, for the reason that this theater took
different shapes from different groups’ different cultural histories. To survey a
few instances only: The Chinese imported as laborers on the American West
Coast occasionally gathered the funds to bring Chinese actors to the United
States. An account of a Chinese theater in San Francisco survives in the memoir
of Mary Anderson, an American actress who visited it. She writes:

We visited the Chinese theatre, which is built far underground. In what we know as
the green-room we found many Chinamen crowded together . . . the whole atmosphere
stifling with the odor of opium smoke and frying food. I was introduced to the great
attraction of the Chinese stage, a favorite impersonator of women, who had been
paid an immense sum by his countrymen in San Francisco to leave China . . . It was
impossible, on seeing him with his delicate features and shining black wig, to believe
him to be a man . . . We witnessed the play from the stage (they have no wings or
curtain), in full sight of the audience. We saw but little of it, though we remained
a long time, for the Chinese often take a year to act a single play. But we had the
good-fortune to see several artists come from behind a door at the back of the stage,
go through a scene in which one of them was killed, and the corpse, after lying rigid
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for a moment, spring up suddenly, bow, smile, and make his exit through the same
door, all to the melancholy scraping of a one-stringed instrument and the dismal howl
of a human voice.

The theater described here is heavily foreign to its recorder, and she clearly
sees it through an ethnically stereotyping lens. But even with distortions, a
picture emerges of the performance styles and audience participation forms
distinctive to theater in its Chinese-American form. The non-realistic style of
Oriental theatrical representation is vividly if rather quizzically evoked in this
account. Female impersonation, another alien tradition in nineteenth-century
America, may have entered American theater through its Chinese subsidiary.

Chinese theater appears to have remained heavily dependent on the theater
of the homeland. The Polish case shows a theater imported and further elab-
orated in its new American setting. By 1900 there were two million Polish
immigrants in America (the number reached four million in 1914) and a
Polish-American theater was well established before that time. In its Polish
variant, the theater was strongly associated with church-community loca-
tions like the parish hall or parochial school auditorium, and it was heavily
infused with the Polish national-liberation ethic. Early Polish theater groups
took patriotic military names: the Towarzystwo Gwiazda Wolnosci (Society
of the Star of Freedom), for instance, or the Towarzystwo Kosciuszki (General
Kosciuszko Society).

This theater remained an amateur one throughout the nineteenth century,
but it was able to draw on the highly developed professional theater of
nineteenth-century Poland in various ways. Its fusion of levels is revealed
in the 1892 performance, before a crowd of 6,000 in the auditorium of
St. Stanislas Church in Chicago, of the internationally acclaimed actress Helena
Modjeska in the patriotic Jadwiga. Krolowa Lechitow (Jadwiza, the Queen of
Poland), by Szczesny Zahajkiewicz — a parochial school teacher who before his
1889 emigration had been a noted intellectual, playwright, and literary figure
in Lvov. After this performance, a Polish newspaper records,

no one left. Endless applause greeted the star, and eventually, the author. He came
upon the stage with the script in his hand. With great effort he quieted the audience,
and finally said: “After such a magnificent performance no one else should ever portray
the heroine of this play. In tribute to Madame Modjeska, I tear up the manuscript.
And he actually tore it up into shreds and tossed the pieces from left to right over the
audience” — a great moment, by any measure, in the life of American letters.

Polish-American theater elaborated a strongly developed European tradition.
By contrast, the Jews of Eastern Europe had no indigenous theater tradition,
and Yiddish theater was virtually born in the United States. The first play
in Yiddish, by Abraham Goldfaden, was performed in Romania in 1876;
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but already by 1882 New York had seen its first stage production in Yiddish,
Goldfaden’s The Sorceress. By the 1890s New York had well-established Yiddish
theater houses, acting companies, and repertories, and the theater had become
a central element of New York Jewish life. In terms of literary history, a curious
feature of this development lies in the way theatrical behaviors that were already
old-fashioned in America found new life in a group just now mastering the
theater. Yiddish theater perpetuated, at the end of the century, the mixed forms
and improvisatory acting styles that characterized most American theater in
the antebellum decades. This theater’s staples included a mixture of tragedy
and vaudeville, melodrama and farce: the pathetic climax of the 1891 tragical-
musical melodrama Exile from Russia, thus, was followed by a humorous comic
duet. Yiddish theater also perpetuated the participatory audience etiquette
that had become passé in the legitimate theater by the century’s end. A highly
expressive display of responses was encouraged, even mandated, from this
theater’s audience.

American Yiddish theater had its fullest life in the twentieth century and
only partly falls within the period surveyed here. But already in the 189os,
as it grouped together its own formal vehicles, social audience, and means
of cultural production, this literary system created its own space for authors.
Jacob Gordin exemplifies the author as this culture of letters gave shape to that
figure. Gordin, who had never seen a Yiddish play in Russia, had his literary
aspirations kindled by the Yiddish theater when he emigrated to America in
1891. In plays like Siberia and The Jewish King Lear he infused the formulas of
popular melodrama with Russian soulfulness and made them enact contempo-
rary Jewish ordeals. For his work, he became what no native-born author fully
became in late nineteenth-century America: a full-fledged hero of the culture
he expressed.

Chinese, Polish, Yiddish, and other theaters are not usually mentioned in
histories of American literature. But if “literature” is understood to include
all word-based imaginative expression and “American” the whole people of
the United States, such theaters must form an integral part of that history.
One of the peculiarities of nineteenth-century America is that many linguistic
cultures besides the dominant one led a fully elaborated cultural life there.
When the foreign-born wrote in the situation of the immigrant they wrote
another American literature, whatever language they used.

LITERARY HIGH CULTURE

Literature as it is customarily understood may seem to be strangely missing
from this survey of mid nineteenth-century American literature. Its absence
from the fields surveyed thus far is explained by the fact that such writing
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became the object, at this time, of its own separate literary-cultural arrange-
ments. The same midcentury cultural reorganization that established a mid-
dlebrow sphere of reading and writing and a low-literacy sphere alongside it
formalized another literary world historically just as novel: a well-marked and
well-supported zone of serious artistic authorship. As a result of this devel-
opment, in the post-Civil War generation American literary writing for the
first time acquired its own stabilized audience and secure social support — the
place made for such writing involving it, as always, in a certain set of social
relations.

Like its contemporaneously created rivals, the high culture of letters orga-
nized near 1860 and strongly perpetuated into the 1890s coalesced around new
instruments of literary production. Soon after America’s first well-capitalized
publishing houses were put together in the 1840s, some publishers began to
identify themselves specifically as literary publishers. A new kind of periodi-
cal supported by the more literary publishing houses also came into existence
at this time. The Boston-based A#lantic Monthly, founded in 1857 and taken
over by Ticknor and Fields in 1859, published intelligent writing across a
broad range of subjects but associated itself principally with “the fine air
of high literature.” (The phrase is William Dean Howells’s.) Through the
rest of the nineteenth century the A#lantic shared the market identity of
“quality journal” with two other periodicals that had somewhat different
menus of offerings but similar editorial standards: Harper’s New Monthly
Magazine, founded as an adjunct to Harper and Brothers in 1850, and Scrib-
ner’s Monthly, the Charles Scribner and Company journal founded in 1870 and
transformed into The Century Magazine in 1881.

Like the family journals and story-papers they were born shortly after, these
periodicals gained their cultural identity by electing to publish certain bands
from the whole spectrum of available writing. And like their contemporaries,
their different principles of selection reflected not just different editorial policy
but the different social audiences they served. The writing of these journals
makes virtually no address to the dominant readers of cheap fiction. They
contain no adventure-fiction for boys or young men; they have no interest in
the farmer’s life; except in rare features on how that “other” half lives, they
ignore the working classes; they speak to an audience decidedly native-born,
not to immigrants. In their publication choices, these magazines do almost as
lictle to court the audience of domestic writing. The work they publish is much
more secular, much less attuned to the evangelical pieties of the midcentury
middle class. Unlike domestic writing’s fixation on a highly charged home
space, their writing is vigorously cosmopolitan, traveling freely to Europe and
beyond. In its absorption in tourism and vacationing, this work speaks to a
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leisure conspicuously more affluent than the middle-class housewife’s. Not
unrelatedly, it also presumes a higher degree of aesthetic cultivation. It posits
an interest in high art and a cultural literacy in art appreciation not assumed
elsewhere.

It is easy to see how these criteria should have led the journals that adopted
them to favor a more aesthetically oriented kind of writing in their selections.
But the same values that identify their more literary criteria for writing also
link them to a particular public: the newly modeled upper class that came
together in the Northeast after 1850, distinguished from the working and
middle classes just by such traits as its greater secularism, greater affluence,
greater cultivation and attachment to culture, and correspondingly reduced
investment in the home. Not every reader of the later nineteenth century’s
“quality” periodicals belonged to this newly formed elite, as not every member
of this group read the Atlantic, Harper’s, or The Century. But in their nineteenth-
century lives these journals powerfully identified with this class’s distinctive
ethos, and every evidence suggests that their readership was heavily centered
in this group.

The forging of a circuit linking high-cultural periodicals, a more literary
grade of writing, and a gentrified audience forms one more chapter in the
larger story this survey has been telling. It provides yet another exhibit of
how, at the time that literature became securely founded in American life, it
was founded in stratified form, with differences in the literary realm coming
to mirror and reinforce differences of social identity. But if this development
consolidated yet another class-correlated literary system — a socially upscale
parallel to middle-class and lower-class reading worlds — the result was not
simply one system among others. In terms of its social force, the high literary
culture of the postbellum decades was distinguished from its contemporary
rivals in two ways: first, by the extremely high premium it put on litera-
ture and the other arts; and second, by the vigor with which it set about
enforcing this sense of value on others. High culture was America’s mes-
sianic or imperialist culture in the later nineteenth century. This culture’s
proponents were the builders of the monumentalized cultural institutions
of their time, the great new museums like The Metropolitan Museum of
Art and the great new symphony orchestras like the Boston, Cleveland, and
Pittsburgh Symphonies, structures that presented their aesthetic values not as
their tastes only but as general public goods. By means of their institutional
self-assertions — through the museums, orchestras, libraries, and schools they
founded and directed — this group built massive prestige for the arts as it
envisioned them, and won deference to them as Art from those outside its
bounds.
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Within the literary realm, this institutional effort had the effect of creating
a set of new social positions for writers, each carrying a particular degree of
public status. All nineteenth-century periodicals were managed by someone;
but since the quality journals represented their content as Culture itself, their
managers took on a prestige not matched by editors of other organs. One yield
of the establishment of a separate high-literary culture in the mid nineteenth
century is the historical emergence of the editor as conspicuous man of letters: a
figure embodied by such men (famous in their time) as Richard Watson Gilder,
editor of The Century; William Dean Howells, editor of The Atlantic from 1871
to 1881 and then editorial columnist for Harper’s; Mark Twain’s neighbor and
sometime-collaborator Charles Dudley Warner, another Harper’s columnist;
and Thomas Bailey Aldrich, Howells’s successor at The Atlantic. The ability
of such figures to be taken as the guardians of literature in its highest grade
is well attested at this time. When the farm boy Hamlin Garland came East
to the literary centers, he looked to these institutional administrators as the
appointed validators of an aspiring literary career: in his memoir A Son of the
Middle Border he recalls finding Howells’s encouragement like “golden medals”
and Gilder’s editorial praise “equivalent to a diploma.”

All the literary systems of this time had their favorite authors, similarly,
but only the socially aggressive high culture undertook to institutionalize its
preferences in an official canon. In consequence, another yield of this culture’s
consolidation of social authority was the creation of the figure of the American
literary immortal. This culture, it will be remembered, had its own histo-
riography of an American Renaissance. To its eyes, American literature first
came to greatness not in the works of Melville, or Dickinson, or Whitman, or
Poe but in the Boston-based authors of the antebellum generation: Oliver
Wendell Holmes, James Russell Lowell, Henry Wadsworth Longfellow,
Nathaniel Hawthorne, James Greenleaf Whittier, and Ralph Waldo Emerson.
The high culture of letters of the postbellum period vigorously identified itself
with these writers and made a special project of asserting their special worth.
The group just named were regularly featured in The Atlantic, and, largely
through the efforts of another A#lantic editor (Horace E. Scudder), they were
successfully installed in the required reading of American public schools.

By such means, these authors took on a new kind of authorial life in the
postbellum period. They became, many of them while they were still alive
(all but Hawthorne survived into the 1880s), national classics, their names
and faces embodiments of American literary achievement — a status reflected
in anthology selections, deluxe editions, public statuary, author’s cards, and
popular lithographs for the home. The national prestige these authors held
in the later nineteenth century is a chief proof of the power that had been
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attained by the culture that valorized their work. When that culture lost its
value-producing power in the early twentieth century, the writers it canonized
lost standing in direct proportion.

In addition to the editor as cultural arbiter and the older author as at least
temporary immortal, the institutionalization of an official high culture of let-
ters in the later nineteenth century created new stations for aspiring authors.
The quality journals of the Gilded Age provided a place of publication for
poetry with artistic pretensions, and publication iz these journals helped con-
solidate the reputations of the poets officially recognized as poets at this time:
authors like Edmund Clarence Stedman, the official laureate of the postbellum
generation (and a stockbroker who used the Romantic poets’ names as code-
names for his accounts); or the then-highly-regarded Thomas Bailey Aldrich,
Bayard Taylor, and George Henry Boker.

The stiffly orthodox Victorian taste that governed such journals’ verse selec-
tion has guaranteed that the minor Victorians they made America’s chief
contemporary poets have since disappeared from sight; but the same liter-
ary arrangements made a place for more enduringly remembered writers of
prose fiction. Virtually all of the fiction writers still read from the American
1870s, 1880s, and 1890s had the high-cultural journals of this time as their
literary base. Henry James was an Azlantic staple for over thirty years, as was
Sarah Orne Jewett. (His Spoils of Poynton and her Country of the Pointed Firs
were serialized alongside each other in 1896.) Howells reached an audience
first through The Atlantic, then through The Century, then through Harper’s,
which also published the bulk of the fiction of Constance Fenimore Woolson
and Mary Wilkins Freeman. The New Orleanean George Washington Cable
was a Scribner’s discovery and a Gilder protégé. Gilder’s The Century, which
later printed Pudd nhead Wilson, serialized Howells’s The Rise of Silas Lapham,
James’s The Bostonians, and Mark Twain’s Adventures of Huckleberry Finn in one
memorable year (1884).

The postbellum writers then as later distinguished as the more /iterary
writers all found audiences through the quality periodicals, this is to say, and
those journals and their publics gave support for the more literary aspirations
these writers entertained — this formation being the home of the author self-
defined as bearer of an artistic vocation, not as mass-producer or tutelary family
aid. This support was in part financial but in part a matter of a more intangible
valuing, since the prestige of these journals let them mark their authors as “the”
writers of note for the American public at large. Henry James, accordingly, had
a much smaller readership than many of his contemporaries, but he held the
status of major author in America far beyond the circle of his actual readers.
High culture’s monopolization of artistic prestige meant that this culture had
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the power to define positions outside its sphere as well. Paradoxically, another
role it created was that of the disparaged writer or writer below the salt.
Whitman'’s case can remind us that as this cultural formation put some
authors in exalted positions, it simultaneously denied those positions to other
contenders. With his frantic sexual democracy and seeming anarchy of form,
Whitman embodied almost everything this ethos did not value. In a typi-
cal dictum, Harvard’s Professor Barrett Wendell proclaimed Whitman'’s verse
“faulty hexameters bubbling up through a sewer.” Among high-cultural critics
even the more liberal-minded Howells only ever got as far as to admire Whit-
man’s prose. When nineteenth-century high culture’s adherents canonized
Lowell and Longfellow, therefore, they simultaneously erased Whitman as
a great American poet. When a Centennial Ode was commissioned for the
Philadelphia Centennial celebrations of 1876, the commission was offered to
Lowell, William Cullen Bryant, Longfellow, Holmes, and Whittier, and finally
to Bayard Taylor after the others declined — a high-culturally inflected nomi-
nation process that left Whitman off the list of national bards. When President
Rutherford B. Hayes chose to honor great men of letters with diplomatic posts,
he sent Lowell to Spain, Taylor to Germany, and Boker to Russia — and left
Whitman in his Camden, New Jersey obscurity. In the school readers of the
later nineteenth century Whitman was presented to young Americans only
as the author of his most unrepresentative poem, the metrically regular “Oh,
Captain, My Captain!” He was admitted to canonical status, in other words,
just to the extent that he fit the-then canon’s alien principles of taste.
During the time of its ascendancy this system not only controlled other
authors’ public standings. It infiltrated other systems with its frames of value,
and so took on the power to shape their authors’ self-estimations. When
Rebecca Harding Davis, author of the pioneering industrial novel Life in the
Iron Mills (1860), was dropped by The Atlantic, which had at first published
her and wooed her, she found an alternate place of publication in the popular
domestic magazine Peterson’s. But she experienced this change as a fall into a
degrading form of labor: she continued to accept the hierarchizing by which
high literary culture marked popular domestic writing as beneath the dignity
of art. Horatio Alger, similarly, shared the perception that dime-fiction writ-
ing was lower-class work even as he embraced that work. In an 1875 letter
to Stedman he places himself in a commercialized zone set below Stedman’s
high artistic province: “I am afraid you do me too much honor in calling me
a fellow craftsman. . . . The res angusta donis of which Horace speaks com-
pelled me years since to forsake the higher walks of literature, and devote
myself to an humbler department which would pay me better.” Louisa May
Alcott appears to have been almost systematically snubbed by The Atlantic’s
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high-literary publisher, James T. Fields. Fields rejected an early writing
attempt of Alcott’s and urged her to stick to teaching; Ticknor and Fields later
agreed to publish a volume of her fairy tales, then lost the manuscript. (Henry
James, Sr., perhaps reflecting a more general disparagement of her among the
culturally well placed, called Alcott’s novel Moods by another name: Dumyps.)
But Alcott too largely shared the perception of the literary system she was
excluded from on the value of her work. In_Jo’s Boys Jo’s self-disparaging nam-
ing of herself “only a literary nursery-maid” follows a tribute to Emerson and
Whittier as authors of a different, non-servile grade.

Such cases show that in the later nineteenth century high literary culture
was an element iz the American literary field that took on the power to set the
meaning of the field: the power to designate various zones as high, middling,
and low not just in its own eyes, but in others’ eyes as well. In later history, this
once-dominant culture became an object of a corresponding derision. Tarred
with the label “genteel,” in the twentieth century it was represented as a system
more or less exclusively of inhibition, a kind of conspiracy of the respectable to
force their tidy decorums on the literary expression it devitalized as it praised.
Sinclair Lewis meant as much when he said in his 1930 Nobel Prize Address
that Howells, the most visible embodiment of this culture in his generation,
“had the code of a pious old maid whose greatest delight is to have tea at the
vicarage.”

It is of course easy to produce evidence of this culture’s work of inhibition.
James R. Osgood and Co., the successor-firm to Ticknor and Fields, agreed to
publish the sixth edition of Leaves of Grass in 1881 but also agreed with the
Boston District Attorney’s office to omit Whitman’s “obscenity.” (Whitman
removed the volume from Osgood in a huff — but thus also deprived Leaves of
Grass of its first established literary publisher.) Richard Watson Gilder rejected
Charles Chesnutt’s miscegenation novel Rena Walden (published in 1900 as The
House Behind the Cedars) on the grounds that it lacked “mellowness”: was too
dissonant, we might translate, with a white elite’s self-approbation. When
The Rise of Silas Lapham was running serially in The Century, Gilder made
Howells cut a remark that the city houses left empty by the summering rich
were enough to provoke the disgruntled poor to throw dynamite into their
grand pianos: too forthright an expression of a latent social challenge. Howells
himself monitored Mark Twain’s vernacular to guard against obtrusions of
proscribed vulgarity and slang.

But to think of this literary world exclusively in terms of its repressions
gets its historical meaning fundamentally wrong. For one thing, the censure
of overt expression of rebellious sexual and social energies does not charac-
terize the genteel tradition as opposed to other literary systems of its time.
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Nineteenth-century domestic fiction and dime novels are hardly paradises of
a more licit expressiveness: the decorums twentieth-century deriders have fas-
tened on genteel culture represent Victorian values all literary systems of this
time largely deferred to. Further, the chief distinction of high-literary publi-
cation in the Gilded Age is really not that it is fastidious. Fairly considered,
this culture’s production might be found remarkable instead for the level of
intelligence it sustained across a not uncatholic range of views. The twentieth
century certainly did not generate a journal that produced such various writ-
ings as James’s The Portrait of a Lady, Davis’s Life in the Iron Mills, Twain’s fable
of the superego “The Recent Carnival of Crime in Connecticut,” and Charles
Chesnutt’s conjure tales. These works ran in the nineteenth-century Atlantic
together with Charles W. Eliot’s essays on university reform, source of the
since-standard elective curriculum; Thomas Wentworth Higginson’s “Ought
Women to Learn the Alphabet?,” a major spur to the development of women’s
higher education; Melusina Fay Pierce’s witty critiques of American family
practices; and the germinal essays of W. E. B. DuBois’s The Souls of Black Folks.

Part of the historical meaning of the high-literary culture of the Gilded
Age, such titles remind us, is that it created a medium for work of large
resonance: a channel through which the most deeply thoughtful writing of this
time could be brought forward to an attentive audience. For literary authors
especially, this achievement was a great enabler. High culture’s instruments
provided them — to an extent quite new in American literary history — with
an organized paying public for serious art and with social validation of their
artisticambition. These are not trivial achievements; but they did entail certain
corollaries. For the literary arrangements that made such provisions for writing
directed it preferentially to a certain portion of the American public — to the
well educated and well-to-do, not Americans at large. These arrangements also
made provision for only some writing, not all: they conferred their benefits
on the work that best fit with this group’s cultural agendas. That it enabled
in some ways as it inhibited in others, that it at once yielded real support for
writing and tied writing to the class programs of an elite social fragment: this
is the double meaning that high-literary culture’s advent had for nineteenth-
century American writing.

OUT OF THE CENTER

This chapter has undertaken to survey the conditions for literary creation in
mid nineteenth-century America. Its point has been that the literary practices
of reading and writing are always the object of historically particular social
organizations. Such organizations do not absolutely determine what is written
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at a given time and place. But they do determine what kinds of support the
writings then attempted can obtain and what encouragement they can find for
further, similar production.

The literary-cultural arrangements of the mid-nineteenth-century United
States shaped American literary creation in this sense, and they help explain
what it did and did not include. Notably missing from American writing
after 1850, for instance, is Victorian England’s version of the novelist both
artistically deliberate and popularly received. One would have to combine two
antithetical writers, a Louisa May Alcott and a Henry James, say, to make an
American George Eliot. This literary separation in part reflects the strat-
ification of literary levels so much more insisted on (paradoxically) in the
mid-nineteenth-century United States than in England, where literary read-
erships were organized across, not along, class lines. In comparison with con-
temporary France, which had a stratified reading culture, nineteenth-century
America is conspicuously lacking a Bohemia, a prestige-bearing milieu artiste
defined in opposition to social respectability. In America high art was founded
within, not in opposition to, the milieu of an haute bourgevisic — explain-
ing why the aesthete and the gentleman tend to be the same person in the
American case, and why Gilded Age literary culture has so little the character
of a counterculture.

But this survey of American writing worlds has not been exhaustive, and
at least a few more variants might be named to round it out. Over against its
other mass markets, mid-nineteenth-century America had another scheme of
mass literary marketing: the system of subscription publishing, in which hired
agents hunted up individual orders for new books. Subscription publishing
exploited a market not yet rationalized in the literary system proper. Its main
targets were people either without access to or without the habit of frequent-
ing bookstores. Motivated by their often-sizeable commissions, the highly
persuasive subscription agents created in this paraliterary public a hunger for
book ownership clearly linked to the status concerns of the not poor yet not
cultured: books sold through this route were often quite expensive and always
large and showily bound, making them conspicuous objects of home display.
(The encyclopedia sold door to door as proof that its buyer was not uncon-
cerned with the life of the mind was the twentieth-century survivor of this
publishing form.) Horace Greeley’s Civil War tome American Conflict sold over
200,000 copies through subscription canvassing. The People’s Book of Biography
by James Parton (Fanny Fern’s husband) and Henry M. Stanley’s Livingstone
were other popular titles.

In literary terms, this mode of publication’s significant figure is Mark Twain.
Lured by the subscription publisher Elisha P. Bliss’s promise that “we have
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never failed to give a book an immense circulation,” Twain created his first
book — The Innocents Abroad (1869) — in the subscription-publishing format,
which is to say that he padded it out to an appropriate prescribed bulk. The
huge success of Innocents Abroad committed him to this mode of self-production.
From the mid-1870s on, Twain was an author welcomed in high culture who
consciously chose this more dé/assé means to public life. His reasons were
partly financial: Twain’s revenues were greatly larger than those yielded by
“literary” publication, and in the 1880s Twain went so far as to found his own
subscription house, Charles L. Webster & Co., to capitalize on such publishing’s
lucrative returns. (Personal Memoirs of Ulysses S. Grant was Twain’s great business
success.) But his choice was partly also a matter of cultural politics. Twain liked
to think that through this form of publication he made himself an author of
the people, not of the privileged classes. In an 1889 letter he writes: “I have
always catered for the Belly and the Members. . . . I never cared what became
of the cultured classes; they could go to the theatre and the opera. They had
no use for me and the melodeon.”

Twain’s career could also remind us of another literary culture of the Gilded
Age, this one sited in the West. One consequence of the history this chapter
has sketched is that in the second half of the nineteenth century, literature
was a highly centered practice in the United States, its means of production
and validation heavily gathered in one place: the Northeastern metropolises of
Boston and New York. Because of this concentration, the postbellum decades
were not a time of strong regional literary cultures of the sort that later grew
up around Chicago, New Orleans, and Carmel, California. For a time, however,
nineteenth-century American literature had a minor center in San Francisco.
In the post-Gold Rush period, San Francisco journals like The Overland Monthly
and The Golden Era purveyed a kind of regional literary cuisine, the free-and-
easy, funny work famously embodied in early Bret Harte and Mark Twain. By
the late 1860s Harte and Twain had both jumped ship for the richer rewards
of the East, and the journals these transients had illuminated faltered. But a
kind of literary culture survived in San Francisco, if with less é/az. In the lull
between its 1860s heyday and its end-of-the-century revival, the Bay Area
was the home of the frontiersman-poet-posezr Joaquin Miller, “The Poet of
the Sierras” or “Byron of the Rockies,” who lived in the hills above Oakland.
(Miller, who got himself lionized and his Pacific Poems published in London in
1871, was known into the twentieth century as author of the school-recitation
piece “Columbus,” with its once-famous refrain: “Sail on! sail on! sail on! and
on!”) Charles Warren Stoddard, the poet-idler who introduced Robert Louis
Stevenson to the South Seas, was another figure of this world. So was Daniel
O’Connell, author of the literary-culinary The Inner Man, Good Things to Eat
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and Drink and Where to Ger Then (1891). So was Ambrose Bierce, author of the
blackly ironic Devil’s Dictionary (1906).

James Whitcomb Riley could exemplify another literary world set away
from metropolitan centers. Riley, author of dialect poems of an idyllic Midwest
and of a comparably idyllic childhood, was, after Longfellow, America’s most
beloved poet in the postbellum decades, writer of poems like “Little Orphant
Annie” and “The Old Swimmin’ Hole” that thousands of Americans knew
by heart. The Indiana-born Riley won his eventual national success with the
help of Eastern channels: the Redpath Lyceum Bureau organized his public
readings after 1881, and his 1882 Boston reading marked his acceptance as
a folk favorite of “serious” culture. But before this turn Riley had spent at
least ten years as a poet in the Midwest, and he shows the conditions for
literary life that prevailed in nineteenth-century small towns. Riley got his
first practice as an entertainer as a jingle writer and singer traveling with a
patent-medicine show, a literary origin America alone provided. Thereafter,
besides giving recitations in Indiana schools and churches, he found a public
base for his work in papers like the Indianapolis Journal and the Kokomo Tribune,
from whose columns his more broadly published poems were later reprinted.
These papers, like most nineteenth-century newspapers, made a daily place
for short poems and humor pieces of folksy appeal. Riley makes visible the
now almost wholly invisible writing of men and women who wrote for the
day-to-day local press.

Joaquin Miller and James Whitcomb Riley point towards geographical
variants on the nineteenth century’s dominant literary cultures. Frances E. W.
Harper can remind us of a writing world differentiated by race instead of
region. Born in 1825, Harper had a considerable career as an antislavery lecturer
before the Civil War, and after the war she was a prominent speaker for many
causes: for the Women’s Christian Temperance Union, the American Woman'’s
Suffrage Association, and many more. As part of this larger program of social
activism Harper also wrote literary works — poems, stories, and the novel Io/z
Lergy, or Shadows Uplifted (1892), the best-selling novel written by an African
American in the nineteenth century. In its thematics of family separation and
reunion and in its refusal to separate the novel as an aesthetic form from a
family-based social agenda, lolz Leroy harks back to the literary practice of
domestic novelists of the 1850s like the Stowe of Uncle Tom’s Cabin — indeed
Harper perpetuates that model more fully than any other writer of the postwar
years. In this fact, Harper suggests that the family-politics plan of authorship
survived as an empowering base for black women’s writing after white women
had largely reconceived their work as a more depoliticized “art.” Harper wrote
before specialized black cultural journals were founded around 1900, and she
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wrote before a black culture consolidated itself into a fully productive literary
matrix, as it did in the Harlem Renaissance. But she shows that an African-
American women’s writing world was already operative in the late nineteenth
century, organized on other terms than the white cultures of that time.

It would be tempting to argue that the variants just named represented
alternative literary cultures in the Gilded Age, and in a sense they did. But
if the term “alternative” suggests a socially powerful form of difference and
resistance, they only very partially deserve this label. For each of these writing
worlds had a severely limited ability to encourage literary production or com-
mand it social attention. Subscription publishing put commodity marketing
values over literary ones at least as controllingly as the dime novel did: when
Mark Twain added the padding necessary to give his books the proper heft for
this market, as he did again in Roughing It (1872) and Life on the Mississippi
(1883), he was accepting that the work of art be dictated by market require-
ments, not the internal necessities of its design. This system did the writer in
Twain no good — it helped make Twain an author only of great parts of books —
and in its light it is not surprising that no other literary author came out of the
subscription-publishing channel. The San Francisco culture of letters, which
might seem to embody an appealing antithesis to Eastern high-mindedness,
in fact offered little alternative. After the East absorbed its livelier writers it
could command only an extremely local attention for new work, and its cult
of relaxation largely discouraged such work’s production in any case. (This
culture’s principal historian, Kevin Starr, has commented that San Francisco
blunted ambition in its nineteenth-century artists.) In terms of the sheer bulk
of the text it printed, small-town newspaper publishing may have been one
of the largest literary producers of the nineteenth century. But except when
its products were reprinted elsewhere, as Riley’s were, such publishing had no
power to establish literary values beyond a circumscribed local sphere, and it
condemned would-be writers to the ephemeralism of one-day notice. The very
terms of its constitution made it too a weakly supportive literary base. The
politicized women’s culture Harper wrote in had little power to set a larger
culture’s literary or social agenda in the 1890s (though Booker T. Washing-
ton, W. E. B. Du Bois, and Ida B. Wells found more effective channels for
black social expression soon after Io/a Leroy’s year.) lola Leroy likely had some
audience beyond the black intelligentsia it principally addressed, but in 1892
such work lacked the means to make itself present to a general readership.

The United States did not have a homogenous literary culture in the later
nineteenth century, this is to say, but it did not have a totally pluralistic culture
either: for even though it included several separate literary worlds organized
on quite different principles, these worlds were not each other’s equals in
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cultural force. Admire or deplore it as we may, the principal historical fact
about American literature from the mid nineteenth century to the century’s
end was that its social life was given in a highly selective form: a form that said
that writing could receive strong support within and only within the dominant
systems outlined here. This social history did not dictate what authors could
imagine, but it did set the conditions on which their work could reach a
public. To understand American literature in the later nineteenth century is
to understand its relation to the terms of its public life.

A CASE STUDY: LITERARY REGIONALISM

Europe, European travel, and art conceived on European terms were of almost
obsessional interest to American literature in the post-Civil War years. This
development was a product less of Europe itself than of the new value that
was attached to “Europe” in America at this time. In the period after the
war, acquaintance with Europe and its fine arts became a principal mark of
social superiority in America, such that those aspiring to elite status felt the
need first for wealth, then for the cosmopolitan initiations that turn wealth
into class. The interest in Europe regarded as the home of superiority and
refinement drove many Americans with disposable income to foreign travel,
a pastime that had reached such proportions by the end of the century that
Henry James could growl of Venice: “the bark of Chicago disturbs the siesta.”
But Europe in this sense could also be accessed vicariously at home through
the new institutions of high culture: the art museums filling up with newly
imported Old Masters, for instance, or the symphony halls and opera houses
that served up European music as an upper-class American entertainment.

The new American literary organs also ministered to this interest in things
European, and writers were quick to see the opportunity this created. Begin-
ning novelists of the postwar years spotted the fact that the surest way to rise
in the American literary world was to put oneself forward as someone who
knew something about Europe. William Dean Howells, a son of Ohio whose
eyes were eagerly fixed on the Boston literary establishment, found his way
to literary success and the editorship of the Atlantic by writing a book about
Venice, where he had served as Consul during the war. Mark Twain started
out as a writer in the silver fields of Nevada, then in California, then Hawaii,
but he made his first great strike by writing up a tour of Europe and the Holy
Land that he took with an upscale Brooklyn congregation, the hugely popular
Innocents Abroad. Henry James lit on the “international theme” of American
innocents encountering the complexities and corruptions of Europe in the early
1870s and continued to work it throughout his long career.
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What this absorption with Europe and cosmopolitanism would not lead us
to suspect is that the literary field of this time is organized equally powerfully
around another notion, so opposite as to be the virtual negative of these loaded
terms. If the desire to overcome American provincialism drives one phase of
American writing in the post-Civil War decades, another phase is driven by
the urge to make writing a provincial affair. The literary work devoted to
leading the way out of local enclosure into the refinements and complications
of international civilization finds its historical companion in a body of work
that aims to perfect itself in the customs of the country: to locate those interior
American communities that have maintained a distinctive ethos and to make
literature the record of their local accents and ways.

The effort to memorialize the particularities of cultures remote from cultural
centers is by no means an invention of this time. This effort has American
precedents in the sort of chronicles of regional life that Cooper made for central
New York State in its frontier stage in The Pioneers (1826), or that Caroline
Kirkland wrote for a frontier Michigan being built on speculation in A New
Home — Who'll Follow? (1839), or that Susan Warner made for the household-
economy phase of Northern rural development in The Wide, Wide World (1850),
or that Hawthorne gave for a New England slipping into the status of cultural
backwater in The House of the Seven Gables (1851). From abroad this effort could
find analogues (among other places) in Turgenev’s politically charged notations
of Russian rural life in A Sportsman’s Sketches; in the border country novels of
Sir Walter Scott, the Midlands novels of George Eliot, and the Wessex novels
of Thomas Hardy; or in a great painterly gesture like Gustave Courbet’s Burial
at Ornans (1849), which confers on a homely provincial event the dignity of
treatment heretofore reserved for the grand and the great.

In the second half of the nineteenth century artistic localism represents,
paradoxically, an international movement; and it is important to remember
that the American painting of provincial life is in no sense an American innova-
tion. What is distinctive about this effort in its postbellum American context
is not the project itself but the extent to which it dominates the field of literary
creation. Immediately after the Civil War the local-color story emerged both as
a fully stabilized genre and as what might be called the genre of high visibility
in American literature. In the late 1860s Bret Harte landed an enormously
lucrative contract with the success of his California mining tales “The Luck of
Roaring Camp” and “The Outcast of Poker Flat.” The first writer to earn full-
fledged star status in the postbellum era, Harte’s success said that the ability
to deliver news from the provinces would now become grounds for American
literary celebrity. (Harriet Beecher Stowe, an author who achieved celebrity
under the different conditions prevailing in the antebellum decade, shifted
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her base of literary operations to regional reminiscence in The Pear! of Orr’s
Island {1862}, and so might be said to found the vein that Harte exploited.)
In the postwar decade the new American writers who did not make Europe
their literary base virtually to a man (and woman) took regional fiction as their
project, using their knowledge of some yet-unrecorded indigenous culture as
the capital with which to launch a career. Edward Eggleston projected himself
into authorship as the laureate of backwoods Indiana in The Hoosier School-
master (1871). In the early 1870s Sarah Orne Jewett began chronicling the
coastal Maine region first known in her fiction as Degphaven (1877). In 1874
George Washington Cable entered the public domain as fictive historian of
what his first collection (1879) calls 0/d Creole Days. A year later Constance
Fenimore Woolson worked up her knowledge of the old settlement around the
Mackinac Straits and the Zoar community of rural Ohio into her first volume,
Castle Nowbhere: Lake-Country Sketches. 1875 is also the year of “Old Times on
the Mississippi,” Mark Twain’s first exploitation of the region he would make
his chief literary property.

The form in which author after author saw his or her way into literature,
and for most of them the form they continued to work throughout their
careers, regional fiction also represents, from the Civil War well into the
1890s, a form for which the demand always exceeds the supply. The pages
of literary publications after 1865 are filled with writing in this mode, and
they seem only to want to be able to fill themselves with more. In an 1878
review Howells spoke of the dialect tale as a worn-out form, but in that
same year Howells’s A#lantic gave a kind of hero’s welcome to Charles Egbert
Craddock (the pseudonym of Mary Noailles Murfree) for having discovered a
new regional vein, the Appalachian hill cultures of Eastern Tennessee, and so
shown that the resources of regionalism were not exhausted after all. Impressed
by Murfree’s success, a Mississippi-born writer pen-named Sherwood Bonner
visited Tennessee for two weeks so that she too could produce this shade of
local color. So strong was the market for such writing that even this quite
shameless manufacturing of regional “knowledge” as a product for the market
found ready placement, as did Bonner’s equally quickly worked-up later tales
of rural Illinois. When Hamlin Garland sold a Midwestern regionalist story
to the New American Magazine in the mid-188os the editors told him they
would like a series of such sketches — proof not of Garland’s irresistible talents
but of the insatiable demand for the commodity Garland too found a way of
supplying.

As these facts suggest, the fiction of regional life represents not a genre
among others but a dominant form of literary production and consumption in
the post-Civil War decades. Accordingly, it is important to ask what charge it
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carries as a form: what weight it bears or what function it performs to make it
so central to the life of its time.

Whatever else it does, regionalist writing makes an issue of the local, and an
inquiry into the form’s cultural life might begin with the reflection that it rose
to literary prominence just when the local was becoming an issue in America in
anew way. It seems no coincidence that the Civil War should mark the starting
point of such writing’s emergence as a dominant mode. The great public event
in the lives of the postbellum generation, the Civil War, was a contest over
the form the local would be allowed to take in an emerging United States.
As a struggle over the South’s peculiar institution, the regionally particular
organization of labor and human status in black slavery, the war was a violent
physical debate over the tolerable limits of regional difference. As a struggle
to affirm either the inviolability of Union or the right of secession, the war
also fought out the root issues of local separateness: the power of included
cultures to make themselves self-governing entities, their right to control the
terms on which they would submit to a larger collectivity. The American
South — occupied by Federal troops until 1877 as a sign of the crushing of its
claims to the privilege of difference — was not regional writing’s first subject.
But writers found the South as literary material soon after the war. And the
parade of authors who came to writing by embracing the South as an object of
regional meditation — the twice-wounded Confederate soldier Cable; Murfree
and Bonner, both daughters of the Confederacy; the child of North Carolinian
free negroes Charles Waddell Chesnutt; Woolson, who moved South in the
1870s and whose identification with the despoiled South is the source of her
strongest work: this partial list can suggest how much the regionalist project
is animated by the South’s postwar status, and by the meaning of the local for
which the war made the South the sign.

Literary regionalism resonates in nineteenth-century America, as it does
not, say, in nineteenth-century England or France, with an actual regional war
fought in the very recent past. But the war was only the most visible phase
of a more general assault on local cultures that proceeded from many other
social causes. No history of the Gilded Age fails to take as its central story the
extraordinarily accelerated processes of capitalist-industrialist development
that transformed America from the 1830s on. As its emergence to leadership
in world industrial production in the 1890s proclaimed, America became the
leading case of a developed economy by the end of the nineteenth century, and
its history all through this time is the history of the reformation of relations that
marks a developing nation. The supersession of artisanal or home production
by new forms of industrial manufacture is one part of this nineteenth-century
history. Another is the amassing of new concentrations of wealth in America,
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and the articulation of a national financial system to supplement or supplant
community-based supplies of credit. Another phase of this history involves
the great American construction project of the later nineteenth century, the
building of a more and more tightly webbed national railroad network — an
event that every year brought more previously isolated localities into a national
and international scheme of market relations. (Four transcontinental railroad
routes were constructed in the 1880s. The South so to speak joined the national
market system in 1886, when it converted to nationally standardized track
widths.) The birth of chain stores and national-brand advertising campaigns
displays another phase of this process: the beginning of the amalgamation
of a dispersed and heterogeneous populace into a coherent market for mass-
produced goods.

We usually look to see the workings of these developments in the places
where they are most intensely concentrated: in the department store or the
factory, the industrial city or the great financial center. But the economic pro-
cesses that produced the nineteenth-century urban-industrial world as their
most visible symbol also encompassed that world’s apparent opposite, and
they produced just as decisive a new history for preindustrial rural America.
In some instances, development’s effect was simply to eradicate what pre-
ceded it and erect its forms in their place. Cleveland, Ohio, Chesnutt’s home
during the Civil War and Woolson’s early home as well, was a settlement
of 6,000 in 1840. During their early lifetime, it was made over into an
industrial city: a city where iron for railroads and other heavy industries was
smelted from Lake Superior iron ore and Pennsylvania and West Virginia coal
brought to this junction by a new transportation system. Standard Oil, the
paradigm of the Trust and so of the new concentrations of corporate power
that emerged in America in the 1880s, had its headquarters in this former
village.

In other instances, development’s effect was to leave a region to agrarian
production and the culture centered on such production but to redraw the
horizon this traditionalism operated in. After the Civil War the Georgia hill
country just south of Murfree’s Tennessee mountains remained a place where
farms were worked by family units. But the growing concentration of these
farmers on cotton reveals their steady shift towards producing, through house-
hold labor, for a translocal market — a conversion furthered by the conversion
of their principal creditors to Cash-or-Cotton as a scheme of payment.

In a third nineteenth-century scenario, development’s effect was not so
much to infiltrate and reorient a local economy as simply to draw off its
human resources. Rural New England towns not unlike Stowe’s Orr’s Island
or Poganuc experienced population declines of up to 40 percent in the late
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nineteenth century. Here local culture persisted, but the growth it stood out-
side of afflicted it with an unstanchable drainage of strength.

Even where a local community stayed substantially the same through this
time, by kegping its form it could become different through the process of
development. Randolph, Massachusetts, home town of regional writer Mary
Wilkins Freeman, lost fewer than 100 of its 4,000 residents between 1880
and 1900. But during this time the nearby town of Brockton, adopting more
modern versions of the shoe-manufacture that Randolph had led in its proto-
industrial phase, increased in size from 13,000 to 40,000: so that Randolph
became something else — became secondary, became (comparatively) underde-
veloped — by staying much the same.

These transformations of preindustrial American cultures did not begin in
1865. But the acceleration of capitalist-industrial development after the war
intensified these pressures on traditional organizations of local life. And the
stressing of the local through this large historical action is nineteenth-century
regional writing’s most important social occasion. Many authors in this vein
make clear that they want to write down local particularities because they
know them to be historically endangered. Murfree is recorded to have said
that she wanted to make East Tennessee known before the railroads penetrated
it entirely. Stowe’s Oldtown Folks (1869) offers to fix the image of the New
England of “ante-railroad times, the impress of which is now rapidly fading
away.” Regional fiction is the product of the moment when local culture is still
known but known to be being abolished. And in many cases this transformation
is not only regionalism’s spur to recollection, but the story it tries to piece out.

Cable’s fiction finds its subject in that mixed or creolized culture — part
French, part Spanish, part African and Native American, but not Anglo-
Saxon — that dominated New Orleans before the Louisiana Purchase. But the
work of fiction in Cable’s hands is to tell this culture into a plot of Ameri-
canizing modernization. In the early story “Jean-ah Poquelin” Cable restages
post-Purchase development’s incursions on an old Creole enclave. Out of loy-
alty to the leprosy-infected brother he shields from public knowledge, the
title character of this story seals his plantation off from the outside world.
But changes in the outside world change the meaning of his property. The
city grows out to incorporate it; the Building and Improvement Company
needs his land to complete the transportation system it is building to further
the city as a commercial center. In the guise of traditionalism (it feigns to be
a Creole charivari), this group of developers finally breaches Poquelin’s anti-
development defenses. When it does so a traditional culture reveals itself in
its full cultural difference — the secret brother is brought to light: an ethos
that puts family bonds over the imperatives of profit or progress manifests
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itself with dramatic force. But in this same moment it is literally dislodged,
giving way to the otherwise-constructed uses and values that now take its
place. In the powerful “Bras-Coupé” chapter of Cable’s ambitious novel The
Grandissimes (1880), the buried determinations of an older cultural order — here
involving Creole slaveholders’ mutilation of their slaves and slaves’ resorting to
the African-Caribbean heritage of voodoo for their revenge — are brought back
up for contemporary knowledge, again with an exorcising effect. Cable’s Creole
hero renounces family vendettas; embraces his brother-in-miscegenation in a
new kind of house, the business corporation; and joins the American free enter-
prise system forming around the representative of rationalism and economic
rationalization, the Anglo-Saxon pharmacist Frowenfeld.

Helen Hunt Jackson’s Ramona (1884), a novel written to popularize the case
against Native-American abuse that Jackson had made in such non-fiction
works as A Century of Dishonor, tells a different version of Cable’s story. Jackson
locates in California what Cable finds in New Orleans: a place where the prior
racial and ethnic cultures that American entrepreneurial culture has superseded
are visible still. But in Jackson’s account such entrepreneurialism subsumes its
historical rivals not through its moral progressiveness or “natural” inevitability
but through the rawer action of conquest and expropriation. Jackson (unlike
Cable) wholeheartedly sympathizes with the California Mexican and Indian
orders that are her victims of Anglo development: her book illustrates how
a regionalist’s identification with an alien culture can provide the base for a
powerful dissent from capitalism’s “progressive” ideology. But Jackson’s fic-
tion does to her region exactly what Cable’s does to his. She too images an
American society organized on other grounds than that of modern economic
development; and she too makes its story be the story of its supersession.

Mary Noailles Murfree describes a much less obviously conflicted region
in In the Tennessee Mountains (1884), and in some of her tales she treats this
region as a kind of self-enclosed precinct of bumpkinism. But in her most
ambitious story, “Drifting Down Lost Creek,” she uses this region to focus that
other development that economic development produces for rural enclaves.
Falsely accused and wrongly convicted, the inventive ironsmith Evander Price
is sent down from his native mountains to the state penitentiary. But in penal
restriction his world is thrown open. Introduced to industrial technology in
the prison work program, he finds that he has a natural calling towards an
industrial mode of production. While the countrywoman who loves him gets
him freed, Price returns not to her but to the world he more deeply desires:
“he lowed ez he hed ruther see that thar big shed an’ the red hot puddler’s balls
a-trundlin’ about, an’ all the wheels a-whurlin’, an’ the big shears a-bitin’ the
metal . ..” As Murfree now plots it, Cynthia Ware’s country world closes back
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in on itself, but it has been robbed, through contact with this other world,
of the means for its cultural perpetuation. (Having lost Price to industrialism
Cynthia Ware becomes a spinster.) She continues her culture’s distinctive ways,
but that continuation itself has been changed into something neurotic and
elegiac. Cynthia weaves, in other words she perpetuates the handwork and
household mode of production Price’s industry has rendered obsolete, but her
weaving is now less a functional than a compulsive and consolatory labor, the
gesture of an energy deprived of other outlets.

Murfree writes the history of economic development as the story of the
drainage of regional primacy and life. Sarah Orne Jewett might be said to
write it as the story of the creation of local cultural separateness. No trace of
modernity — no train, factory, bank, or store-bought good — appears in Dunnet
Landing, the coastal town of Jewett’s The Country of the Pointed Firs (1896).
Except for the unrepresented movement of the summer visitor who tells these
stories, nothing crosses either in or out of Dunnet Landing’s wholly local
human economy. Region here is a protected, not invaded, enclave; but part of
the genius of this book is to suggest that Dunnet Landing’s self-enclosedness
is not its inherent nature but a condition that has been created through an
economic-historical process. Captain Littlepage, the Ancient Mariner of this
now drowsy seaport, recalls the time when this town was a shipping center and
its residents great ships’ captains, full participants in the commercial enterprise
of their day; and as Littlepage expresses it what this gave the town was not
prosperity or power so much as experiential range: “in the old days, a good part
o’ the best men here knew a hundred ports, and something of the way folks lived
in them.” With the loss of its shipping business, the town has become mentally
“narrowed down” and “shut up i’ its own affairs”: its once-wider horizon of
action and knowledge has become local through its slippage from economic
centrality. The predicament of a culture become localized in this sense is what
Littlepage’s compulsively told story “The Waiting Place” reveals. The story of
an encounter with a ghostly other world, menacing yet wholly unresponsive,
this tale realizes in a gothic or fantastic mode the experience of coming to find
the living world of one’s time wholly alien or other. In another sense it realizes
not just what the developed world must look like to those who stand outside
of development but also what their own known world has become: “a place
where there was neither living nor dead,” an inanimate, undeveloping limbo
alongside but mysteriously untouched by the bustling activity outside.

Such instances establish that there is no single history of the cultural effects
of development in postbellum regional fiction. But they show how much
such development stands as this fiction’s historical referent. And this in turn
helps explain the genre’s tenacity in this period. This quite specialized literary



THE AMERICAN LITERARY FIELD, 1860-1890 53

form has a peculiar hold over authors and readers in the postbellum decades
because it speaks to the great extraliterary experience of this time. In the
years when capitalist-industrial development not only formed its own new
commercial economy but transformed every previously established American
cultural economy, regional fiction took on the role of registrant and articulator
of this great change. Not the local and traditional by themselves but the local
and traditional as processes other to them worked to change their nature is the
subject regional writing really addresses. In this sense the fiction of regions is
precisely a literature of development: one of the principal nineteenth-century
means by which the forces of social change were imaged, grasped, and known.

The way it speaks to the Civil War’s legacy accounts for part of regional
fiction’s peculiar power in this time. The way it formulates contemporary
economic history and its range of social by-products accounts for another part.
But we would get a rather different understanding of the literature-of-the-
local’s postwar life and function if we localized it in a more differentiated
way. In the post-Civil War period, when its brief seems to have been to leave
no indigenous culture unreported, such fiction was produced for virtually
every state. But however various its subjects, it was itself produced in certain
places, not others. If we ask where regionalism was produced at this time,
the answer is, overwhelmingly, in the organs of literary centers. Cable was the
historian of Creole life, but it was the New York-based Scribner’s Monthly and its
successor Century Magazine that found Cable and brought him to a public. The
Atlantic Monthly, bastion of Eastern refinement, was the high bidder for Bret
Harte’s “Western” literary output. It also published Twain’s “Old Times on the
Mississippi,” Woolson’s superb “Rodman the Keeper” (what Rodman keeps is
a Union cemetery in the subdued but still-hostile northern Florida), Murfree’s
“Dancin’ Party at Harrison’s Cove” and “Drifting Down Lost Creek,” and a
virtually monthly work by Jewett, including all of Degphaven and The Country
of the Pointed Firs. Harper’s, the journal that published Sherwood Bonner, had
a comparable monopoly on the works of Mary Wilkins Freeman.

In the later nineteenth century, this is to say, a literature of cultural enclaves
was produced a5 culture not in those enclaves but in their antithesis. It too
was produced through the journals of literary high culture, the instruments
that strove to establish the ethos of a dominant social group as “culture” itself.
Given this placement, we must assume that its original action was as part of
this historically particular cultural program.

Thinking nineteenth-century regionalism back into the site of its operation
helps clarify its involvement with the ideology of the vacation. The urban-
ized upper class that emerged in America after the Civil War was in a crucial
sense defined by its vacation habits. The postwar decades in which this class
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perfected the arts of international tourism are also when it laid out its char-
acteristic summer places, the mountains and the seashores that it colonized as
its resorts. These vacation practices took on further weight as the feature of
this group’s way of life that most fully expressed the difference of its social
identity. Its secularized outlook, mandating a pursuit of worldly pleasure not
yet tolerable in rival American cultures; the easy mobility that differentiated it
from more rooted social formations; its peculiar ability to exempt its members,
particularly its women and children, from economic productivity; above all its
wealth, its command — not universally shared — of surplus financial resources:
these features were summarized and given visible expression in the vacation,
which became an emblem of this class’s social prerogatives.

Notall readers of the Gilded Age’s prestigious literary publications belonged
to the social group marked in these ways. But the “world” as this class under-
stood it is the one these periodicals formulated and projected. And one of the
clearest ways in which they indicate the group ethos they are in the service of is
in the centrality they confer on the idea of vacation. One virtually mandatory
feature of such journals’ tables of contents is the kind of piece represented
in such titles as “The Lakes of Upper Italy,” or “A Little Tour in France,”
or “The Adirondacks Verified,” or “Summer Resorts on the St. Lawrence.”
Through such features these journals present themselves virtually as a travel
supplement, seeking out ever-new vacation venues and making them mentally
visitable in print. The fact that international theme novels of the Gilded Age
were serialized alongside such travel pieces suggests that they elaborated on
the same socially based touristic interests. And the fact that the regional fiction
of the Gilded Age was produced together with these two genres, as a virtually
mandatory ingredient in the same textual recipe, implies that it cooperated
with them in producing the same sense of the world.

Such writing often explicitly grasps its subject from the vantage of the
summer person. Murfree “knows” Tennessee mountain culture because she
summered in the Cumberlands. (An urban vacationer frames the telling of
“Dancin’ Party at Harrison’s Cove.”) Jewett, though actually from Maine,
recreates Maine in her fiction as something known by a visitor from the city —
in Deephaven, a girl who summers at the shore as a change from the monotony
of European travel. But whether this origin is explicit or not, it is easy to see
Gilded Age regional fiction as articulating the world in vacationers’ terms.
Read with its original companions in print, this writing appears as one part
of a larger textual action devoted to creating a steady supply of new places —
“unspoiled” and hitherto “undiscovered” — for the reader to resort to in mind.
Mount Desert Island provided a real place to visit; Dunnet Landing was vicar-
iously visitable in print.
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As one phase in a larger body of contemporaneous vacation writing, region-
alist fiction might be said to help remake the world in the image of a particular
group’s prerogatives of leisure. But we could also see this vacation writing as
reenacting not just this group’s pleasures but its placement in cultural power.
No American culture of the nineteenth century was so insular as to be unaware
that cultures constructed on other principles existed all around it. One distinc-
tion of the emerging postwar upper class is that it positively cultivated this
awareness. This formation differentiated itself by its insistence on going out
of its sphere to find worlds with other horizons. But this organized cultivation
of the foreign worked, paradoxically, to establish its own cultural centrality.
Tourism in print fills the pages of the high-cultural journals of the Gilded Age
for the reason that it performs this feat so efficiently. In its monthly-renewed
“discovery” of Italian hill towns or Appalachian enclaves or French-Canadian
provinces or lost New England villages, such writing supplies not just poten-
tial resorts but a steady supply of cultural otherness. Its operation is to produce
a world marked as foreign; but also to make that foreignness fully graspable;
and so to confirm the superior inclusiveness of the culture in which the reader
is positioned.

The way regional fiction performs this underwriting of the regional’s cul-
tural opposite is revealed in an early example of the form. In the preface to
The Hoosier Schoolmaster, Edward Eggleston recollects how, as a Hoosier school-
boy, he resented the cultural dominations that excluded Midwestern life from
books. His announced goal is to resist a narrow New England cultural hege-
mony by extending American literature’s social and linguistic franchise, giving
literary representation to “the back-country districts of the Western states” and
recording a “/ingua rustica” other than the “New England folk-speech” of James
Russell Lowell. Using the provincial to dispute the reign of the center is the
professed motive for this regional writing; but in practice Eggleston works in
virtually the opposite way. Within The Hoosier Schoolmaster, backwoods Hoosier
culture is grasped through another outlook that makes it appear barbaric and
grotesque. Specifically, it is grasped through the conceptual grid of the New
England-born hegemonic culture of this time. The emotionally hot and rhetor-
ically hyperactive religion of backwoods revivalism appears in this novel —
Eggleston is one of the first writers to realize that in America, writing about
regional culture will often mean writing about evangelical Protestantism —
but it appears as a monstrosity next to the form of piety the book prefers: a
cooled-down, non-sectarian religion of good deeds descended from Bostonian
Unitarianism. The backwoods school of the book’s title is measured, similarly,
against the chief institution by which a New England model of civilization
was normalized and disseminated in nineteenth-century America: the graded
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public school, presided over by a certified instructor and repudiating the
discipline of the rod, devised by Horace Mann and his fellows around 1840.

A provincial or vernacular culture is made known in The Hoosier Schoolmaster,
then, but this is inseparable from the process by which the superiority
of another culture is ratified and confirmed. It is not surprising then that
Eggleston’s happy ending takes the form of the reestablishment in the back-
woods of dominant culture’s instruments of control: the new graded school in
which the schoolmaster will now acculturate the young and the new asylum
in which his partners in virtue will manage social aberrants.

Not many works renew the domination of dominant culture so overtly as The
Hoosier Schoolmaster. But in a sense this process does not need to be overt, since
it is embodied in regionalism’s nature as a form. The very idea of making other
cultures’ particularities available in print implies a fundamental imperialism,
an attitude of annexation and consumption towards the different or remote.
(The flow of knowledge that regional fiction effects runs only one way, towards
the culture of the center.) Further, this genre’s formal properties insure that
the regional will be represented on terms that mark it as secondary or subor-
dinate. Dialect speech is the major requirement of this form. One of the chief
qualifications nineteenth-century regionalists need to possess is the ability
to produce authoritative transcriptions of vernacular speech. (Authoritative-
sounding ones, at least: since the whole point is that this speech is not known
to its readers otherwise than through the regionalist’s transcription.) Their
pages, accordingly, teem with unfamiliar American tongues — Creole: “Dat
marais’ billong to me; Strit can’t pass dare”; Deep South black English: “you
jes take keer o’ dis chile while I'm gone ter de hangin’”; New England country
talk: “I thought mebbe Alfred would relish ’em fur his breakfast; an’ he’d got
to have ’em while they was hot”; Appalachian drawl: “Fur ye see, Mis’ Darley,
them Harrison folks over yander ter the Cove hev determinated on a dancin’
party”; Midwestern farm speech: “Good land o’ goshen, if you ain’t the worst
I ever see!”; California miners’ tongue: “Wa-al, I knew a Jim Smiley, and he
were the durndest fellow.” But in virtually every instance, this tongue is set
over against the correct literate speech of the cultural center, a language its
vagaries help reestablish as correct (the very conception of these tongues as
dialect implies the standardness of some other speech); so that its “authentic
local” usage persistently validates the notion that some other usage is not local
but the norm.

Regional fiction might be said to stage a detour into foreignness in order
to reinforce the authority of the center. If we now ask what actual foreignness
this fiction refers to, we can grasp the work it performs more concretely. It
is a lictle hard to believe that the literary audience of the Gilded Age cared
quite as much about Maine fishermen and Tennessee mountaineers as such
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figures’ recurrence in their reading matter would imply. But it is possible
to imagine other American strangers who impinged on them much more
nearly: namely the immigrants who brought their increasingly foreign cul-
tures to America in the later nineteenth century. Sarah Orne Jewett perfected
the image of her Old High Yankee Dunnet Landing in the decade of massive
immigration of Italians, Jews, Slavs, and Poles from Southern and Eastern
Europe. Helen Hunt Jackson wrote her romantic nostalgia piece about old
Mexican California in the decade when California passed virulent Restric-
tion Laws against Chinese immigration. Mary Wilkins Freeman produced her
Massachusetts village tales in the decade when the Irish first seized control
of Boston city government. The dialect tale in general thrived in the decade
when Northern and Midwestern state legislatures debated laws to require
English-language instruction in parochial schools.

Dominance, linguistic and otherwise, was an issue for the social sector
addressed in Gilded Age literary journals because that dominance was being
challenged at this moment, challenged by the threat of a massive decentral-
ization of American cultural power. That threat — more properly, that devel-
opment felt by the native culture-making classes a5 a threat — is another
determinant of regional fiction’s nineteenth-century American life; and it is
partly as a way of coping with that threat that it performed its office. Peculiarly
among the genres of this time, this form addresses the strangers in the land.
It deals with those who talk strangely, those Americans whose lives betray
an ethnic (one meaning of “regional”) difference. But as it deals with “the”
foreign this genre’s operation is to make it not so foreign: first by substituting
old, native ethnicities for disturbingly unfamiliar ones — Downeasterners for
Eastern Europeans, backwoods Protestants for Confucians or Jews; then by
making “their” difference something “we” can appreciate and grasp. Region-
alism acknowledges the existence of rivals to American urban-gentry culture
but acknowledges it symbolically, by representing one sort of rival in the image
of another; and through this representation it also makes this other something
its audience can mentally master, absorb into the empire of its growing cul-
tural knowledge. In this sense regional literature was not only written for the
cultivated classes but worked imaginatively on their behalf; and the way it
negotiated this group’s contemporary position explains why it became their
preferred literary mode.

REGIONAL WRITING AND THE ROLE OF THE AUTHOR

The social placement of a literary genre by no means delimits what an author
can make of that genre. When they engaged this form, writers brought their
own concerns to it and made it yield their own kind of sense. Jewett used
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the fiction of un-self-renewing places to produce some of the most powerful
elegiac writing in the postbellum decades. Taking this form to the 1880s
northern Great Plains, the scene of killing droughts, falling wheat prices,
declining land values, and a massive farm debt crisis, Hamlin Garland used
it to document a contemporary agricultural depression, making regionalism
a literary extension of the Populist Movement. Twain made his Mississippi
River country a far softer version of pastoral but then compulsively reengaged
it to grapple with the presence of slavery in this regional idyll: a vision worked
out with deepening clarity and force from Tom Sawyer through Adventures of
Huckleberry Finn to Pudd nhead Wilson.

But writers alone do not set the terms of a literary form’s public life. That
is established through the ordering of a culture, and through the play of social
interests in the cultural sphere. In America in the second half of the nineteenth
century, cultural circumstances created a position of great complexity and
power for regionalist fiction. Circumscribing the individual acts through which
it was imagined, this genre had a role created for it in which it assumed such
contradictory functions as to image industrial development and to project
imaginatively entered getaway places; to open up isolated native regions to
public knowledge and to figure a new population of foreigners; to dramatize
the pluralism of contemporary American culture and to put such pluralism
under the sway of a culture concerned to maintain its rule.

These are the main terms of regionalism’s life in the Gilded Age; but one
further fact needs to be added. This is that in addition to its many other roles,
regional fiction supplied late nineteenth-century America’s primary point of
literary access. Short in length, simple in its conventions, this was a genre it
was comparatively easy to learn to write. And it was the peculiar nature of
this genre not only not to bar the disadvantaged from writing, as the novel
of European travel did, but to make disadvantage itself a sort of resource.
The fiction of underprivileged areas and marginal lives, this genre made the
first-hand knowledge of culturally subsidiary situations into a valuable literary
asset, with important literary-historical results. For all its orientation towards
the upper social strata, this is a time when the American literary world opened
the door to writers from a variety of non-elite literary backgrounds. They
gained this access through the regionalist genre, and through the value it
conferred on the experience of outsiders.

The roster of late-century local color writing is crowded with women’s
names. Sarah Orne Jewett, Mary Wilkins Freeman, Constance Fenimore
Woolson, Mary Noailles Murfree, Helen Hunt Jackson, Sherwood Bonner
(Katharine Sherwood Bonner MacDowell), Rose Terry Cooke, Grace King
are only the most obvious members of the list. Their number indicates that
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regionalism supplied the “door” for women into letters in late nineteenth-
century America that domestic fiction had supplied a generation earlier. The
reason is not far to seek. In its separation from the larger contemporary world,
the regional backwater yielded an imaginative equivalent to another enclosed
precinct, women’s traditional domestic space. This likeness supported a new
version of women’s work: chronicling everyday life in unmodernized places.

Such writing set the norm for women’s literary labor in the Gilded Age, but
women were not the only ones to be enabled by this form. Hamlin Garland
came from a social origin far more distant from literary high culture than most
women writers of his time. He grew up on a succession of farms in the upper
Midwest, and it was not until he was sixteen, when his father took a job as
a grain elevator operator and moved into town, that he was exempted from
manual labor and freed to devote himself to reading and writing in school.
Garland was cringingly self-conscious of his uncultured origins (“you’re the
first actual farmer in American fiction,” Joseph Kirkland told him early in his
career), but regionalism gave him an entrée to the world he craved. The fact
that he could supply literary fare from an untapped region made him able to
place his work with Eastern publishers, and Garland eventually established
himself in the literary world by purveying images of life far outside that world.

Garland achieved his literary role at the price of uprooting himself from the
origins he imaged, and the emotional complexity of this situation fuels his
richest work. The story that dominates Garland’s first volume Main-Travelled
Roads, “Up the Coulee,” gives painful expression to the guilt induced by his
flight from the farm and its (in his eyes) hard, degrading labor. Garland’s best
book, the 1917 autobiography Son of the Middle Border, is the story of how he
became an author of regions: a story of flight and cultural reaffiliation that
paints the conditions of authorship in the Gilded Age with unusual clarity
and detail.

Garland’s near contemporary Charles W. Chesnutt is usually called the first
African-American author to have won a place in mainstream literary culture.
Chesnutt too secured this access through the mediation of the regionalist tale.
The son of free blacks from Fayetteville, North Carolina, the prodigiously
self-educated Chesnutt won early advancement in the world of education,
becoming head of the institution of highest learning open to blacks in North
Carolina, the State Colored Normal School, by the age of twenty-two. But
he hungered for another form of career: “It is the dream of my life — to be a
writer!,” he confided to his journal in 1879.

The emergence of a new Southern variant of the dialect tale just as Chesnutt’s
ambitions were taking shape gave him a way to realize this dream. Joel
Chandler Harris’s Uncle Remus: His Songs and Sayings, published in New York
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in 1880 and hugely popular in the North, and Thomas Nelson Page’s Virginia
stories like “Marse Chan’,” published in Century Magazine in 1884, deliver the
power of storytelling over to a locally rooted Southern black. The vivid vernac-
ular of these tales made a place for black voices in literature, but it met other
and even opposite needs as well. Published just after the North abandoned
the program of Reconstruction, leaving Southern whites to repeal the social
gains blacks had won since the war, these stories have an obvious function of
easing the trauma of this desertion. The black speaks in these stories, but only
to state his contentment with the old Southern order to which the North had
just handed back his social fate.

But the establishment of a market for black dialect among white readers
and publishers had a further and quite different effect as well. It created a
need a Southern black could fill, and so made an opening for an African-
American author. Though Chesnutt had virtually no prior experience as a
published fiction-writer, his ability to fill out the Harris-Page formula with
fresh vernacular materials enabled him to place his work in the most prestigious
literary journals. “The Goophered Grapevine” was printed alongside Horace
Scudder’s polemics for mass instruction in the New England literary canon in
the 1887 Atlantic, and “Po’ Sandy” was published together with Henry James’s
The Aspern Papers in the same journal the next year.

Few writers have experienced such a rapid arrival. As Chesnutt was to learn,
however, there was more to this enablement than met the eye. After this heady
debut, it was Chesnutt’s hope to work free of the dialect folk-tale form, or in
his words to “drop the old Negro who serves as mouthpiece” and “get out of the
realm of superstition.” The reasons for this wish are not hard to grasp. Though
he had subtly ironized the formula of a white speaker from the dominant classes
and his “colorful” black subordinate, Chesnutt was reluctant to circulate the
fiction of race relations that these conventions put forward, which occluded the
actual history taking place in the South: the creation of institutionalized racial
segregation. An exquisitely educated person, self-taught in Latin, French and
German, Chesnutt was also reluctant to accept that “the” black could only
ever be imaged as the illiterate, the lower class, or the folk black: realities as
far from him as from any of his white readers.

But when he attempted to exit from his work’s first form, Chesnutt found
that the literary world that was happy to receive him in black-dialect folk garb
was less willing to receive him without colorful ethnic dress. When he sent a
novella about life in the Southern mulatto professional class to the Century in
1890, Richard Watson Gilder rejected it as “unmellow” and “uninteresting.”
Stymied throughout the 1890s, at the end of the decade Chesnutt found a
publisher willing to do a volume of his stories “if you have enough ‘conjure’
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stories to make a book” — in other words, if he would return to the genre he
had found constricting ten years before.

Chesnutt did what he was told, and the resultant volume, The Conjure
Woman, ranks with the most important works of American regionalism. But
Chesnutt was not the only writer to find that the literary-cultural field that
surrounded regionalism delimited his authorship at the same time that it
enabled it. Demand for this genre let people from hitherto excluded origins
become authors in the late nineteenth century, but virtually no one who entered
literature through this form was able to escape the constraints of this form.
A writer like Jewett shows far less restiveness with the genre than Chesnutt,
but it remains a fact that she had virtually no literary life outside this form.
In a publishing career stretching over almost forty years, Jewett was first and
last the writer of unmodernized coastal Maine, making only the most minor
literary forays out from this base.

The work of Mary Wilkins Freeman suggests the self-consciousness such
constraints produce. Freeman borrows from Jewett the sense that one of
the most characteristic human types produced in regional backwaters is the
obsessive-compulsive. Jewett’s Captain Littlepage has one story he is driven to
tell; her Elijah Tilley has one interest in life, the memory of “poor dear”; Abby
Martin has concentrated her life in one relationship, her imagined twinship
with Queen Victoria. Freeman takes a strain of obsessiveness already strong in
Jewett and makes it virtually the only operative dramatic element. A Freeman
story begins when a character falls into an inflexible, inescapable insistence.
The mother of Freeman’s “The Revolt of ‘Mother’” will have the nicer house
she was promised. The hero of “A Conflict Ended” w:// sit on the church steps
in silent protest against a long-forgotten turn of church politics, even if it costs
him his marriage and his happiness. The aged crones of “A Mistaken Charity”
will have their own hovel to live in and their own vegetables to eat, even if
they have to break out of a charitable welfare institution to get them.

Such obsession carries a meaning about the world these tales address.
Freeman suggests that in cultural backwaters, the human energy that would
normally be put into action flows into self-rigidifying eccentricity for lack of
other outlets. But it is impossible not to feel that these tales are charting the
terms of their own existence quite as much as the places they portray. Freeman’s
authorship has in common with its obsessive heroes that it is immitigably com-
mitted to repetition. Enclosed in the genre that enables her career, writing for
Freeman means telling again about the aging engaged couple who have not
yet managed to marry, telling #gain about the aging woman who refuses to
be supplanted from her minor cultural function, and so on. The fiction that
results from this iteration is often powerful, but Freeman’s writing is, and



62 THE AMERICAN LITERARY FIELD, 1860-1890

knows that it is, circumscribed. In Freeman’s hands regional fiction measures
the narrow space its author commands and explores the identity that can be
achieved in narrowness, not by breaking but by fiercely adhering to its narrow
bounds.

Together with the cultural work the genre performed, then, Gilded Age
regionalism also had complex consequences on the author’s side, and both the
genre and the authorship it sponsored made continuing marks on American
literary history. Already recognized as a cliché by the late 1870s, this genre
managed not to die the death its familiarity seemed to condemn it to, and it
was still going strong well into the next century. (Has it ever wholly died?)
Sherwood Anderson’s Winesburg, Ohio, Zora Neale Hurston’s Eatonville,
Florida, Faulkner’s Yoknapatawpha County, Mississippi, and Laura Ingalls
Wilder’s Little House on the (Dakota) Prairie are obvious successors to the
workspaces of nineteenth-century regional writers, and it would be easy to
name a hundred more.

But later writers inherited the patterns of authorship the regionalists consol-
idated quite as much as their topics or themes. Edith Wharton was determined
not to be the sort of self-repeating, self-delimiting author that she saw in Jewett
or Freeman, and she avoided the regionalist genre as a way of resisting their
form of career. (She returned to write a classic work of regionalist revival, the
novella Ethan Frome, after the danger of being taken for a woman regionalist was
past.) But later authors took a different tack. Flannery O’Connor and Eudora
Welty are writers in the Freeman—Jewett mold: writers who returned to their
home town to work, lived in their family homes rather than starting families
of their own, wrote fiction of their local place whatever the literary vogue,
and regarded such choices as acts of intentional self-definition. (“All vocation
implies limitation,” O’Connor wrote in a letter her predecessors would under-
stand.) The fact that their choice of subject should be so intimately bound up
with these choices of career form is the result of a complex history: one more
yield of the life regionalism led in late nineteenth-century American letters.
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MUSEUM REALISM

THE ORIGINS OF DISTINCTION

William Dean Howells, in an 1887 editorial column for Harper’s Monthly, noted
that four prestigious American periodicals — The Century, Scribner’s, the Atlantic
Monthly, and his own Harper’s — had all simultaneously published new stories
by Henry James. “The effect,” Howells writes, “was like an artist’s exhibition.”
This “accidental massing” of James’s fiction, in other words, reminded Howells
of a unique kind of public place, the museum or exhibit gallery: “one turned
from one masterpiece to another,” viewing “a high perfection” on display in
each one. Howells’s trope, comparing published fiction to a museum exhibit,
was not in itself unusual. A century earlier, for instance, a New York City
serial that included fiction and poetry appeared under the title Weekly Museum
(1788-1817). But the assumptions that motivate Howells’s trope in the 1880s
differ sharply from those that had informed the title of the earlier serial.
The New York weekly was a “museum” because it collected for the reader
heterogeneous materials of general interest, advertising itself as a “repository”
or “assemblage of whatever can interest the mind.” By 1887, however, the
figure of the museum no longer connotes eclecticism but rather a consistency
of “high perfection,” aesthetic purity rather than diversity. Howells’s use of
the museum trope, moreover, bespeaks a new kind of cultural authority also
absent from the earlier era. By invoking the museum, he claims for fiction the
imprimatur of a defining modern institution whose authority is based first and
last on the importance of disciplined representation, the specialized exhibition
of images and objects. Howells’s analogy draws on the currency of what his
contemporary George Brown Goode, director of the Smithsonian, called “the
modern Museum idea.”

As Goode’s phrase suggests, in the later nineteenth century the museum is
not just an institution or site but a resonant, organizing idea with a profound
influence on cultural perception itself. The “museum idea” isalso a literary idea:
an ability to distill the values of high cultural authority and distinction makes
the museum an important zgpos in the pages of fiction. Henry James opens the
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first scene of his novel The American (1877) in a room in the Louvre, one of
innumerable gallery scenes in his novels. Henry Adams’s novel Esther (1884)
aggressively recasts New York’s Cathedral of Saint John into a secular “gallery”
for viewing religious art as treasures of humanist culture. Edith Wharton in
The Age of Innocence (1920) locates a crucial meeting between lovers in front of
a glassed-in collection of antiquities in the New York Metropolitan Museum
of Art. The museum’s importance as a symbolic site also makes it a setting
for some of the most penetrating critiques of dominant cultural values. Jane
Addams makes the art galleries of Europe her site for challenging the social
sensibilities of affluent Americans. W. E. B. Du Bois includes in his masterwork
The Souls of Black Folk (1903) a race fable played out in a New York concert
hall, and uses the Chicago Institute of Art as a setting in his novel Dar Princess
(1928).

Even more significant than their museum settings, these works address a
reader who shares, or should aspire to share, the savvy of the novels’ cos-
mopolitan characters. Unlike most of the fiction that preceded them, such
works expect of their readers the same subtle discriminations of observation,
the specialized tastes, and the acts of trained attention required of visitors to
metropolitan museums. The museum-goer’s habits of perception, moreover,
are presumed by these writers to be indispensable for understanding the wider
world. When the narrator of one of James’s novels says that the characters
form a “lictle gallery” (one woman is a “pastel under glass”), when he calls
the country villa where they gather a “museum,” James supplies an index to
a much broader field of cognition. The museum idea is a transportable belief
that the world is most legible whenever the right kind of observer confronts
and understands selected objects — within the walls of the museum or with-
out. Thus Venice can be for James a “vast museum,” complete with crowds
passing through imaginary turnstiles and gondoliers and beggars who serve as
custodians and ushers while “they are even themselves to a certain extent the
objects of exhibition.”

Bridging institutions and cognition, the museum idea is fundamental to
understanding literary production in the later nineteenth-century United
States. Literature in this period succeeds as never before in claiming autonomy —
fiction-writing becomes a recognizable profession, literary pursuit earns the
dignity of a national academy, and the history of American letters secures its
place as a worthy object of study in the university. Yet that very autonomy is
symptomatic of a new integration of cultural, political, and social domains.
The museum is the secular temple at the center of an American society in
which the arts are at once more independent and more closely integrated into
mechanisms of civic governance. For this reason the era’s most consequential
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literary development — the emergence of a sphere of high literary culture — can
be described as occurring under the sign of the modern museum, as witnessed
by the fealty paid to the museum in the plots and tropes of the literature itself.

It is more than a casual analogy, then, to describe an editor like Howells as
undertaking the new work of a literary curator. The most influential critic in
high literary circles, Howells helps establish a new understanding of fiction
in which selected works emerge not only as extraordinary art objects but also
as artifacts of a special order of representation, an order which, like museum
exhibits, claims access to knowledge unavailable in other forms of display.
By the 1880s, efforts by Howells and others to distinguish and elevate that
order of representation had acquired the status of a literary movement or school
labeled Realism, after the Réz/isme writing of European novelists. In retrospect,
Howells’s attempt to identify a definitive set of formal features and methods
for American Realist fiction was not altogether successful, but he succeeded
beyond question in acquiring for fiction precisely the same civic prestige associ-
ated with the museum. Offered in the name of advancing a democratic public,
his essays and reviews install a literature intended not for amusement but for
the higher rewards of discernment and cultural enrichment. Howells’s most
important critical work, Fiction and Criticism (1891), details the principles
of this high Realist venture. In it Howells distinguishes a literary sphere in
which a form of leisure, novel-reading, is converted to an accumulation and
preservation of high cultural value. It has become the task “for realism to assert
that fidelity to experience and probability of motive are essential conditions
of a great imaginative literature. It is not a new theory,” Howells writes, “but
it has never before universally characterized literary endeavor.” Only with this
distinctive literary sphere in place could Howells greet brand-new magazine
stories like James’s as the equivalent of the works of old masters — instant
“masterpieces.”

Crucially, Howells’s curatorial authority over the masterworks of prose gave
him a related authority — far more tenuous but still propitious — over a sphere
he reviled: the unruly theatrics of an emerging mass culture. His responsibility
as a leading man of letters, as he saw it, was not only to publish and disseminate
masterpieces of fiction but to save fiction from the degenerative effects of a vast
machinery of “shows and semblances” appearing everywhere in the American
landscape. Fiction and Criticism reveals Howells’s keen attention to the effects of
mass forms on readers’ sensibilities. “Love of the marvellous,” Howells laments,
had produced a species of fiction on a par with the circus and burlesque theater.
Conceding that even a cultivated person may like “the trapeze” in occasional
“moments of barbarism,” Howells is nevertheless adamant that circus-like
attractions of unreal spectacle and melodrama, when absorbed into fiction,
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produce aliterature of distortion. “In a world which loves the spectacular drama
and the practically bloodless sports of the modern amphitheatre,” novelists too
often fall into the “service of sensation.” Like “burlesque and negro minstrelsy,”
such literature will inevitably “misrepresent life.”

The mark of worthy fiction, in contrast, is precisely its aspiration to
“represent life” — the same goal pursued, through their respective professional
methods, by museums of ethnology, natural history, and fine art. Modern
literature, the advocates of Realism hold, is on the side of science. Howells
enlists for fiction his era’s supreme confidence in the power of expert represen-
tations. Realism has cultivated an audience of serious novel-readers, readers
who “require of a novelist . . . a sort of scientific decorum. He can no longer
expect to be received on the ground of entertainment only.” Howells claimed
his friend Mark Twain for the campaign to cultivate American fiction, but it
was Henry James who represented the “finished workmanship” and “dispas-
sionate analysis” that were central to the highest Realism. The only aesthetic
pleasure to be trusted is the “beauty in literature which comes from truth
alone.” For critics and editors seeking to advance a new Realist aesthetics, the
important distinctions are not between genres — the novel as opposed to the
poem, or fiction against non-fiction. The real gulf is between true and false
cultural sites or systems of representation. The struggle is between the fidelity
of authoritative signs and depictions in opposition to the distortion and excess
of mass spectacle — the museum against the circus. Only fiction like James'’s,
possessing the kind of mastery on view in museum exhibitions, will be able
to adequately “represent life.”

In truth, however, this fundamental opposition between real and unreal
representation was itself a false conception, though a powerful one. How-
ells’s lament that the “cheap effects” of mass entertainment too easily infected
literature belies his anxious awareness of the frequent traffic between high
and low arts, between Realist artistry and commercial artifice. To be sure,
the rise of an autonomous high culture in this period is a momentous fact;
high art’s authoritative claims on beauty are of a piece with science’s claims
on empirical truth, a second passage to the real. But high culture’s achieved
autonomy should not be mistaken for any imperial indifference to the ragged,
proliferating materials of popular arts. On the contrary, the very autonomy of
high culture — art’s self-defining, self-justifying value — forms itself against
those promiscuous materials. From the first, high culture carries an acute and
formative interest in what it opposes: the dime novels and nickelodeons, the
sprouting commercial posters and veiled peep shows, the acres of newsprint
and the unreal worlds of amusement parks. With varying degrees of aware-
ness, Realist authors recognize that the phantasms of this early mass culture
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are fast becoming one of the most unyielding facts of the modern world. The
untethered, protean commercial signs and images of that sector had come to
constitute a reality-shaping force of enormous magnitude. With this aware-
ness, the disciplined institutions of high culture retain a complex tie — a mix
of antagonism and envy, even imitation — to the unruly world of commercial
entertainment they oppose.

The museum itself may be the institution that expresses most vividly the
vexed kinship between high culture and its mass-culture antagonists. Lurking
just outside the preeminence of the great metropolitan museum was the pop-
ular dime museum, devoted to precisely the pleasures of eclectic spectacle that
so distressed Howells. P. T. Barnum’s establishment, the American Museum,
had revealed an enormous public appetite for factitious visual images and for
sheer performance brio in a society that was then still officially suspicious of
the theatrical. Launching the venture in New York during the 1840s, Barnum
made the most of this ambivalence by introducing his curiosities under the
auspices of the museum and calling his performance hall a museum “lecture-
room.” The institution of the museum was capable of serving as something of
a facade in those decades, allowing audiences to dodge any of the potentially
troubling associations of commercial theater. All museums have a more or less
suppressed theatricality, a latent sensationalism; Barnum’s genius was to make
the museum’s surface disavowal into the very means for staging sensational
commercial entertainment. The tactic is reflected in Barnum’s Struggles and
Triumphs (1869), an autobiography that became the most widely read book
in the later nineteenth century after the Bible. Despite proudly acknowledg-
ing the kinds of “constantly diversified” exhibits in his “great Lecture Room”
(from “industrious fleas, automatons, jugglers, ventriloquists, living statuary,
tableaux, gypsies, Albinoes, fat boys, giants, dwarves” to “mechanical figures,
fancy glass-blowing, knitting machines and other triumphs in the mechani-
cal arts [and} American Indians”), Barnum still claimed the august national
museums of Europe as his counterparts and rivals: “I frequently compared the
annual number of visitors with the number officially reported as visiting (free
of charge), the British Museum in London,” Barnum boasts, “and my list was
invariably the larger.”

By the 1880s, with the establishment of metropolitan museums in most
leading American cities, the institution of the museum had finally rid itself
of what Henry James called the open “Barnum associations and revelations.”
But even in this later era the museum was not a pristine, autonomous space,
a “classifying house” that merely ordered and preserved authentic specimens
of art and nature. It remained linked, in invisible but structurally important
ways, to the more unruly world of commercial exhibition it opposed. The same
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animal-collecting agencies that supplied Barnum with animal attractions for
his circus, for instance, also provided natural history museums with specimens
for their scientific displays. There were even direct transfers between circus and
museum: when one of Barnum’s most famous elephants died in the middle of
a tour, for instance, naturalists and museum taxidermists rushed to transform
the gigantic corpse into one of the prized attractions of New York’s American
Museum of Natural History. The plate glass for that museum’s exhibitions
was supplied by one of the trustees, Theodore Roosevelt Sr., whose company
manufactured the large glass sheets behind which the ornate displays of depart-
ment store goods were staged for urban crowds. In many of their techniques of
architectural design, crowd control, and exhibition display, museums shared
the habits and tactics and even the selfsame materials of the world of amuse-
ment parks, fairs, and commercial spectacles. These sub rosa exchanges with
mass-cultural forms, together with a critical opposition to it, gave museum
displays of this period their particular texture, authority, and appeal.

That the prestige of the museum was indebted to the mass culture it opposed
points to enduring puzzles. How are we to understand the effects of this
historical entanglement between opposed spheres? Does the profit motive
driving mass culture nullify all but commercial values in popular works and
venues? Do high cultural forms encourage an active transformation of thought
and feeling, an enlarged freedom of consciousness, or do they serve an agenda
of social exclusion and control? Still unresolved, these questions make their
first appearance in the later nineteenth century and take a particularly stark
form in the United States, the birthplace of major innovations in mass culture.
At stake in this history is the formation of the modern category of the literary,
its function and fate in our own media-reliant society.

When Henry James traced the “earliest aesthetic seeds” of his creative con-
sciousness, he revealed that among the origins of his art was an extensive
“Barnum background” of circus acts and Broadway spectacles. In a remarkable
chapter from his memoir A Small Boy and Others (1913), James recalls his still
vivid responses to the acrobat shows and staged chariot races, to the sights of
Barnum'’s “halls of humbug,” with their “bottled mermaids, ‘bearded ladies,’
and chill dioramas,” and to the popular stage dramas with the “creak of car-
pentry” audible in their more ambitious scenic effects — all thrilling stops in
the excursions of his New York childhood. James seems by turns amused and
dismayed by the fact that “sordidities and poverties” of vulgar entertainments
could have produced in him such deep stirrings, “from the total impression
of which things we somehow plucked the flower of the ideal.” Although he
conveys with considerable wit his adult knowledge of the “meanness” of what
he once took for glamour, James is still at pains to stress that the “crude scenic
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appeal” of such spectacles could engender the highest kind of critical and aes-
thetic sensibility. It was in such places, he writes, that the young James “got
his first glimpse of that possibility of a ‘free play of mind’ over a subject which
was to throw him with force at a later stage of culture, into the critical arms
of Matthew Arnold” — a high distinction born of low theatrics.

Even the supreme “majesty” of Europe and European art turns out to be
something James first experiences as an American spectacle. James’s memory of
Niblo’s and Franconi’s gardens, and “circuses under tents on vacant lots,” leads
directly to his recollection of visits to the nearby Crystal Palace, a New York
recreation of the London exhibition hall, where “showy sculpture” in “profuse
exhibition” produce for him the effect of Europe and “big European Art” before
he ever travels in a European country. It is here, then, that European art is first
experienced through American artifice: “I remember being very tired and cold
and hungry there . . . though concomitantly conscious that I was somehow
in Europe, since everything about me had been ‘brought over’ . . . If this
was Europe then Europe was beautiful indeed.” A gaudy American showplace
literally stages for the young James the idea of Europe and conjures a future
self who will be shaped by the continent he has not visited since his infancy.
“The Crystal Palace was vast and various and dense, which was what Europe
was going to be; it was a deep-down jungle of impressions that were somehow
challenges.”

Against the contention that high and low spheres were inherently at odds,
here James insists that they possess a kinship, an essential relation binding their
distinct identities. His close analysis of his own artistic “initiation” through
mass spectacle recognizes a complexity in aesthetic experience that is missing
from Howells’s tenets. These popular entertainments, James claims, were “a
brave beginning for a consciousness that was to be nothing if not mixed, and a
curiosity that was to be nothing if not restless.” Confessing an “adverse loyalty”
to these origins in popular spectacle, James locates an important context for
the questions of representation that preoccupied literary and cultural critics of
his generation. It suggests that the distinctive aesthetics of various high arts of
this period, the polished realism of museum displays and accomplished novels
and paintings, may in fact owe something fundamental to their rival forms in
mass culture.

The dual tendencies towards exchange and disavowal were a controlling
influence on literary production. In the new institution of the Realist novel, as
in the metropolitan museum, the imperative to “represent life” was never sim-
ply a matter of mimesis, of rendering a close transcription of social reality. At
a deep and formative level, Realist writing also enacted a mimetic rivalry with
other compelling cultural systems. Realism is a conventional name for a body
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of literature, but in the formation of that writing “realism” is less a descriptor
than a watchword, a talisman that guides a historical process of differentiation
alert at every point to the ungoverned mass-cultural productions to which it
opposes itself. The high Realist novel is a museum-like institution, haunted
by its own kinship with an emergent mass culture, and shaped in fundamen-
tal ways by the disorderly mass pleasures it both imitates and disavows. It is
an institution committed to public pedagogy and a new disciplined kind of
reading, the inverse of which is its own unacknowledged tutelage from pop-
ular entertainment and media. It is a form concerned with the refinement of
taste and distinction, which is nevertheless drawn to the vulgar glamour of
publicity. The Realist novel claims the detached mastery of the scientist while
it vividly dramatizes fragmented zones of experience and vertiginous states of
feeling. It aspires to transparency and authenticity while being obsessed with
artifice and simulation. High Realism presumes for its reader a strict bodily
decorum of controlled manners despite its keen absorption in the sight of
the “alien” ungoverned bodies it imagines for certain women and immigrants
and people of color. The impressive reach of this prose, its often astonishingly
perceptive explorations of consciousness and social life, comes in no small part
from an emergent mass culture that was a basis for its close elaboration of
distinctions.

In assessing this writing, James’s account of the birth of his cultural con-
sciousness in the halls of Barnum supplies an index to a critical history of high
Realism and its cognate arts. Three related topics stand out as key concerns.
First, the memoir invokes in detail a landscape of early mass-cultural forms, a
site for James in which diffuse pleasures and feelings stir closer calibrations of
aesthetic judgment. A second topic, then, is the aesthetic consciousness born
in a dialectical relation to that mass landscape: out of low theatrics emerges a
power of discernment that will become identified with spaces of refuge such
as the writer’s study, the metropolitan museum, and the high art object itself.
James’s memoir identifies a third concern, finally, in his recollection a phan-
tom “Europe,” where Europe is an idea or effect that precedes the place itself.
This notional Europe is the geography that orients American high culture and
US transnational ties and territorial expansions. A powerful spur for a mixed
transatlantic traffic in culture and capital, a record of racial valances that go
largely unspoken and unchallenged, America’s projected fantasy of Europe
exerts a controlling force during the country’s debut as, in W. E. B. Du Bois’s
words, a “vast economic empire.” In mass spectacle, in cultural distinction,
and in the magnetic force and racial charge of Europe, James’s tale contains a
grammar for articulating the history and possible meanings of high literary
culture and its others.
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LITERATURE FOR THE BILLION

In Edith Wharton’s novel The House of Mirth (1905), Lawrence Selden dispar-
ages the New York elite for staging their social life in the “glare of publicity,”
the high visibility of the mass-circulation press and showy public appear-
ances. Selden is not particularly bothered by wasted wealth or class snobbery
in these circles. Rather, he is critical of the “ideals of a world where con-
spicuousness passed for distinction,” where sheer public visibility counts for
more than sensibility and fame eclipses character. In opposing “conspicuous-
ness” to “distinction,” Selden names a pair of key terms that define one of the
abiding obsessions of the Northeastern literary establishment in its uneasy
alliance with the economically driven host culture of the later nineteenth
century.

Both “conspicuousness” and “distinction” describe prominence or social
recognition, but placed in opposition to one another they mark two divergent
sources of that recognition. For the new class of literate professionals like the
urbane lawyer Selden, “distinction” had become a complex, almost circular
idea. To be a man or woman of distinction no longer meant one possessed a
secure claim to membership in the leading propertied class, as it would have
meant to the antebellum gentry. In the increasingly dynamic, competitive
culture of postbellum America, the superiority of true distinction became a
more elusive quality. Neither birth nor wealth alone could secure it; as Selden’s
note of disdain for the wealthy elite suggests, one could be rich and well born
buct still found wanting. Instead, distinction is now rooted in inward qualities
of mind and perception. To possess real distinction is to be able to make
distinctions, to discern aesthetic richness from commercial blandness, to value
achievements of mind over merely material advances. Selden has a striking
name for men and women of distinction: they are citizens of a “republic of
the spirit.” Membership in this invisible nation depends on immaterial traits
of refined seeing and understanding. “There are sign-posts” to this “country,”
Selden explains, but “one has to know how to read them.”

The attributes of true distinction, then, cannot be universally recognized
or read; conspicuousness, in contrast, is what we cannot help reading. Like
advertising and celebrity and other creations of modern publicity, conspicu-
ousness supplies its own self-interpreting signs. Whereas distinction resides
in exceptional discernment, conspicuousness is the insistent, iconic visibility
that precludes any need for discernment. Hence the urgency felt by cultivated
people like Selden for a semantic opposition between the two terms, for con-
spicuousness threatens to make distinction irrelevant, even obsolete. Cultural
leaders believed that the “glare of publicity” present everywhere in the new
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commercial society was a direct threat to the softer, private illumination of the
best aesthetic and moral judgment.

Language, though inherited, is alive to historical change. The splitting
of related words into disparate concepts, or the blending of unique terms
into a new and unified meaning, can signal reordered social possibilities and
conditions. A deep shift of this kind may be behind the need to articulate a
starker difference between notions of conspicuousness and distinction in the
later nineteenth-century English lexicon. It is in this period that cities become
centers of not only an enormously enlarged sphere of commerce but also of
an unprecedented production of communication, the commerce of signs and
meanings —a mass circulation of words and photographs, faces and trademarks,
visual styles and commercial rituals, all following paths of profit rather than the
reasoning of deliberative politics or educated opinion. Under these conditions —
conditions most obvious in the mass-circulation press, in rapidly rising book
sales, in the visual landscape of cities dominated by commercial display and
advertising —an earlier cohesive idea of Enlightenment rationality is strained to
the breaking point. Previously, the ideal of Enlightenment presumed a perfect
compatibility between human reason and human progress; an advance in one
would secure an advance in the other. Now, the material changes wrought
by rational modernization appear able to dwarf the power of personal reason
and judgment. What was previously imagined as a sphere of shared, public
reason, if only as a realizable ideal, is now viewed as a world divided between
the indiscriminate fame conferred by public display and individual powers of
reasoned discrimination. Enlightenment as an ideal illumination gives way to
a self-generated rivalry: conspicuousness at war with distinction, the glare of
signs against the lights of discernment.

Were these forces really so antithetical? While the writers who describe the
stark opposition were rendering a profound cultural experience, there are good
reasons to see the matter in rather different, less polarized terms. The belief that
enlightened perception — the subtle cognitive capacities of aesthetic judgment,
taste, and distinction — had become uniquely imperiled is a belief that animates
the most resonant works of high culture in this period. But we need to recognize
this conviction as a complex and deeply ironic truth. Its inverted truch lies
in the fact that the conviction of peril actually helped create what was thought
to be under threat: specialized judgments of taste and closely calibrated forms
of cultural perception. The critic and educator Charles Eliot Norton lamented
that “no one knows how to think anymore” and laid the blame on the public
appetite for popular magazines. His 1888 essay in The New Princeton Review,
“The Intellectual Life of America,” is representative indictment of the popular
publications that were “largely addressed to a horde of readers who seek in them
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not only the news of the day, but the gratification of a vicious taste for strong
sensations; who enjoy the coarse stimulants of personalities and scandal, and
have no appetite for any sort of proper intellectual nourishment.” Yet Norton’s
judgment issued from a new critical establishment that owed its increased
authority in no small part to its opposition of that expanding popular sphere.
For that reason, the sorts of thinking and reflection cultivated in Norton’s
world — the world of highbrow cultural journals, university programs in the
humanities, professional and artistic networks connecting New York City and
Boston to European cultural capitals — these modes of thought were just as
surely the products of the new commercial conditions as the seeming lapses
that Norton so lamented.

To read the literary elite of the period is to realize that the scope and scale
of popular writing — “literature for the billion” as James puts it — irrevocably
changes the measurement of literary achievement. At one extreme, the sheer
volume of printed matter in this period appears to foretell an extinction of
the literary. In an essay from his Literature and Life (1902), Howells invents
an interlocutor who wryly praises magazines and Sunday supplements by way
of warning the editor against his foolish predilection for “intellectual” books:
“If you don’t amuse your readers, you don’t keep them; practically, you cease
to exist.” Beginning with a sharp rise at mid-century, magazine sales swelled
exponentially. In 1885 the four American magazines with a readership of over
100,000 together sold 600,000 copies a month; by 1905 five times as many
magazines enjoyed sales of that order and their aggregate circulation reached
5,500,500 per month. In roughly the same period, Joseph Pulitzer’s New York
World rose from 15,000 readers (in 1883) to a circulation of over a million by
1900.

Norton’s complaint that the floodtide of magazines had somehow washed
away the ability to think is perhaps more accurately an admission of his own
feelings of submersion, for certainly such numbers meant that far more readers
than before were spending more time with the printed word — just not with
the words of Norton and his peers. They were reading instead such works
as the working-girl novels of Laura Jean Libbey who pushed her sales past
sixteen million books with titles like Only @ Mechanic’s Danghter, Madcap Laddie,
and Plot and Passion. They were buying the books of Sylvanus T. Cobb, who
parlayed his newspaper writing for the New York Ledger (2,305 pieces in all)
into a career as the producer of over 122 novels. Reform fiction of all kinds —
temperance novels, potboilers about urban degeneration, divorce novels, and
labor stories — continued to prompt Americans to buy and consume books as
reading became a more widespread form of mass social engagement. It was
a form of religious engagement as well: religious novels like the bestsellers
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from the minister Harold Bell Wright were often adapted for tent-show plays,
where the millions inspired at the revivals could buy the book after the show.
Mass-produced fiction, in other words, had not lowered readers’ tastes so much
as turned popular tastes to the work of creating new readers in unprecedented
numbers.

Although men of letters like Norton were far from becoming extinct, then,
the explosion in print and in book buying did produce a new readership for
whom elite authors were largely outsiders. Hence the writers’ recorded sense
of exile from what James called a “commonschooled and newspapered democ-
racy.” The new consumption had reordered the map of literate America and
elite authors existed on its margins, unread luminaries if not unknown names.
The genre of the urban exposé, begun in the antebellum period by George
Lippard and E. Z. C. Judson, flourished expansively in the post-Civil War
era, and books like Edward Crapsey’s The Nether Side of New York (1872),
J. G. Grant’s The Evils of San Francisco (1884), and George Stevens’s Chicago:
Wicked City (1896) disclosed to the new readers a fictional underworld that
now reached as far as the West coast. The revelation of these unfamiliar urban
underworlds in fiction mirrored the unforeseen massing of the new popu-
lation of readers who consumed them, and if the readers were less menac-
ing than the urban underworld, they were hardly less mysterious, at least
to the literary establishment. Where had they come from? Unbidden by
literary gatekeepers, this new nation of readers seemed to materialize from
nowhere.

They had not, of course. Technology, impersonal and largely invisible, played
a foundational role. The introduction of linotype machines in 1885, and new
printing presses of lightning speed enlarged capacity beyond what anyone had
foreseen. Print was not only voluminous but cheap. Newspapers and paper-
backs were suddenly everyday purchases for a public with steeply rising rates of
literacy. The completion of national transportation routes ensured that read-
ers were amassed not through localized bookselling alone but increasingly
through the long reach of advertising campaigns, transcontinental distribu-
tion, and improved transatlantic trade. These developments meant that the
local place where readers bought and read their books mattered little; members
of a sewing circle in Oregon Territory, stockyard supervisors in Chicago, and
domestics in South Florida hotels might all spy the same ad or book cover and
be enlisted into the readership for a given dime novel. The importance of loca-
tion was displaced, as it were, from the site of the reader to the setting of the
book. The shift may be one of the reasons historical romances fared especially
well in the new mass market, as their exotic fictional settings — the Jerusalem
of Jesus’ day in Lew Wallace’s Ben Hur, the Renaissance Italy of Francis Marion
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Crawford’s novels — became a common ground for millions living in disparate
places.

In this unbinding of people from the determinants of local place, mass
fiction and journalism made vivid one of the signal developments of modernity.
By making physical place less consequential, mass publishing illuminates a
transformation that one current theorist describes as “a ‘lifting out’ of social
relations from local contexts of interaction and their restructuring across time
and space.” As a mass form, the historical romance in vogue in the later
nineteenth century is an incarnation of this new mediation of social relations:
the genre produces a fictional locale whose specificity is the inverse of the
dispersed location of its massive audience. The reader’s freedom to traverse
time is likewise a sign of these modern conditions. Despite the return in Ben
Hur to the zero degree of Christian history, the life of Jesus, Wallace’s bestseller
reflects a decidedly secular appropriation of time, a paperback tourism that
made the Jerusalem of Jesus merely one site alongside Rider Haggard’s fantastic
African jungles in King Solomon’s Mines (1887) and the medieval England of
Charles Major’s When Knighthood Was in Flower (1898). Self-declared Realists
like Howells saw the huge popularity of historical romance as a troubling
flight from modern life. In fact, the genre is a harbinger of an intensified
modernity, an early rehearsal of habits of mind increasingly cut loose from
more immediate proximities of place and time. The backward gaze of historical
fiction, in other words, exemplifies the way technology and modern markets
were rapidly encroaching on the authority of the local, the here and now of the
congregation, the municipal bank, and the rural county calendar.

POPULAR SPECTACLE AND THE SPACE OF THE STUDY:
HENRY JAMES AND MASS CULTURE

For cultural leaders, these results of modernization seemed starkly opposed to
modern progress. Whereas Realist writers saw themselves painting in the lines
of social history, inscribing causal continuities and logical probabilities, mass
fiction seemed riveted by mere sensation, an infantile regression. In Howells’s
words, a “spectacle muse” was the deity of the age. The phrase appears in one of
his most interesting meditations on the fate of literature, an essay entitled “At
a Dime Museum” (1902). A distillation of the worst impulses of an emerging
mass culture, the dime museum for Howells exposes the imperative to amuse
that was pulling down all cultural expression to “the level of show business.”
As Howells knows, tact and humor are required in any critique of popular
culture; to fulminate is to risk being cornered as a prig and thus to forfeit
the grounds of sophistication that is the critic’s only cultural advantage. To
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sidestep that trap, Howells invents an urbane “friend” who, in a campy tribute
to “cheaper amusements of the metropolis,” relates to the editor the knowing
pleasures he found at an afternoon’s visit to a dime museum, a jaunt during
an idle hour “between two appointments.”

A report from the cultural wilds, the friend’s account details the crowded
collection of “clever” things on display at the popular establishment, from “two
gloomy apes” to contortionists “of Spanish-American extraction.” Howells’s
readers, however, are implicitly asked to find a sharper cleverness in the friend’s
account itself. Delivered from the comfort of an easy chair in the editor’s study,
an intimate space into which the reader has gained privileged entry (“finding
room for his elbow on the corner of my table he knocked off some books for
review”), the friend’s story conveys the second-order enjoyment of recognizing
the naiveté of “popular taste.” All of the friend’s avowals of delight are thus
subtly — and instructively — disingenuous. His reported pleasure is real but
always double: the discerning reader must hear two notes, the stated report
and its damning overtones. To know, for instance, that his description of the
“unflagging energy” of the toiling actors in a museum theatrical is not a piece
of praise but a superior smile is the reader’s reward for finding herself at home
with a Howells essay rather than at a dime museum.

The subtle pleasures from Howells’s structure of layered discriminations
become especially complex when the friend is able to mock — and thereby
simultaneously affirm — his sense of his own superior sensibilities at viewing
an exhibit of Australian aborigines:

On a platform at the end of the hall was an Australian family a good deal gloomier
than the apes . . . staring down the room with varying expressions all verging upon
melancholy madness, and who gave me such a pang of compassion as I have seldom
got from the tragedy of the two-dollar theatres. They allowed me to come quite close
up to them, and to feed my pity upon their wild dejection in exile without stint. I
couldn’t enter into conversation with them, and express my regret at finding them
so far from their native boomerangs and kangaroos and pinetree grubs, but I know
they felt my sympathy, it was so evident. I didn’t see their performance, and I don’t
know that they had any. They may simply have been there ethnologically, but this
was a good object, and the sight of their spiritual misery was alone worth the price of
admission.

Exposing the coarseness of the racist exhibit, the passage is nonetheless
primarily a striking extension of Howells’s analysis of taste. The speaker’s
mockery of his own feelings of compassion, in other words, is Howells’s
sign that taste is a surer moral index than raw sentiment. At stake here
is finally not the exhibit’s racism (which is matched by the narrator’s own
slicker version, evident in the glib evocation of tree grubs and boomerangs)
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but rather Howells’s indictment of the bad taste of a moralism got on the
cheap.

Virtuosity can be tactical, an inoculation. Howells’s demonstrated mastery of
taste in this essay clears the way for his cultural criticism. The fictional “friend”
and alter ego (who, as Howells’s creation, displays the editor’s own urbanity
as author) becomes the figure to pose the strongest — because most knowing —
challenge to the critic’s concerns about mass culture: “Isn’t all art one?” he
asks. “How can you say that any art is higher than the others?” If spectacles
like Australian savages, lady inventors, and South American contortionists
give ephemeral pleasure at appropriately low prices, the friend argues, what is
the harm? “Why is it nobler to contort the mind than to contort the body?”

This challenge, of course, is really Howells’s well-dressed strawman. “I am
always saying that it is not at all noble to contort the mind,” is Howells’s reply,
“and I feel that to aim at nothing higher than the amusement of your readers
is to bring yourself most distinctly down to the level of the show business.” To
equate all arts as merely different branches of entertainment is to risk delivering
up literature to the “spectacle muse” of a commercial age. In its witty tour
of a dime museum, the essay is Howells’s brief against the distortions of a
commercial culture attuned only to the principles of “show business” — to the
allure of novelty and the freakish (the contortionist), the power of ignorant
wishes (a fortune-teller) and fraud (a perpetual motion machine), the appeal
of indiscriminate display and visual shock (a curio hall). Relatively harmless
in itself, the dime museum for Howells bespeaks a world where success in
literature is measured by the commercial criteria that govern mass spectacle, a
world where the dime-store drama is simply a more affordable Hamlet, and the
literary author is no more than a glorified Barnum. As the figure of the friend
puts it to the editor, “You do your little act, and because the stage is large and
the house is fine, you fancy you are not of the sad brotherhood which aims to
please in humbler places.” Howells’s protest essay is at once a recognition of
cultural commodification and a display of a new species of literate wit, namely,
Howells’s own cultural fluency and polyglot taste that can take up the myriad
pleasures of mass culture and go them one better. He thus anticipates the
strategies of those postmodern artists who, dropping protest, build intricate
layers of literate discrimination out of the acknowledged power and disparate
forms of mass culture.

In “At a Dime Museum,” then, mass forms represent not an obstacle but an
occasion for an exhilarating performance of literary sensibility. For discrimi-
nating readers, Howells’s multivalent tones and nimble reversals trump the
sensational productions of show business. Alongside this literate display of
fluency, however, is the essay’s indirect acknowledgment of certain generative
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capacities in mass culture, capacities that can be said to outstrip the “intellec-
tual character” of the literary. Unwittingly, Howells in this way identifies a
certain limitation to literary writing. It comes in a mock defense of the circus,
when Howells’s imaginary friend admits only one complaint about that form
of mass entertainment, namely the “superfluity” of the circus’s three rings:
“Fancy reading three novels simultaneously, and listening at the same time to
a lecture and a sermon, which could represent the two platforms between the
rings.” The absurdity of the conceit pits mass-culture excess against literary
profundity. Literature wins, of course. But the image also recognizes a circum-
scribed quality of the literary. The high fiction Howells has in mind works by
focusing the reader’s full attention through a single object, the text in hand.
Reading of this sort requires the elimination of competing stimuli. Relative
silence, bodily stillness, and physical comfort are its necessary if not sufficient
conditions. Literary reading favors an individual mental concentration that
acquires imaginative leverage by excluding other somatic and social realities.
In contrast to this monopoly on the reader’s attention, however, mass forms
like the circus and the dime museum seek to multiply objects and stimuli.
In their very excess such sites open out to multiple zones of experience and
feeling, zones to which the high cultural novel has no imaginary access. By
itself, the blunt sensation of spectacle may be literature’s opposite number. Yet
the simultaneous visual, aural, and kinetic stimulation of a circus suggests an
aesthetic heterogeneity in mass culture that is closer to a counterpart to the
literary, if not a rival. Fancy reading three novels, indeed!

If Howells harbors any sense of a rival complexity from this quarter of
popular culture, his essay downplays it. But his decision to focus most of the
essay on the dime museum may betray a more defensive posture than Howells
means to show. By making the dime museum his representative site, Howells
chose a venue of popular culture that by 1902 would have been seen as rather
outdated, even quaint. Already on the scene and flourishing were other forms in
thrall to the “spectacle muse” that promised a wider, more aggressive cultural
reach. The subculture of the urban dance hall, the enveloping world of the
amusement park, the planned mayhem of deliberately staged train wrecks —
these and other forms of entertainment convey the complex power of popular
spectacle in the late nineteenth century. Far from fostering infantile retreat,
the affective experiences available at these commercial sites are innovations in
feeling that respond to the social and material technologies from which they
spring. Howells’s mock fantasy of reading three novels simultaneously is a
piece of satire, to be sure, but the image may harbor a wish that high literature
had the ability to match the multiplicity of physical and mental experiences
newly available at the sites of mass culture.
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The dime museum offered its pleasures under a single roof, producing an
“intimacy” among the visitors that Howells’s interlocutor wryly likens to “a
domestic circle.” In contrast to the dime museum’s homeliness, amusement
parks like Coney Island, Dreamland, and Luna Park captured the scope and
complexity of the modern city. During the 1870s and 1880s, the smaller
(and seedier) carnivals and Atlantic seaside resorts of the immediate postwar
years grew into the amusement parks that became the unofficial capitals of
America’s emergent mass culture. By the century’s end, millions passed annu-
ally through the turnstiles of these enclosed but extensive worlds, make-believe
cities with their own fantastic architecture and playful transport and trade.
Turrets, illuminated towers, and monumental statues in these parks antic-
ipated the skyscrapers that would later dominate cityscapes. Water chutes
and small-scale railways alluded to mechanized urban transportation while
supplying controlled bursts of exhilaration. These fabricated cities were, as
one visitor put it, “crazier than the craziest part of Paris,” replications of the
modern metropolis in which the scale, variety, and sensory assaults of urban
spectacle could be manipulated for pleasure. Unlike a dime museum or even a
circus, an amusement park was less a staged spectacle than a spectacular total
environment, replete with landmarks, maps, and guides.

Though intended to evoke the size and heterogeneity of a real city, the
amusement park importantly recast the most daunting elements of modern
urban life. The density and speed of industrial cities, their outsized scale and
purposeful chaos, were refashioned as the ingredients of mass entertainment. A
Coney Island hotel in the shape of an enormous elephant could, through sheer
whimsy, tame the increasingly massive size of urban buildings. The human
crowds at amusement parks were themselves an exciting attraction. By the
time the new parks were in full swing in the 1890s, over 200,000 people were
descending daily on each of the leading parks. Whereas the audiences for such
mass phenomena as the newspaper, the bestseller, and later the radio remained
invisible and disembodied, amusement parks allowed mass consumers to see
themselves gathered as a visible social body, one that resembled a leisure class,
at least for a day. Rides and attractions turned the hazards of industrialism
into kinetic pleasures that millions were eager to purchase with their industry
wages. Patrons who rode the Leap Frog Railway at Luna Park, for instance,
rushed along in small, open-air railcars that appeared certain to crash into
other oncoming cars until the tracks prevented the collision at the last second.
Disasters and large-scale accidents, all too frequently emblazoned in newspa-
per headlines, became their own live theatrical spectacles at the parks. One
production at Dreamland, “Fighting the Flames,” involved a cast of 4,000
characters (including 300 “midgets”). Any and all park spaces were a potential
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stage. Why limit the services of the ocean to providing waves for bathers when
it could also serve to present the reenactment of a famous shipwreck? Why not
build a raised platform over the man-made lagoon at the foot of the Shoot-the-
Chute as the site for a three-ring circus, complete with equestrian acrobatics
and cakewalk competitions on a stage suspended in mid-air? Although visitors
felt they had entered “another world,” amusement parks offered not an escape
from modernity but rather a temporary mastery of modern experience made
possible by a canny multiplication of the visual and kinetic stimulations of
urban settings.

The park’s larger-than-life dimensions, its massing of populations, its offer
of unbounded and frenetic activity — these features closely match the traits that
literary critics most condemned in popular literature. Henry James remarked
often on the “colossal” and “deafening” daily production of fiction and jour-
nalism, and was both repelled and intrigued by the “mere bulk and mass” of
the print industry of his day. In James’s mind the print world, no less than the
amusement park, flaunted extremes of scale and mass volume as ends in them-
selves, tributes to the “immense public” courted by both industries. Edith
Wharton professed a lifelong aversion to “crowds,” a distaste central to the
distinct ambivalence she felt at the popular success of her own novels. The
massiveness of objects and crowds at sites like the amusement park allowed
everyone to see the otherwise invisible transformation of American life into
a mass society. A parallel transformation of scale was simultaneously remak-
ing the world of publishing, but rather than producing pleasure the altered
landscape startled and distressed elite authors.

For James, the new print industry was not only outsized but suggested
something dangerously kinetic, a “cataract” or “flood of fiction” that “swells
and swells” until readers are sure to be “smothered in quantity and number.” In
a typical essay, “The Future of the Novel” (1899), James announces with alarm
that “the book is everywhere.” Print has become an unbounded medium and
the novel seems to “penetrate the easiest and furthest,” leaving hapless readers
immersed and disoriented. The landscape of popular culture, with its rides,
novelties, and crowds, suggests that millions of Americans sought out precisely
the sorts of kinetic sensations and enveloping environments that provided the
terms of James’s condemnation of publishing. So much the worse, then, for
modern letters: the “future of the novel” looked too much like the future of
the amusement park.

But if the print industry evoked a paper Coney Island, literature in this
era also had its modern-day sanctuary: the author’s study. The private office
or study of the writer became an iconic space, the site most removed from
modern “quantity and number.” James wrote of the relief of entering his study
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as a “blessed and uninvaded workroom,” a “sacred and solitary refuge.” The
writing rooms of scholars and artists have always received elevated importance,
from the philosopher’s “studie” in Chaucer’s tale (“there-as his bookes be”), to
the indoor retreat where Wordsworth recollected in verse the beauty of nature.
But in the late nineteenth century the study becomes emblematic not just of
creative thought but also a pointed opposition to a mass-mediated public. As
such, its connection to private life takes on new aesthetic and social meaning.
If the amusement park was mass culture’s capital, the private study was the
nerve center for a high civilization under threat. Dedicated to creative work
rather than raucous play, to silence or quiet conversation rather than the noise
of crowds, the study was antithetical to the world of popular spectacle. The
private office or study thus became a literary space of a complex kind — not
just a space for literary production but a flexible symbol of the literary as such.
When Howells began his editorial column for Harper'’s Monthly, he called it
“The Editor’s Study.” There was an impressive efficiency (if not circularity)
to this trope: the image of a personal study supplied a concrete location and
visual “look” for Howells’s literary authority, just as its use as a title of the
editorial column of Harper’s confirmed the space of the study as a symbolic
repository of literary value. The California writer Gertrude Atherton even
kept a photograph of Howells’s real study on the writing desk in her own,
as if to channel through a visual image the otherwise abstract and intangible
property of the literary. When the scholar James Russell Lowell published
Among My Books (1870) and My Study Window (1871), the titles not only
announce Lowell’s subject, his venerable literary understanding, they also offer
readers an entrance to that knowledge through the image of the intimate space
of his personal study. Such titles allowed critics and authors to circulate literary
judgment — including implied judgment about what is literary — as a kind of
personal, almost unmediated sensibility, despite its distribution through the
medium of print.

As both a symbolic site and a real room, the author’s study is a significant
topos for Realist novelists as well. And when imported into narrative fiction,
the figure reveals what the private study really housed as a symbolic space:
not merely books and writing desks but conceptual differences, the marked
distinctions necessary to isolate and distinguish the literary. In fiction, the
personal study is a setting that functioned as a literal setting apart. In Wharton’s
novel The Age of Innocence (1920), for instance, which harkens back to the New
York of the 1870s, Wharton establishes the difference between the protagonist
Newland Archer and his more conventional wife by enumerating the features
of his study. With its “sincere Eastlake furniture, and the plain new book cases
without glass doors” holding volumes of Herbert Spencer and Dante Gabriel
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Rossetti, Archer’s study is distinguished as an intellectual’s preserve in the
midst of a quietly stultifying bourgeois household. To the discerning reader,
these interior details certify the value of dedicated reading by way of an implicit
contrast: the knowing taste that created Archer’s study is distinguished from
the merely good taste of his genteel family and social circle. The study is thus
a place for the active interplay of thought and feeling — for literary openness —
as opposed to a repetition of inherited forms.

That the space of the study functions to showcase literary meaning through
a kind of formal narrative relief is even clearer in a Howells novel, The Minister’s
Charge (1886). The Reverend Sewell, a literary man, accidentally encourages
the poetic ambitions of a farm hand, the untutored (and largely untalented)
Lemuel Barker. Sewell is at a loss when Barker unexpectedly turns up on his
Boston doorstep one day, but he invites the young man into his study in an
attempt to show kindness.

“Come upstairs with me into my study, and I will show you a picture of Agassiz. It’s
a very good photograph.”

He led the way out of the reception-room, and tripped lightly in his slippered feet
up the steps against which Barker knocked the toes of his clumsy boots. He was not
large, nor naturally loutish, but the heaviness of the country was in every touch and
movement. He dropped the photograph twice in his endeavor to hold it between his
stiff thumb and finger.

Whereas Howells’s “Editor’s Study” and Lowells’s My Study Window invite
readers into a shared textual space for a meeting of the minds, here the invita-
tion to enter a study serves inversely to expose Barker’s incomprehension. The
very “heaviness” of his footfalls on the stairs bespeaks an inherent friction, a
cultural resistance or drag that all but stops him in his tracks and foretells his
inability to grasp (even to hold on to!) the cultural touchstones collected in
Sewell’s study. His entry into the space of the study reveals, as if by natural
law, just who he is — or rather, who he is not. Nothing of Barker, body or soul,
belongs in the study.

[Sewelll went on pointing out the different objects in the quiet room, and he took
down several books from the shelves that covered the whole wall, and showed them
to Barker, who, however, made no effort to look at them for himself, and did not say
anything about them. He did what Sewell bade him to do in admiring this thing or
that; but if he had been an Indian he could not have regarded them with a greater
reticence.

The analogy with a silent “Indian” is hardly casual; Barker’s stoic unrespon-
siveness is paradoxically expressive of deep cultural difference. Like a photog-
rapher’s dark room, Sewell’s study brings into focus the absence of literary
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sensibility that will define Barker’s life and defeat his poetic aspirations. Here
and elsewhere, Howells’s Realism makes personal qualities of taste and per-
ception serve as the surest index to social realities.

Conceived in this way, the literary is defined less through books or authors
than through distinctions in taste and cognition, differentials that identify
literary meaning with a species of interiority. So conceived, the literary is also
the opposite of the poetics of spectacle — invisible rather than visual, private
rather than publicized, subtle and cumulative rather than blaring. In con-
trast to the self-display of a Barnum performer, the author’s study signifies a
self-effacement characteristic of refined creation (critic Thomas Sargeant Perry
identified the Russian novelist Ivan Turgenev as a “realist in the sense of hid-
ing himself” while he practiced “painstaking accuracy”). But while the zgpos
of the author’s study suggests the chaste work of the mind, it also locates a
quiet glamour that is never directly claimed but everywhere implied: the dis-
avowed glamour we call authority. And in modernity, where there is glamour,
there is likely to be iconic display — in other words, spectacle. A predictable
paradox follows: the author’s private study in this period became a site of con-
centrated interest for tourists and celebrity-seekers as well as literary devotees.
Newspaper and magazine pieces like the British journalist Edmund Yates’s
Celebrities at Home series in the 1870s and 1880s often presented the homes of
famous American authors by illustrating the “literary workshop” with lavish
photographs and reverent captions. Yates’s books and similar photo essays in
popular magazines were an extension of the tourist pilgrimages to the “home
of the author” that had been popular in England and America since the 1850s.
As James notes of his protagonist in “The Private Life” (1892), an author’s
fame might come from the unobserved act of writing in a “darkened room,”
but for any writer who achieved public acclaim, that room was also a spectacle
in its own right, at least for the author willing to give the public an “inside”
glimpse. For dead authors, of course, the home study often became an iconic
shrine — a frozen scene with carefully placed desk, inkwell and pens, a pair of
folded spectacles — whether or not they had wished for that particular tribute.

Precisely the seclusion of the study, then, could be put on display. The
privacy of the private study could have an almost irresistible mass appeal. But
what, then, of the authorial privacy that made the study a symbolic site of
the literary to begin with? In one respect, public tours and magazine photos
of writing rooms altogether missed the point that the setting of the study
identifies literary meaning with interior sensibility and a refuge from mass
exposure. Only reading and writing offer entry to the literary; buying magazine
photo spreads, seeking out interviews with famous writers, or visiting an
author’s home — seeking, in other words, what James called “the person of the
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author” — is at best a mistake, at worst a violation. In another respect, however,
the mass marketing of the author’s study revealed an important truth: that the
association of literariness with privacy (interiority, refuge, singular perception)
was itself mediated. The intimacy of the literary was established and circulated
in print, not kept untainted in a preserve of individual sensibility. The figure
of the study was a site of Realist publicity, an aggressive advertisement for a
new oppositional understanding of literature.

James frequently satirized as a kind of excited voyeurism the popular interest
in seeing the inside of the author’s study. In his story “The Death of the Lion,”
a journalist eager to market an “intimate” view of a literary celebrity is gleeful
at gaining an entrance to the writer’s study:

I was shown into the drawing-room, but there must be more to see — his study, his
literary sanctum, the little things he has about, or other domestic objects or features.
He wouldn’t be lying down on his study table? There’s a great interest always felt in
the scene of an author’s labors. Sometimes we’re favoured with very delightful peeps.
Dora Forbes showed me all his table-drawers, and almost jammed my hand into one
into which I made a dash!

As this passage suggests, few authors could match James in skewering what
he deemed the wrong kind of readerly enthusiasm, an eagerness to know
(profitable) details about the personal life of an author. (The desire to reach
a hand into “private drawers” of the writer’s desk is one of his favorite — and
most suggestive — images, appearing several times in his authors’ tales and
notebooks.) It is not too much to say that James was obsessed with what he
called “the pestilent modern fashion of publicity.” Moreover, for James the
corrosive power of publicity was most evident when it invaded high literary
values and institutions, the domain he believed should be antithetical to the
“prodigious machinery” of mass forms. Interviews, advertisements, book tours,
and publisher’s photographs, in James’s view, all fed a desire to consume the
privacy of the author as a mass-produced object while pretending to offer
readers a view of the secluded life where the literary is born.

The culprit for James was a mass print industry that distorted literary mean-
ing into celebrity spectacle. As he noted in a notebook entry, the “devouring
publicity” generated by modern media threatened the “extinction of all sense
between public and private.” For James nothing illustrated this threat as
vividly as the press’s transformation of an author’s study into a popular spec-
tacle, a stage for the entertainment (“delightful peeps”) of strangers. And yet
no author publicized the study — returned to portray it repeated times, in
myriad ways — as frequently as did James. Virtually all of James’s many tales of
“literary life” feature an author’s study as a charged narrative site. But James’s
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obsession with “devouring publicity” is no doubt also the source of his excep-
tional insight into this most critical aspect of modernity. For all his satire,
James in his fiction undertakes a profound exploration of the way authorial
privacy — the source of high literary expression — might not be able to exist
apart from the mass pressures arrayed against it. For James, complex relations
tied modern literary creativity to modern mass publicity.

The defining connections here are subtle but consequential. Certainly James
believed with figures like Howells and Wharton that serious engagement with
literature was impossible without some shelter from the onslaught of modern
conditions (the “false voice of commerce and cant”). Like those other writers,
James associated that shelter with the intimate space of the author’s study.
In “The Right Real Thing” (1899), for instance, a biographer undertakes his
nightly research on his subject in that famous author’s study. Ashton Doyne’s
private study, the biographer believes, still holds the “personal presence”
of the now dead author. So forceful is this “presence” for him (and so “per-
sonal” the space of the study) that the biographer awaits these hours of work
in the study “very much as one of a pair of lovers might wait for the hour of
their appointment.” With a characteristic irony, James confirms the value of
authorial privacy by dramatizing the way an outsider — here a biographer —
tries to acquire intimate knowledge about an artist by physically entering
his study. When the biographer sees (or believes he sees) Doyne’s own ghost
blocking his entry to the study, the phantasm is both a rebuke to the intrusive
biographer as well as James’s confirmation of the symbolic importance of the
private study.

Clearly, James is the source of the prohibition, the author-ghost who means
to warn away the too-personal reader. For the Realists, to insist on the privacy
of the author’s study is to defend the autonomy of narrative art. Located at a
reflective distance from the complex social world it depicts, the novel requires
impartial vision and aesthetic independence — “the beauty that comes from
truth alone,” as Howells wrote — in order to qualify as high art. Like a room
dedicated to the work of writing, the worthy novel can serve no other purpose
than the illumination created from the art of fiction — not social advocacy, not
market success, not the attention of people of fashion, certainly not the court-
ing of mass publicity. And yet while the author’s study represents authorial
privacy and autonomy, in his fiction the Jamesian study is above all a place
of the violation of privacy. That is, his stories always feature an intrusion or
interruption in the space of the study that serves to entice readers with the
possibility of deep literary knowledge rather more than warn them away with
stern threats. The intrusions are sometimes comic (“The Death of a Lion,” “The
Altar of the Dead,” “The Figure in the Carpet”), sometimes insidious (“The
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Aspern Papers,” “The Lesson of the Master,” “John Delavoy”), and often both.
Like the biographer in “The Right Real Thing,” the central characters in these
stories are possessed of an overweening desire to enter into a study or a locked
desk drawer where they are convinced they will find hidden knowledge. And
yet the prohibition itself seems to signal the presence of some sort of defining
knowledge, usually hinted to be sexual or marital. In James’s tales, then, the
pursuit of literary meaning is the pursuit of a secret, of prohibited meaning.
The sense of hidden or prohibited knowledge —a secret and the desire to know
it — becomes the very sensibility James explores in his sustained treatment of
“literary life.”

Taken together, these stories show that the pursuit of a secret is for James
a literary matter, the very substance of this fiction. In the most famous
of these stories, “The Aspern Papers,” the narrator attempts to acquire a
poet’s private papers, convinced that they hold a suppressed secret about the
artist’s life. He is convinced, too, that it is a romantic or sexual secret. But
James makes sure that his readers are far from being certain on either count —
is the narrator’s theory of Jeffrey Aspern’s sexual secret really a reflection of the
narrator’s own intense desire to possess and publish the papers? That puzzle
opens into another: is his desire to possess the private papers our sign of the
narrator’s own sexual secret, his impossible desire for the dead poet himself?
This is the ambiguously sexual secret James embeds in his own tale. To read
James’s story is necessarily to want to know this secret; readers are allowed
no superior position from which to avoid a “personal” wish to know that is
exactly like the voyeuristic narrator’s. In “The Aspern Papers,” the desire to
know is a state of mind far more complex than the “mania for publicity” linked
with mass culture, even as it is marked as inseparable from that culture. The
prospect of what James calls the “extinction of all sense between private and
public,” however worrying, is also generative. The threat itself is the origin of
a new aesthetic “sense,” a consciousness generated out of the very erosion of
clear demarcations between desire and knowledge, between privacy and print.
The instability (yet continued importance) of this boundary becomes the very
ground of the literary; readers of James must possess this new “sense” to be
able to follow the intricacies and ambiguities of the fiction. Indeed, to read
James is to cultivate this sense, a sublime “perception of incongruities” that
sharpens as it plays across the uncertain boundaries of private and public.

Examining this narrative structure, many recent studies have turned to
questions of James’s own sexuality and the cultural prohibitions on homo-
sexual intimacy that kept it largely veiled. This biographical explanation is
compelling — no less so for the way it fulfills James’s fictional warning (or is it
a teasing invitation?) that scholars are wont to find literary meaning in sexual
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biography. But the conditions of mass print with their energies of exposure are
the more fundamental historical grounds for James’s aesthetics of secrecy and
publicity. To be sure, Realists like James remained opposed to the “irreflective
and uncritical” drive to expose and display that they saw in mass culture. But
James in particular came to see the modern “desire to know” as a profoundly
reflective state of mind that springs from the conditions it opposes. Rooted
in the same conditions, literary meaning is not opposed to mass culture but
is rather meaning that relies on that commercialism for its work of “eternal
distinction-making.” James’s own study was a “refuge,” but in composing and
publishing his writers’ tales he helped to make the author’s study a distinct
“place of exhibition” (as he dubs it in “The Lesson of the Master”), a Realist
site at which private sensibility becomes a spectacle for others’ eyes. James’s
fiction is nothing short of an exhibition of the impulse to expose — to “snap at
the bait of publicity” — presented as entangled with the literary forms those
impulses engender, and “collected in such store as to stock, as to launch, a
museum.” For James, the display of these intricacies of cultural perception
was as much a “thrill” and an “adventure” as any mass spectacle.

EUROPE, RACE, AND TRAVEL: JANE ADDAMS, ALEXANDER
CRUMMELL, AND THE AMERICAN NEGRO ACADEMY

The literary autonomy championed by Realists is founded on a contradiction.
Identified as it is with individual thought and expression, the domain of lit-
erature is open to any qualified author. Racial caste, sex, and social standing
are all extraneous to the creative literary consciousness. But the same literary
autonomy depends on constrained patterns of mobility. Access to education is
one obvious restriction; for whole categories of Americans, the distance to a
requisite education is almost always too far to traverse. Less obviously, high
literary expression — to qualify as such — must also be informed by an implicit
geographical map, by specific routes of travel and their terminal cities. One
need not have traveled those routes in person, but literary understanding must
embrace what an observer called “travel-improved taste.” The contours of the
literary in this period follow specific links between travel and writing, con-
nections that trace possible avenues for change even as they mark entrenched
lines of racial and imperial power.

Even before appearing in print, novelist Charles Chesnutt recognized the
affiliation he could claim through the autonomy of the literary. “Shut up in my
study,” he records in his journal, “without the companionship of one congenial
mind, I can enjoy the society of the greatest wits and scholars of England, can
revel in the genius of her poets and statesmen, and by a slight effort of the
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imagination, find myself in the company of the greatest men of earth.” Here
the space of the study identifies a peculiarly social solitude, a belonging or
kinship that is cognitive and therefore unconstrained by time or place. Uncon-
strained, too, by color: for Chesnutt, an African American living in the post-
Reconstruction South, the space of the study also means a temporary release
from the stigma attached to blackness. But this literary privacy is emphatically
not a retreat or withdrawal. Chesnutt’s recently published journal illustrates
instead the way his study is a point of departure. “I will go to the Metropolis,”
he writes, and the generality of the phrase is apt: high literary aspiration in
this moment is a simultaneous ambition for the literal and cultural mobility
of a metropolitan life. Part of Chesnutt’s literary sensibility is his recognition
of the continuity between authorship and the self-projection realized in travel.
“I worked hard, worried Susie [Chesnutt’s wife} into a positive dislike for me,
reading so much, {then} packed my valises, and the following week took the
train for Washington [,} N.Y. etc.” The national recognition Chesnutt would
receive through his published short stories and novels proved his ambitions
were warranted. Yet even the fulfillment of Chesnutt’s desire for travel and
authorship confirmed patterns of national and global restriction. The pur-
suit of high authorship would eventually leave Chesnutt stranded outside of
national literary institutions, just as it would leave Pauline Hopkins excluded
from a magazine editorship and push W. E. B. Du Bois into exile in Africa.
Patterns of travel encourage national feeling while separating cultural strata.
Just as immigrants share rites of arrival and inspection, the oceanic travel of
the new professional classes in this era consolidates a distinct cultural identity
for those Americans who depart from the same US ports where immigrants
come ashore. Transatlantic crossings, more than any other travel routes, come
to define a zone of shared experience for the American elite. “A voyage across
the Atlantic is today such a common undertaking that most travellers make
as brief preparation for it as if they were going by train from New York to
Chicago,” the poet Edmund Clarence Stedman wrote. A leisure voyage to
Europe was not common, of course; it was still a luxury open to a relatively
small number of Americans of means. But as an idea and cultural symbol, the
transatlantic travel of these affluent Americans also articulated a wider national
significance. It represented an accreditation for American artists and thinkers
(James Russell Lowell wrote that Howells’s stay in Venice was “the University
in which he has fairly earned the degree of Master”); it signified an American
claim on a notion of transnational “civilization” in an age of empire; and it
was a sign of the arrival of the United States as a global economic power.
Circuits of transatlantic travel also formed the literal field of production for
high literary art. The work of writing travel sketches, literary translations, and
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reviews of foreign books was the standard apprenticeship for the high literary
career, and writers dispatched manuscripts from European cities to publishers
in Boston, New York, and Chicago. The travel impressions Howells wrote in
Italy and sent to the A#lantic and the Boston Advertiser, for instance, became
the material for his first books, Venetian Life (1866) and Iralian_Journeys (1869).
James’s travel writing for E. L. Godkin’s The Nation in 1870—71 were collected
in his Transatlantic Sketches (1875), the first of several travel volumes James
would produce in his career. Constance Fenimore Woolson, Henry Adams,
John DeForest, Edith Wharton, and John Hay all made transatlantic travel
integral to the shape and substance of their works. Howells’s first novel, Their
Wedding Journey (1871), was fashioned explicitly as an extension of his travel
writing, a “form of fiction” he describes as “half-story, half-travel sketch.” His
protagonists, Basil and Isabel March, return from Europe to embark upon a
tour of the diverse scenes of American life. They undertake this venture, the
reader is told, as “very conscious people,” and it is clear that their consciousness,
their manner of seeing and feeling, is informed by their recollected “passages
of European travel.”

“Very conscious people” — the word “conscious” acquires a particular seman-
tic density in the high literary writing of this period. As Howells’s plot sug-
gests, the valence attached to the word is inseparable from Europe as symbol
and cultural site. When James defined the novelist as “the historian of fine
consciousness,” he was sure that the deepest source for such a history was the
“thicker civility” of Europe. The American, he asserts, “must deal, more or
less, even if by implication, with Europe.” But exactly what was the substance
of this travel-enriched “consciousness”? There are clues in the grammar of
James’s formulations. “Consciousness” has a history (recorded in novels) and
an ancestral home (Europe) but, as James’s use of the abstract noun suggests,
consciousness can be conceived as something transpersonal or transcendent
with the capacity to rise above the determination of any particular origins. In
this sense, the idea of “fine consciousness” is the heir of the Enlightenment
belief that human understanding, if developed and intensified, can free itself
from partisan interest and local blindness. Following the “trained judgment
of the wisest and the best,” one Atlantic writer insisted, “leads us towards,
though never quite to, a rounded perfection of mind and soul.”

British author Matthew Arnold was the most famous proponent of this
secular perfectionism. His Culture and Anarchy (1869) was a text of enormous
influence in American literary circles, and Arnold’s own 1883 transatlantic
journey, for a lecture tour through a series of major American cities, made his
ideas available to an even broader US audience. The wide acceptance of Arnold’s
ideas among educated Americans suggests something of the eagerness in this



92 LITERARY FORMS AND MASS CULTURE, 1870—1920

moment for thought and expression more expansive than the era’s national-
ist pieties and commercial values. From another perspective, the appeal of a
perfected “mind and soul” is the appeal of a fantasy, a desire for an impossible
wholeness or omniscience. But the force of the notion is also recognizable in
the wariness — sometimes it was hostility — with which many in the United
States greeted the cultural dictates of the new transatlantic consciousness.
Walt Whitman spoke for the wary when he dissented from the new authority
of an Arnoldian “elegance, prettiness, propriety, criticism, analysis: all of them
things which threaten to overwhelm us.” The consciousness advocated in high
culture was not simply the “general humane spirit” of the human race, to
use Arnold’s phrase, but a particular framework of thought — particular, and
therefore partial, for all its expansiveness. Forgetting its own particularity is
the risk for transatlantic consciousness.

Jane Addams analyzes this risk in her remarkable book, Twenty Years at
Hull-House (1910). In the chapter “The Snare of Preparation,” the activist and
urban reformer looks back to her own transatlantic travel in the 188cs (Henry
James was a fellow passenger on one crossing). It was a time, Addams remem-
bers, when American daughters (unlike their mothers’ generation) “crossed
the seas in search of culture.” But not long after her arrival, the “pursuit of
cultivation” begins to seem a blinkered insularity. Addams visits a London
slum and sees a large massing of the poor gathered to receive cheap vegeta-
bles, “clutching forward for food which was already unfit to eat.” The shock
of the experience creates a stark shift in perception. The ideal of a cultivated
consciousness suddenly appears not as a universal subjectivity but rather a par-
ticular “attitude” that springs from distinct class conditions. The transatlantic
attitude, as Addams now views it, mistakes a narrow set of tastes for broad
understanding. The cultivated young American woman travels across Europe
unable to make a “real connection to the life around her” and is “only at ease
when in the familiar receptive attitude afforded by the art gallery and the
opera house.” Artistic and intellectual acuity now reappear as a hardened and
diminished object. The young American’s “trained and developed powers” of
perception, Addams sardonically writes, find use only “as she sat ‘being culti-
vated’” in concert halls or museums, spaces which are merely “sublimated and
romanticized” classrooms.

As if viewed through the wrong end of a telescope, the supposed
enlargement of vision in “travel-improved” consciousness suddenly looks
like a timid provincialism. The new perspective is damning. Transat-
lantic consciousness might not be simply narrow; it might actually dis-
guise willful self-interest as high aesthetic understanding. Yet importantly,
Addams shifts her perspective once again. Her own realization about “the
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feverish search after culture,” she writes, was a revelation that came through
art.

It was doubtless in such moods {of “moral revulsion”} that I founded my admiration
for Albrecht Diirer, taking his wonderful pictures, however, in the most unorthodox
manner, merely as human documents. I was chiefly appealed to by his unwillingness
to lend himself to a smooth and cultivated view of life, by his determination to record
its frustrations and even the hideous forms which darken the day for our human
imagination and to ignore no human complications.

If objects in art galleries (Diirer’s works) help her to discover that art gal-
leries cultivate insularity (as blinkered classrooms), is Addams’s critique self-
defeating? Recognized as an unfolding process of understanding, the contra-
diction is only apparent. What Addams associates with Diirer’s paintings is
a distrust of any mode of consciousness that would detach itself from darker
and more complicated worldly conditions. A meaningful work of art is not
a “smooth” or prettified form but rather a “human document” created out of
complex life conditions. With this insight, Addams’s critique actually confirms
the “eternal distinction-making” function of high art, even as the distinction
she finds through Diirer permanently alters her way of seeing high art.

The best fiction in the transatlantic mode achieves a similar reflexivity of
critical insight. To read at all widely in the postbellum decades is to recog-
nize a marked shift in the compass points of American letters. The literary
nationalism of the antebellum years has not dimmed; but the work of “making
us a real American novel” (as Howells articulates the goal) is staked less on
achieving the innate expression of a native homeland and more on cultivating
the comparative sensibility of a transatlantic traveler. (The emergence of dis-
tinct regional literatures in this period — America represented through separate
and contrasting localities — reflects the same comparative reorientation of the
national.) With its querying of the role of museums, Jane Addams’s narrative
identifies one of Realism’s most formative sites. The visit to a European art
gallery forms a pivotal site for the formation of consciousness in a transnational
context. One of James’s favorite shorthand phrases, “‘doing’ a gallery,” conveys
through its telegraphic brevity something of the way European museum-going
is assumed to be in the background of any serious cultural analysis, part of the
infrastructure of high consciousness.

The opening scene in James’s eatly novel The American (1877) offersa glimpse
into this transatlantic frame, for the novel’s protagonist is presented to the
reader through his own attempt to “do a gallery” in the Louvre museum in
Paris. Sitting before a painting on a large circular divan, Christopher Newman
experiences “profound enjoyment” — not, however, an enjoyment of the famous
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painting but a relief in his relaxed bodily “posture”: “The gentleman in ques-
tion had taken serene possession of its softest spot, and, with his head thrown
back and his legs outstretched, was staring at Murillo’s beautiful moon-borne
Madonna in profound enjoyment of his posture. He had removed his hat, and
flung down beside him a little red guidebook and an opera-glass.” Newman'’s
tour of Louvre paintings (“he had looked at all the pictures to which an aster-
isk was affixed in those formidable pages of fine print in his Badeker”) has
left him with an “aesthetic headache.” His first real pleasure is this languid
extension of his physical frame on the divan. Newman’s lack of responsiveness
to the art is thus made to correspond to the prominence given his body, and
the reader quickly recognizes that Newman is not a museum patron but the
novel’s equivalent of a museum specimen, an object exhibited for the close
scrutiny of an interested observer.

The largest significance of the gallery, then, is not asa setting for Realist char-
acters but as the ground for the consciousness of Realist readers. James’s text
brings to the surface what is usually subtextual: that understanding national
meaning depends on extranational sites such as the Louvre. The museum
gallery is a second transnational home for a reader who possesses the requisite
trained sight. “An observer with anything of an eye for national types would
have had no difficulty in determining the local origin of this {gentleman} . . .
a powerful specimen of an American”:

He had a very well-formed head, with a shapely, symmetrical balance of the frontal
and the occipital development, and a good deal of straight, rather dry brown hair. His
complexion was brown, and his nose had a bold, well-marked arch. His eye was of a
clear, cold gray, and save for a rather abundant mustache he was clean-shaved. He had
the flat jaw and sinewy neck which are frequent in the American type; but the traces
of national origin are a matter of expression even more than of feature, and it was in
this respect that our friend’s countenance was supremely eloquent.

The superabundance of visual detail here, characteristic of Realist writing,
establishes what the narrator calls “the conditions of his identity” as an
American “specimen.” Sympathetic but superior, the “eye” of the presumed
reader who has the acuity to appreciate great European paintings also has the
experience to discern national “types.” These two kinds of visual objects are
aesthetically distinct (the narrator emphasizes that the sprawled Newman “is
by no means sitting for his portrait”). Nevertheless, museum-trained sight is
a key faculty for the Realist “observer” and reading the national type presumes
an international museum tutelage.

Whitman’s warning against the tyranny of elegance makes itself felt here.
Could it be that the transatlantic consciousness of this sort passes off a rarified
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aestheticism under the banner of Realist insight? Certainly in The American,
Newman is marked out as less knowing than the cosmopolitan “observer”
who is invited to take Newman’s measure against the backdrop of the Louvre.
The observing consciousness is expansive, reflective; the national “specimen” a
more inert representative object. Importantly, though, the positions of observer
and social specimen need not be mutually exclusive. In a private letter, the
thoroughly urbane James identified his own Americanness through a self-
reflective moment in a Venice gallery, “a certain glorious room at the Ducal
Palace, where Paolo Veronese revels on the ceilings and Tintoret rages on the
walls”: “I feel as if I might sit there forever (as I sat there a long time this
morning) and only feel more and more my inexorable Yankeehood.” Still,
there are Yankees and Yankees. The transatlantic context often functions for
American authors as a species of disavowal, a means of distinguishing one’s
self from the felt strictures of national identity — even from the identity of the
transatlantic American traveler. Such is James’s aim when, in a travel essay for
Century magazine entitled “Venice” (1882), he conjures the image of a “huge
Anglo-Saxon wave” of travelers, a mass of “five thousand — fifty thousand —
‘accommodated spectators’” that throws into relief the singular Henry James,
a figure satisfied to sit, unhurried, “in the immense new Hotel National and
read the New York Times on a blue satin divan.”

The other side of disavowal is critical vision. Picturing American travelers
as “trooping barbarians” may be snobbery or self-exemption. It may also be a
flippant instance of what is elsewhere a more careful analysis of the American
as a “commercial person” (the label James gives Christopher Newman'’s sub-
species of American). The distinct consciousness associated with European
travel at times represents an effort to find a position of critical distance, a way
of seeing and thinking outside of the habitual perceptions encouraged by a
commercial culture. Europe is the site for an alternative vision, its “thicker
civility” a contrasting means through which to analyze the energies and dis-
tortions of a Gilded Age America. High art, localized in the idea of Europe,
could challenge the values of modernization, the beliefs and habits of thought
endemic to the commercial culture that Matthew Arnold saw epitomized in
the United States. In early novels such as Roderick Hudson (1875) and The
American (1877), James’s European settings serve to point up subtle insuffi-
ciencies and distortions engendered by American modernity while picturing
alternative possibilities of meaningful experience available “up to the brim”
in Europe. The same perspective acquired a greater critical intensity in late
works such as The Ambassadors (1903) and The Golden Bow! (1904).

Edith Wharton’s most sustained transatlantic novel, The Custom of the
Country (1913), makes the critique unmistakable — and darkly comic.
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Wharton uses the cross-cultural perspective to embody brilliantly the destruc-
tive capacity of the energies of American capitalism. Her thoroughly commer-
cial protagonist, Undine Spragg, is a rich American divorcee who blazes a
path of ruin through Europe. With a “business-like intentness on gaining her
end,” Undine sees absolutely everything as a form of commodity in one vast
open market, whether it is pearls, paintings, or husbands. In Undine, Wharton
shows the instrumentalist nature of a market society as wondrously corrosive.
Undine possesses a cultural Midas touch under which every custom, human
relation, or aesthetic creation is converted to brittle gold and thus destroyed.

The very extravagance of Undine’s portrait as a “commercial person,” how-
ever, hints at a degree of unease. Here and elsewhere, Wharton is at pains to sort
the transatlantic sheep from the goats — that is, to separate those who travel for
culture from those who travel for profit (the “buccaneers,” as Wharton labeled
them). But the distinction is hard to maintain. Captains of industry and con-
noisseurs of art literally traveled in the same transatlantic circles. Indeed, the
most famous art collectors, such as Henry Clay Frick and Andrew Carnegie,
were also the most famous “commercial persons” of the age. American travel-
ers were, in a sense, merely the human objects in a larger field of transatlantic
commerce and communication. Cyrus Field laid the first transatlantic cable
in 1866, making possible the almost instantaneous exchange of stock prices
and securities, diplomatic communications, and syndicated news, and this
rapid electronic exchange made possible a new transnational economy that
underwrites the leisure travel on land and sea. Although travelers to Europe
frequently conceived their journey as a “return” to a premodern way of life
(illustrated in stories such as James’s 1875 story “A Passionate Pilgrim”), even
the search for a cultural inheritance was never outside this new circuit of eco-
nomic development. Americans may have gone to European countries in search
of thatched cottages and old paintings but their appetite for Old World travel
was part of a thoroughly modern development of intercontinental economic
ties.

How, then, to distinguish travel from transatlantic trafficking? In moments
of the sharpest self-awareness, novels of the period reflect the knowledge
that high consciousness itself can be subject to the instrumentalities of the
“blaring” commercial world it seeks to transcend. In many stories and nov-
els, the transatlantic context seems suddenly to stand exposed as little more
than a debased trade route, an economic circuit in which art and aesthetic
feeling become no different than brokered goods. In Wharton’s novella The
Touchstone (1900), for instance, artistic consciousness is made to undergo the
starkest commodification. The private letters of a famous expatriate novelist,
Margaret Aubyn, undergo an “alchemistic process” that transforms these
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literary inscriptions into an economic object of transatlantic theft and sale —
they become, variously, a “check,” a “bribe,” a “weapon,” and a collection of
“stolen goods.” Wharton holds out the hope for a counter-magic: the “inex-
haustible alchemy” of human love may be able to redeem the sale. Yet even
these “luxuries” of human feeling (they are drawn from a “funded passion”)
bear the imprint of the commodity form they try to overcome. The alchemy
of money is the stronger transformative power. In James’s fiction, this self-
reflexive question about aesthetic consciousness intensifies in tone and reach
over the course of his career. His Gilbert Osmond in Portrait of @ Lady (1881) is
only one of James’s many connoisseurs whose appreciation of art and beauty —
including, in Osmond’s case, his wife — is inseparable from a desire for own-
ership. Any real distinction between beauty and property has collapsed. In
Portrait of a Lady this erosion is a clear sign of Osmond’s amorality, but by the
time of his late novel The Golden Bow! (1904), James removes any such moral
delimitation. The American millionaire Adam Verver makes London his head-
quarters for a campaign to collect the greatest European art treasures — not for
personal property but for the national prestige of an American Museum. But,
like the snake that swallows its own tail, Verver’s ambitions for “a museum
of museums” makes aesthetic history a self-consuming institution and the
great museums of Europe little more than warehouses poised for a monopoly
takeover by a commercial empire.

Transatlantic fiction also finds commercial traffic in what is supposed to
be the intimate sphere of marriage and home. Almost by generic definition,
novels depicting European travel or settings are compelled to contemplate
prospects of international marriage, and narratives of cross-cultural marriages —
most often involving American women wedding European men — become a
notable subgenre. Journalists take up the theme, too; stories of American
heiresses abroad are a favorite of the mass press. But in high Realist novels,
the specter of a flourishing industry in transatlantic fortune-hunting is less
entertaining than internally corrosive to the genre. In fiction by writers such
as Woolson, Wharton, and James, the cross-cultural marriage provides a lens
through which the novel’s traditional subject matter, the social and affective
material of middle-class life, is seen at least momentarily to be penetrated to
the core by the instrumentalizing values of a market culture — its habits of
display, its idolizing of quantity and novelty, its supreme principle of property.
Testing these forces, James’s novels and stories of transatlantic marriage such
as “The Siege of London” (1882) and “Lady Barberina” (1883) put pressure on
every kind of domestic sentiment, however genuine or duplicitous, to discover
its degree of infiltration by the modern marketplace. As sentiment is tested,
the fate of the marriage novel as a genre is at stake, too, and the fiction betrays
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a self-consciousness that the genre may not survive the test. And the genre
does not survive, at least according to the consensus of literary historians. After
Wharton’s The Custom of the Country and James'’s The Wings of the Dove (1902)
and The Golden Bow! (1904), the Anglo-American novel’s traditional reliance
on a separation of private family feeling and public systems like the market
will no longer pretend to hold.

The cross-cultural marriage in James’s “Lady Barberina” uncovers another
crucial aspect of the matter of travel. “Intermarrying” between Americans
and Britons is “quite fair play,” one observer declares, because “they were all
one race after all.” The felt need to articulate rules of “fair play” for British-
American marriages, spoken as if to establish fair trade policy, is one more
instance of a transatlantic ironizing of the marriage novel. But the story’s open
acknowledgment of the rules for marriage as racial — “they were all one race
afterall” — taps a second, deeper subtext. As a conceptual category, “race” in this
moment was pliable to a fault. The term was used variously to signify nation-
states, genetic populations, historical cultures, family lines, and designated
color groups. James is following a standard usage when he describes his travel
writing about European countries as the work of “comparing one race to
another.” The same sense of a national people as a race is the governing meaning
when James describes the American-British couple as “infermarrying.” But
significantly, meanings shift gear in mid-sentence: Britons and Americans czn
intermarry without fear of breaking any taboo because these national races are,
from another semantic perspective, finally “one race.” With this slip into a
biological or genetic understanding of race, the story momentarily alludes to
a world of relations structured by color, a global world that always subtends
affluent transatlantic travel but usually remains out of view in the fiction.

What is a subtext in transatlantic fiction was highly visible in transatlantic
politics. Stories about British-American marriages echo proposals in the same
period for a literal “Race Union” between Great Britain and the United States.
The rapid expansion of US industries in the later nineteenth century astonished
and frequently alarmed other nations. By 1902, British author W. T. Stead
describes an imminent “Americanisation of the world” and predicts that US
economic expansion will outstrip the reach of the British Empire. For Stead,
the prospect called for the creation of a new polity. With Britain as “the cradle
of the race,” and America the industrial empire of the future, Stead and others
(including Matthew Arnold) urge that the two nations should forge a new
political union on the basis of race. Radical as the proposal may sound today,
it was a logical extension of the widely held belief that the United States was
already a race union, a nation consisting of “allied varieties of the Aryan race.”
Hence, for many, a more formal uniting of the US with Britain was all but



MUSEUM REALISM 99

preordained. The proposed union is “as natural as marriage between man and
woman,” wrote New York lawyer John R. Dos Passos. “It consummates the
purpose of the creation of the race.”

No such united Anglo state was ever created, of course, but the proposal
reflected an emerging global order that was altogether real. Any map that
charted the world according to the economic centers ringing the Atlantic
and the imperial territories that lie beyond would have been a map of “race
union” — that is, a federation of white-controlled economic capitals united
by their competition for the labor and land of non-white peoples. W. E. B.
Du Bois called this kind of uncharted global demarcation “the color line.” A
third global axis, the color line not only traced a geography of power, it also
marked a power of mobility. American travelers favored routes among North
Atlantic countries but US-European travel also offered gateways into imperial
regions beyond. At the 1876 Philadelphia Centennial exhibition, the Cook’s
American World Ticket and Inquiry Office advertised the patterns of mobility
available to the leisure-class traveler: “Tourist tickets to all parts of the United
States, the continent of Europe, Egypt and Palestine, and around the world
traveling East or West . . . no matter how extended and complicated the route.”
Transatlantic travel was embedded in a larger global mobility structured by
race, and the politics of the color line meant that the tourists in possession of
a “World Ticket” were almost always white travelers.

Was the “consciousness” in transatlantic fiction therefore a racial
consciousness? Was high literary culture white? Empirically, the answer is
no; historically, the racial logic that answers yes is both a tacit truth and a
generative problem. The vexed racial logic is most clearly seen in the effort
of a number of African—American writers to advance the cause of black peo-
ple through intellectual leadership and cultural achievement. Their productive
attempts to wrestle with the color-line dilemmas in the pursuit of “the highest
arts” illuminates much of what is ignored or disavowed by white authors. The
works they produce, moreover, create a strikingly different American portrait
of the “travel-improved” consciousness.

When in 1897 anumber of leading African—American intellectuals gathered
to establish the American Negro Academy, their organized effort to “promote
the publication of literary and scholarly works” by black American authors was
a dual political challenge. In their charter, the group’s stated goal is directed
at white racism: the Academy will refute “vicious assaults” on the race. Their
unstated aim is intra-racial. The dedicated purpose of fostering “higher culture,
at home and abroad” is a gauntlet thrown down to the accommodationist poli-
cies of Booker T. Washington. An accomplished black educator and activist,
Washington had leveraged political retreat and an emphasis on industrial



I00 LITERARY FORMS AND MASS CULTURE, 1870—1920

training to acquire white support for his black vocational institutions. The
academy members, opposing both Washington and the “caste-ridden” white
establishment, now set their sights on making high literary expression and
culture a vehicle for promoting full political equality for African Americans.

The triangular struggle reflects a racial politics of high culture that is con-
tingent and relational. With shifting responses directed towards two different
racial fronts, the academy members marshal notions of Arnoldian cultivation
for use in black nationalism, and hold up elite learning in the name of enfran-
chising the black masses. Internal tensions result from this constellation, but
so do vital and uncompromising prospects. Both are registered with partic-
ular clarity in the writings of academy founder Alexander Crummell, whose
books The Future of Africa (1862) and America and Africa (1891) are among
the first works to make West Africa visible in US transatlantic writing. A
revered leader and clergyman, the seventy-four-year-old Crummell was in his
last year of life when he headed the effort to establish a scholarly society for
African—American intellectuals. His credentials as a man of letters included
his classical education at Cambridge University and authorship of books of
essays and sermons, among other publications. Crummell’s stature and long
career helped him to enlist in the academy such young talents as poet Paul
Laurence Dunbear, the essayist and Howard University professor Kelly Miller,
and Du Bois, then a lecturer in sociology at the University of Pennsylvania.
Anna Julia Cooper, a scholar of Latin and Greek who was the principal of the
successful M Street School in Washington, D.C., was the only female member.
Her collection of essays, A Voice From the South (1892), argues for the impor-
tance of defending the “untrammeled intellect of the Negro” as a political as
well as human right.

As a younger man, Crummell’s atctachment to Victorian ideals of “civiliza-
tion” formed a keystone of his vision of racial uplift for black Americans and
racial “regeneration” for the peoples of Africa. Civilization (“the scientific pro-
cesses of literature, art, and philosophy”) was for Crummell the heaven-born
twin of Christian evangelization, an instrument of the universal redemption
God held out to all peoples. And like Christianity, civilization had been given
first to European peoples, who had the obligation to disseminate its gifts
to darker races still living in “heathenism.” Although Crummell could be
famously caustic about European domination (“For three hundred years the
European has been traversing the coast of Africa” and “the whole coast . . . has
been ravaged wherever his footstep has fallen”), he shared the Victorian view
that the historical fates of races were subject to what he called “God’s econ-
omy.” For Crummell, holding to this view had a particular urgency: how else
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to explain the devastation experienced by so many native peoples “whenever
European civilization has been taken in any country,” except through the hand
of God? For the Christian clergyman, to give the power to any other agency
than God would be to concede intolerable tenets of white superiority.

With a typical ambivalence of tone, Crummell articulates his view in an
1851 address to the British Anti-Slavery Society: “There is something exceed-
ingly sorrowful in this funereal procession of the weak portions of mankind,
before the advancing progress of civilization and enlightenment.” Although
Crummell’s acceptance of this “progress” at times leaves him just short of
a blasphemous bitterness, it also supplies a providential vision of a future
for “the African people” across the globe. “The aborigines of the South-Sea
Islands, of New Zealand, and Australia, are departing like the shadow before
the rising sun of the Anglo-Saxon emigrant,” Crummell writes, but “amid
all these melancholy facts, there seems to be one exception,” the “negro,”
whose survival and spreading emancipation from slavery bespeaks a divinely
chosen role in the future history of the world. The same religious underpin-
nings that compel Crummell to accept white domination as a providential
design also give him the language to predict black cultural ascendancy. The
“noblest” future civilization will be produced by African peoples: “It may be
tardy in its arrival” but it “bids fair to be peculiarly bright and distinct in
its features and characteristics from any form of civilisation the world now
witnesses.”

High cultural achievement in this context is far more than a matter of
taste or refinement. Black accomplishments in “letters and cultivation” will
be an index to the social progress of the race and a marker of a providential
history. A white teleology of progress, fated but still incomplete, cannot be
reserved for white supremacy. By 1882, Crummell has gone as far as sounding
an eventual black triumphalism, in an essay he calls “The Destined Superiority
of the Negro.” But Crummell in this period more characteristically uses the
Victorian discourse of civilization to articulate a vision that draws West Africa
and the Caribbean into the transatlantic circuit of travel and cultural exchange
already joining the United States and Britain. It was a circuit Crummell him-
self had hoped to cultivate when, immediately after receiving his degree from
Cambridge, he left England for Liberia, where he spent the next two decades
teaching at Liberia College in Monrovia. The steamship journey from Liver-
pool to the West Coast, as Crummell portrays it, enlarges the reach of civilized
travel rather than departing from it. The voyage “is a grand panorama of
sights and incidents,” Crummell writes, “bringing to the traveller’s sight the
Channel with its several isles, the Bay of Biscay, the peak of Teneriffe, Madeira,
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with its varied and cosmopolitan life, and its beautiful scenery[,} and its aris-
tocratic society.” In bringing before the “eye” of the transatlantic traveler the
scenery and cities of Liberia and Sierra Leone (“the grand civilization which has
sprung up on that benighted coast”), Crummell recasts the Victorian grammar
of race and progress to allow black participation in a no-longer-white civiliza-
tion. African peoples are the latecomers by this reckoning, to be sure, and by
its measures the traditional arts and institutions of African peoples count for
little. Still, Crummell’s rhetoric makes the language of race hierarchy undercut
its own absolutism. “Black Yankees” like Crummell, he writes in The Future
of Africa (1862), for all their “trials” at the hands of whites, have “not been
divorced from [American} civilization,” and in their fitness for free gover-
nance are superior “to the Russian, to the Polander, to the Hungarian, to the
Italian.”

More important than this recalibration of color, Crummell’s version of a
Victorian global historiography insists on an independent role for diasporic
black people: “America is deeply indebted to Africa.” Like William Ferris, a
Yale graduate who was another academy member, Crummell’s investment in
high culture led him to articulate a variant of black nationalism that made
the history of civilization impossible to conceive without Africa. Crummell’s
influence is clear in Ferris’s two-volume study The African Abroad: or, His
Evolution in Western Civilization (1913), an encyclopedic work that recasts world
history by making African military and cultural achievement an indispensable
part of the ancient world and that narrates a modern history in which the
Americas are the second home of the African “abroad.” Ferris’s image of “the
African abroad” refashions the black historical subject in a striking way. In
Ferris’s history, the exported black slave is supplanted by the black traveler, a
figure with agency, mobility, and a savvy consciousness.

“How hopeful are the scenes of travel!” Crummell’s exclamation in an 1894
letter to a friend signifies the way an Anglo-African transatlanticism remained
to the end the frame for Crummell’s hopes. “Since my return to London I have
been visiting the galleries, the great churches, the Law courts,” he writes. Meet-
ing “two black gentleman” from the Gold Coast in the famous Lincoln’s Inn
law library and later encountering an impressive “West India gentleman” dur-
ing his visit in London are travel “scenes” that bolster his faith in transatlantic
uplift. Crummell’s hope for white recognition of the black “race-capacity,”
however, had become increasingly hard to sustain, especially when Crummell
returned from Liberia to reside in the United States. Living in the US, Crum-
mell’s commitment to high cultural advancement changed markedly in its
focus. By the time Crummell began his short tenure as the first president
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of the American Negro Academy, he had become doubtful that the gifts of
learning and letters could join black and white in a shared civilization. Given
the contemporary public calls for a “Race Union” of two white empires, Crum-
mell employs a trope that is all too fitting when he decries “the divorce of the
black race from all the great activities” in American life: “It is a state of
divorcement from the mercantile life of the country; from the scientific life of
the land; from its literary life; and from its social life.”

Yet Jim Crow conditions and global imperialism only heighten the impor-
tance of high cultural pursuits for Crummell. He rejects Washington’s strategy
of accepting the civil “divorce” in exchange for white people’s help with train-
ing black labor. “This miserable fad of industrialism,” he wrote in the late
1890s, is but a white “pretext” for blocking any substantial advancement of
African Americans. At one time Crummell had viewed “letters and cultiva-
tion” as the way African peoples would join Europeans on a single “grand
plane of civilization.” No longer. In an essay published in the American Negro
Academy, Occasional Papers, “The Attitude of the American Mind Toward Negro
Intellect” (1898), Crummell declares that black advancement is a process of
active “warfare” and “its main weapon is the cultivated and scientific mind.”
High culture is not an elevated plane but an arena of “struggle.” The emphasis
on conflict in this essay is relevant to the argument of some historians that
the high cultural concerns of black intellectuals like Crummell were rooted
in a worship of gentility. Was it possible that the American Negro Academy
was in essence a gentleman’s club to prove the class bona fides of the black
bourgeoisie, with little relevance for the largely unlettered black population?
Resentments and aspirations inflected by class are no doubt part of the mix of
academy motives. But Crummell’s “Negro Intellect” essay shows his advocacy
of the “highest arts” for what it was: a counteroffensive against a systemic white
campaign directed at the race as a whole. The “Negro curriculum” prescribed
by whites, Crummell insists, is no curriculum at all but a “caste education”
to make the population an “unthinking labor-machine.” Its intent is to make
African peoples the only race without intellectuals and thus the world’s per-
manent “serfs.” Jim Crow education is not a matter of white “indifference or
neglect,” then, but the latest instance of a deliberate, sustained effort to “stamp
out the brains of the Negro”: “There is no repugnance to the Negro buffoon,
and the Negro scullion; but so soon as the Negro stands forth as an intellectual
being, this toad of American prejudice, as at the touch of Ithuriel’s spear, starts
up a devil!”

Crummell’s call for black intellectual cultivation goes hand in hand with
his urging of “intelligent impatience” at the exploitation of black labor. A



104 LITERARY FORMS AND MASS CULTURE, 1870—1920

striking phrase, “intelligent impatience” suggests that black scholars and
artists share with working-class laborers the need “to demand a larger share of
the wealth which [the Negro’s] toil creates for others.” Crummell makes the
idea explicit in another American Negro Academy publication, “Civilization,
the Primal Need of the Race” (1898), where he expands upon the broad “work
of intelligence” that is the special responsibility of “scholars and thinkers.” The
labor of intellectuals finally produces not creations of the mind or ornaments
of beauty, Crummell argues, but forms of action (the work of those “who have
got insight into the life of things, and learned the art by which men touch
the springs of action”). Crummell’s concern with high culture is not a bid for
acceptance by the white “cultured classes” (“they have left us alone,” as he
bluntly puts it); it is rather an enterprise in the service of “the entire social
and domestic life of our people.”

The overt political context of Crummell’s late essays exposes the tacit
“white” consciousness behind most transatlantic high culture. “Seeing that
the American mind in general, revolts from Negro genius,” Crummell writes,
“the Negro himself is duty bound to see to the cultivation and the fostering
of his own race-capacity.” By the end of his career, Crummell’s Anglo-African
transatlanticism is no longer the domain of an abstract civilization but the
geography of a black public sphere — “o#r world of intellect,” as he stresses
it. He closes his “Negro Intellect” essay by recounting scenes of black artistic
achievements in Europe — Henry Tanner’s prize for his painting “Raising of
Lazarus,” awarded in Paris and destined for the “famous Luxembourg Gallery,”
and the several occasions of “triumph” that Paul Laurence Dunbar received in
the “grand metropolis of Letters and Literature, the city of London.” The effect
of the litany transforms the contours of transatlantic culture. Invoking these
scenes, Crummell recasts the European gallery as an exiled outpost of a black
“world of intellect” and calls up an African-American “republic of letters” that
is flourishing most visibly outside of the borders of Jim Crow America. High
culture will be the home in exile for the “intellectual being” of the race in a
hostile age.

W. E. B. Du Bois, whose own consciousness had been deeply shaped by his
years of study in Europe, extended Crummell’s analysis of the connections, now
visible, now erased, between race and high culture. In his “Criteria of Negro
Art” (1926), Du Bois looks back to his own late-century transatlantic travel.
Like some white American writers, Du Bois makes the beauty of a European
setting — in his case, the “enchantment” of the Scottish landscape — serve as
a site from which to critically challenge Gilded Age values. Unlike others,
however, Du Bois makes the travel #gpos a site at which to link a commercial
critique with the question of racial consciousness.
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In the high school where I studied we learned most of Scott’s “Lady of the Lake” by
heart. In after life once it was my privilege to see the lake. It was Sunday. It was
quiet . . . Around me fell the cadence of that poetry of my youth. {But there came} a
sudden rush of excursionists. They were mostly Americans, and they were loud and
strident. They poured upon the little pleasure boat, — men with their hats on a little
on one side and drooping cigars in the wet corners of their mouths; women who shared
their conversation with the world. They pushed other people out of the way. They
made all sorts of incoherent noises and gestures so that the quiet home folk and the
visitors from other lands silently and half-wonderingly gave way before them. They
struck a note not evil but wrong. They carried, perhaps, a sense of strength and accom-
plishment, but their hearts had no conception of the beauty which pervaded this holy
place.

The perception of beauty has become a test of a type of national character rep-
resented by white American travelers. “We want to be Americans,” he writes
to a black audience, “with all the rights of other American citizens. But is
that all? Do we want simply to be Americans?” Not if it means resting in
the “present goals and ideals” illuminated in “the tawdry and flamboyant”
manners and blunted perceptions of those rich travelers. For Du Bois, the
cross-cultural scene of beauty is not a site for the cultivation of an abstract
“consciousness” but for a specific work of critical seeing. Examining Amer-
ica’s commercial values is part of a black culture-building alert to its own
desires and conditions. “Suppose, too, you became . . . rich and powerful,”
he writes, “what is it that you would want?” Du Bois makes transatlantic
travel a test for “that sort of a world we want to create for ourselves and for
all America.” Aesthetic apprehension is for Du Bois always a contextual con-
sciousness that moves between the universal appeal of beauty and the rooted
social particulars he calls “the facts of the world.” Transatlantic consciousness
is historically, but not essentially, a white consciousness, and in a sweeping
gesture of revision, Du Bois follows his description of Scotland with a lyrical
meditation on beauty that breaks open the closed circuit of white transatlantic
consciousness:

After all, who shall describe Beauty? What is it? I remember tonight four beautiful
things: The Cathedral at Cologne, a forest in stone, set in light and changing shadow,
echoing with sunlight and solemn song; a village in the Veys of West Africa, a little
thing of mauve and purple, quiet, lying content and shining in the sun; a black and
velvet room where on a throne rests, in old and yellowing marble, the broken curves
of the Venus of Milo; a single phrase of music in the Southern South — utter melody,
haunting and appealing, suddenly arising out of the night and eternity, beneath the
moon.

For Du Bois, the consciousness brought to life by beauty and travel was
to become a critical tool for an enduring question: “What has this Beauty
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to do with the world?” It is the primary problem of aesthetics and Du Bois
never presumes to answer it. Rather, in posing the question, Du Bois is able
to articulate these very disparate global sites, from the Louvre to the African
Veys and back to the Black Belt of the South, as a single constellation. The
aesthetic problem of beauty is a means of distinguishing and, at the same time,
uniting what he elsewhere calls plural “centers of culture.” Du Bois urges the
creation of “Negro art” not in order to ascend a ladder of civilization but to
sharpen the sense of connection among recognizable worlds.
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HOWELLS, JAMES, AND THE REPUBLIC
OF LETTERS

THE CIVIC USES OF HIGH CULTURE

Matthew Arnold’s Culture and Anarchy (1869) gave new meaning and promi-
I shall not go so far as to say of Mr. Arnold
that he invented it,” Henry James wrote of the word, “but he made it more
definite than it had been before — he vivified it and lighted it up.” Surely
part of what “vivified” culture in the educated vernacular was Arnold’s pairing

» o«

nence to the word “culture.

of the word with “anarchy” as its defining antonym. The red-flag urgency of
“anarchy” made “culture” its cool and tranquil opposite, an antidote against
social and political turmoil. Culture was conceived as a neutral or “disinter-
ested” sphere of human experience, a sphere in which the warring interests
of factions could recede in favor of a shared light for intelligent reflection on
modern life. W. E. B. Du Bois had such a sphere in mind when he wrote in The
Souls of Black Folk (1903) that African Americans wished to be “co-workers in
the kingdom of culture” rather than being relegated to the role of “problem”
in the sphere of politics. But Du Bois also alerts us to a certain faultline in the
Arnoldian notion of culture. So long as the “kingdom of culture” is segregated —
even so long as it is a solution to segregation, as Du Bois wishes — it partakes
of the fractious problem of race. Even as the transcendence or resolution of
politics, the sphere of culture is necessarily political.

Hence the doubleness in Wharton’s image of a “republic of the spirit,” which
makes elegantly ironic use of a political figure, a republic, to signify a cultural
space beyond the “material accidents” of politics. Arnold employs a similar turn
when he identifies from among the British middle classes a “certain number
of aliens, if we may so call them,” individuals whose developed discernment
gives them a special office transcending any narrow interests. Cultural aliens,
spiritual citizens, a kingdom of co-workers — these paradoxical figures begin to
capture something of the tension present in any attempt to imagine aesthetic
culture in relation to matters of social power or justice. They are also reminders
that the aesthetic and the social each exert a gravitational pull on the other in
the critical imagination. Rarely are they conceptually isolated.

107
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Whether out of protest, class disdain, or political hope, the proliferating talk
of culture among the educated classes of Britain and America in this period
made aesthetic matters into a new kind of national concern. When, only a
few years after the Civil War, Thomas Wentworth Higginson published “A
Plea for Culture” (1867) in the Atlantic, this man of letters was redirecting
the energies he had previously used as a Union colonel into a campaign for
strengthening art and taste in the nation — for an “America of Art.” “Our
brains as yet lie chiefly in our machineshops,” Higginson writes. “What we
need is the opportunity of high culture somewhere.” His manifesto, a call
for the United States to produce “better galleries” and “nobler living,” is an
early example of the postwar discourse that represented what Arnold called
the “inward operations” of culture as a special kind of national resource.

Higginson’s “America of Art” is the unrealized aesthetic republic that stands
for the perfected potential of the actual society. The desire to cultivate a “liter-
ature truly American” had carried over from the nationalism of the antebellum
era, but in an Arnoldian milieu that literary nationalism was now joined with
an emphasis on cultural stratification. Only “higher” expression could manifest
the national character. Even more incongruously, high art in this moment was
charged with bringing harmony to conflicted cities and cultivating fellow feel-
ing in an extraordinarily diverse population. John Sullivan Dwight declared in
an Atlantic essay that the best music can be a “civilizing agency” for the “mixed
people of all races” in American democracy, restraining radicalism by implant-
ing an “impassioned love of order.” The finest art, according to Metropolitan
Museum of Art founder Joseph Choate, serves directly “to humanize, to edu-
cate, and refine a practical and laborious people.” Properly designed parks
and civic museums offer the public “a class of opposite conditions” to counter
chaotic streets and workaday shops.

Confidence in the social powers of art is nowhere so clear — or so curiously
literal — than when it was advocated as direct form of mob control. Aesthetic
culture, it was proposed, could not only promote national unity, a oneness of
heart and purpose, but also ensure “fewer strikes” and industrial labor “more
faithfully performed.” The secretary of the Academy of Arts and Sciences
in New York urged the creation of “Theatres, Operas, Academies of Arts,
Museums &c.” as the solution to the “gross dissipation” that results “where
refinement is not cultivated.” Such pronouncements, issued with aplomb, are
puzzling to the present-day ear. They sound a strange amalgam of faith and
fear. Were such calls made in good faith or were they disingenuous? Did they
reflect a species of hope or merely self-delusion?

To understand the matter requires not a sorting of disparate motives but
an understanding of their conjunctions. A sincere belief in national uplift
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through art coexisted with a vision of social breakdown as two variants of the
same mindset. In either scenario, American progress or American doom, the
projection sharpened a sense of cultural leadership and conferred legitimacy
on elite tastes and interests by presenting them as national standards. Social
obligation and class retrenchment were frequently dual aspects of the same
impulse. When Henry Lee Higginson, the founder of the Boston Symphony
Orchestra, requested a $ 100,000 donation to Harvard College from a “public-
spirited” relative (“you . . . owe it to yourself, to your country, and to the
Republic”), his express motive for the philanthropy was the specter of an
“intense and bitter” class struggle: “Educate and save ourselves and our families
and our money from mobs!”

Such sentiments reveal the way cultural advocacy and philanthropy could
be enlisted for social control. But to see high culture in this period as a
program of imposed class domination is to miss the most important aspects of
its social power. Advocates of high art recognized that cultural forms invite a
transformation of some of the deepest, most vital of human responses. “Culture
is infectious,” one Atlantic author wrote. The appeal to culture was ultimately
an appeal to pleasure and affect, to visceral senses we appropriately call by the
name of taste. Though a misnomer, taste is an apt signifier for the range of subtle
cognitive judgments and perceptions that make up cultural understanding.
Like the sensation of sweetness or bitterness on the tongue, aesthetic taste
seems more spontaneous than reflective, belonging more to the body than the
mind. Poet William Cullen Bryant, addressing a New York audience on the
place of art in countering urban ills, stressed the responsive “sense of beauty,”
the “perception of order, symmetry, proportion of parts” that inwardly renews
the spirit. The deliberate, nationally oriented campaign to elevate American
culture in this period represents an attempt at governance through intimate
emulation: the purpose is not to rule but to entice, to refashion feeling and
pleasure into a personality possessing “an impassioned love of order.” It goes
without saying that the “order” assumed here was not just any order; whatever
fell outside of the pleasures and restraints of middle-class norms was likely to
count as disorder, if not anarchy. But the rhetoric of a “love of order” endows
those norms with the appeal of universal feeling. The persistent plea for an
“America of Art” was not a calculated gambit for imposing the power of one
class over others but a program of inner transformation urged upon a broad
citizenry.

The emphasis on interiority meant that the pleasures of high culture were
impossible to coerce but effective as an offered gift — and effective whether or
not the gift was accepted. Essayists such as Higginson, Thomas Sargeant Perry,
and Agnes Repplier saw their charge as a genuine broadening of shared feeling.
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William Dean Howells was the most tireless on this theme. The highest art,
Howells insisted, will “widen the bounds of sympathy.” The belief he expressed
in a review of Paul Laurence Dunbar’s work, that “prejudices [are} destined
to vanish in the arts,” has become something of an article of faith today. At
one level, high cultural institutions, much like religions, sought to create a
oneness of experience in the multitude. A Scribner’s essay stated “there is such
a thing as ‘the witness of the spirit,” in art as in religion.” The same analogy
governs Edith Wharton’s retrospective story False Dawn (1924), in which
a man returning to 1840s New York after a stay in Europe has experienced
“something of the apostle’s ecstasy” from his awakening to the beauty of Italian
Primitive paintings. After experiencing his conversion he is prompted to “go
forth and preach the new gospel” of a rediscovered aesthetic.

The other side of the desire to convert, to encourage oneness, is the desire to
identify and mark out difference. The same publications that urged the wide
dissemination of the arts also featured attacks on the multifarious expressions
of America’s “crowd civilization”:

First of all, abolish the music halls in which vulgar tunes set to still more vulgar words
provide the musical milk upon which the young of the masses are reared. Abolish the
diabolical street pianos and hand organs which disseminate these vile tunes in all
directions and which reduce the musical taste of the children in the residence streets
to the level of that of the Australian bushman, who thinks noise and rhythm are music.
Abolish the genuine American brand of burlesque . . . Abolish the theatre orchestra
which plays the music hall stuff . . . Abolish those newspapers which degrade art by
filling their columns with free advertising of so-called musical performers who are of
the freak genus.

Though rhetorical, the call to “abolish” mass forms is still revealing. The
imperative grammar, the extravagance and sweep, and the repetitive rhythm
all attest to an impulse towards total control of cultural expression. Its prac-
tical effect is to focus aversion and reify difference, a process hidden under a
taxonomic language pretending to describe what it invents, the “genus” of the
grotesque and the freakish in art. Moreover, whole populations were deemed
outside the realm of high art. As W. E. B. Du Bois made a point of reminding
readers in The Souls of Black Folk (1903), “to most libraries, lectures, concerts,
and museums, Negroes are either not admitted at all, or on terms peculiarly
galling to the pride of the very classes who might otherwise be attracted.”
To widen bounds; to mark the vulgar: these matched imperatives define the
controlling energies behind the effort to build an “America of Art.” Because
it is often compelling only to the few, high art is commonly described as
exclusive. But, with the exception of direct bans of the kind Du Bois under-
scores, the operative principle behind the emphasis on high culture was not
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exclusion but choice. That art and literature are embraced only voluntarily
made them an effective gauge of the inner life. High art’s wide diffusion,
not its restriction, was the cornerstone for bringing high culture into use in
social discipline, and its rejection by popular tastes was as significant as its (far
less frequent) acceptance. An editorial Howells published in an 1878 Atlantic,
“Certain Dangerous Tendencies in American Life,” begins to illustrate the
consequences of these principles. “We are in the earlier stages of a war upon
property, and upon everything that satisfies what are called the higher wants
of civilized life.” Workers tend to regard “works of art and instruments of
high culture, with all the possessions and surroundings of people of wealth
and refinement, as causes and symbols of the laborer’s poverty and degrada-
tion, and as things to be hated.” This perception, the editorial argues, is a
confusion of categories that mistakes ennobling works of art for the spoils
of luxury. Art and high culture are properly a commonwealth, and as such
they represent a civic responsibility rather than an exclusive possession. Those
“who believe in culture, in property, and in order, that is in civilization,” the
essay declares, “must establish the necessary agencies for the diffusion of a new
culture, a culture of a higher order” to bring about the “moral education of the
people.”

The call for new “agencies” to diffuse high culture is symptomatic of a pro-
found historical innovation that wed liberal governance to the field of culture.
The notion that art and culture could promote the social good was hardly a
new one, of course. Scholars such as Jiirgen Habermas have traced the way
new genres of aesthetic criticism, emerging in the eighteenth century, encour-
aged the gradual detachment of art from the authoritative traditions of church
and monarchy, a process that created an independent public sphere (though
still a restricted one) in which the aesthetic judgments of propertied citizens
were harnessed to social debate and civic improvement. By the time Matthew
Arnold called art a “criticism of life” the idea was a commonplace. What was
new at this time, however, was a widespread belief that aesthetic culture, with
its power to produce a deep self-transformation of individuals, had a distinctive
place in the practical agenda of civil governance. When Howells published the
1878 editorial column, only a small number of major metropolitan museums,
civic symphony orchestras, and municipal opera companies had recently been
founded. Within just a few years, however, an astonishing number of these
organizations were established, creating a web of professional institutions that
dominated the production and distribution of fine art and artistic performance
in the United States. Whereas aesthetic institutions had detached themselves
from bishops and kings, they were now increasingly organized in relation to
city and state governance.
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It was largely local groups of private patrons who organized this system of
quasi-public cultural enterprises, but its kinship with institutions like pub-
lic schools formed quickly. New York’s Metropolitan Museum of Art was
founded by financiers and artist consultants in 1870. The Boston Museum of
Fine Art, established soon after in 1873, was similarly the venture of lead-
ing city figures, as was the founding of the Boston Symphony Orchestra in
1881. Philadelphia’s Museum of Art, because it was established (in 1877) in
the wake of the Centennial Exhibition, represents an early case in which a
state legislature was centrally involved in creating the museum. Although the
Smithsonian Institution was incorporated in the 1840s, according to director
George Brown Goode it was not until 1876 that “the existence of a National
Museum, as such” was established in Washington. Like other cultural leaders,
Goode stressed that a museum must be able to transform human subjects from
within. “The museum of the past,” he declares in an 1888 report, “must be set
aside, reconstructed, transformed from a cemetery of bric-a-brac into a nursery
of living thoughts.” If this potential is fulfilled, “the museum of the future
may be made one of the chief agencies of the higher civilization.” Circulating
collections of specimens were created for schools as the authority of museums
flowed “beyond galleries to the lecture hall and beyond the lecture hall to the
suburban school.”

Seen in this context, it is clear that literary production was another of the
“chief agencies” to disseminate a national pedagogy of higher civilization.
High literary culture was organized around a group of leading magazines,
most of them the house organ for one of the major publishing companies.
These literary publications — the A#lantic, Harper’s, The Century, and Scribner’s
were the recognized leaders — reinforced each other’s authority by reviewing
the same books, publishing many of the same authors, taking up a similar
range of topics (and mutually ignoring others), and hiring each other’s writers
and editors. Like other cultural institutions, these journals saw their work
cultivating a higher national literature as a public mandate. High culture,
in the view of these agencies, was neither a princely possession nor a form
of entertainment but a moral resource for the nation, to be administered by
professionals who hold a public trust. Howells in particular put forward the
novelist as someone uniquely suited for the cultural elevation of the public:
“He assumes a higher function, something like that of a physician or priest,”
and “bound by laws as sacred as those of such professions.”

The success of this association of high art with civic order and professional
agencies was unequivocal, but what of its effects? No single criterion can eval-
uate the efforts to make fiction into an agent of national uplift. The “quality”
magazines and the authors they promoted won recognition as the leading
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literary authorities, though not without challengers. Their prestige drew in
readers and introduced Americans to writers rarely given exposure in US peri-
odicals, including French, German, and Spanish authors as well as a wider
range of American authors than is usually recognized. Just as notable, even
the failures of these critics and authors — their failure to acquire a wider read-
ership, for instance — could produce a species of success. Even when ignored,
their promotion of high culture served to articulate social distinctions in the
public it was aiming to convert. That process is illustrated in Wharton’s Fa/se
Dawn when the would-be art “apostle” Lewis Raycie fervently hopes to win
adherents and astonishes New York by turning a Manhattan home into an
open gallery for exhibiting his collection of Italian paintings. But Raycie is a
cultural prophet without a country. As the story describes his desire to share
his discovered treasures, it formally traces new lines of cultural difference. For
Wharton’s readers, Raycie’s gallery serves finally to assemble and name the
“dumb and respectable throng, who roamed vacantly through the rooms and
out again, grumbling that it wasn’t worth the money.” Raycie’s failure frames
a self-damning population — the “throng” that is the middle-class version of
the “mob” — whose rejection of Raycie’s paintings ironically confirms his status
as Wharton’s culture hero. The story illustrates one of high culture’s unique
advantages: an ability to win for losing. Prestige can accrue to failure in a mass
society.

But the advantages of prestige should not obscure the realities of cultural
competition. The new array of “agencies” created to administer the high arts
saw themselves in an acute contest with commercial culture. Their efforts to
attract were genuine. “The great mass of readers now sunk in foolish joys of
mere fable,” Howells declares in Fiction and Criticism, “shall be lifted to interest
in the meaning of things through a faithful portrayal of life in fiction.” The
rivalry with commercial culture for the “great mass” of Americans, though,
points up a structural vulnerability. In such competition, the inwardness of
high culture, its defining difference, becomes its distinctive problem. How is
it possible to make the spiritual property of cultural discernment available as
a model? How do the invisible competencies of taste and judgment become
visible objects for emulation, or, failing that, for intimidation? The solution
is ironic, and not without risk: in order to harness the power of culture,
put discernment on display. Organized through new agencies and spaces, high
culture in this period set out to exhibit itself — to make distinction conspicuous.

Once again the museum offers an apt historical analogy. The metropolitan
museum had become a space for instructing the public in selective discern-
ment not simply by exhibiting objects but, even more importantly, by making
visitors and non-visitors alike aware of the invisible knowledge — expertise in
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operation behind the scenes — that had chosen and assembled the objects exhib-
ited. Museums, in other words, also house what they do 7ot overtly display:
expert cultural authority. Goode formalized this function when he asserted that
museums should have “two great classes” of holdings. The “exhibition series”
is visible to the public, “attractively arranged” behind “the clearest of glass.”
The “study series” (“tens of thousands of specimens”), on the other hand, is
“hidden away perpetually from public view” but provides the “foundations of
the intellectual superstructure” for the museum. The hidden holdings are the
guarantors of museum authority, while the public displays are a visible witness
of the curatorial expertise that has assembled the exhibition from out of the
storehouse. (“The public,” Goode writes, “will take pride in the possession
by the museum” of the cache of objects available only to the specialist but
“necessary for proper scientific research.”) At the same time, public exhibits
also make canons of cultural expertise available for study and emulation. “The
people’s museum should be much more than a house full of specimens in glass
cases. It should be a house full of ideas, arranged with the strictest attention
to system.” Museums offer not only material objects but also the possibility
of acquiring a restricted, intangible mastery for the dedicated visitor.

Developments in literature offered similar instances of the direct and indi-
rect display of higher discernment. In an era of competing forms of authorship,
books themselves could be a form of artistic exhibition. Private collections
and public libraries sought out rare books as well as books of rare learning.
Volumes such as Charles Eliot Norton’s Historical Studies of Church Building
in the Middle Ages (1880), Bernard Berenson’s Central Italian Painters of the
Renaissance (1897), Percival Lowell’s Occult_Japan or the Way of the Gods (1894),
and Edith Wharton’s I» Morocco (1920) are material embodiments of the unique
knowledge and experience described in their pages. Unlike rare editions, such
works were not in short supply, but as an object in the hands of a reader or on
the shelves of a library they could still advertise a restricted cultural knowledge
even as they offer to share it.

The fiction promoted by the leading periodicals redesigned the novel around
the same paradoxical imperatives of display and discrimination. Though
Realist novels carry over much of the same thematic materials of the fic-
tion that precedes them — explorations of courtship, family life, and social
conduct, representations of moral and social conflicts — the champions of high
Realism reposition the genre as a form for challenging conventional or popular
fiction. A less obvious form of exhibition than the museum, the novel is nev-
ertheless made over into a space of instruction through display, a new kind of
quasi-public space where fictional representation can counter the “distorted
and misleading likeness in our books,” plays, and commercial spectacles. The
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Realist novel not only holds out “a faithful portrayal of life,” but also estab-
lishes that there is a specialized knowledge — Howells explicitly calls it “a sort
of scientific decorum” — necessary to distinguish accurate representations from
distortions, fact from fable. That knowledge lies not in the stories themselves
but in the habits of perception required to read them. The Realist novel makes
representation itself not only a medium for fiction but also a distinct cultural
practice and a contested terrain. Reading novels with the proper discernment
offers the possibility of mastering a special kind of knowledge — according to
Howells, nothing less than the “the meaning of things.”

Once the novel is deliberately recast as the antidote to “shows and sem-
blances,” however, it competes on the same territory of public visibility as the
“effectists” of mass culture. This paradox — that to rescue high culture from
conspicuousness, culture must make itself conspicuous — locates the generative
rivalry that accounts for much of the controlling energy and creativity of the
literature in this period. With varying degrees of perception, Realist works
recognize that mass culture was remaking the order of the real. Under the
pressure of the rivalry, Realist fiction begins to resemble the world of spectacle
it opposes. But the resemblance is not simply a risk to high-culture fiction,
it is also that fiction’s precondition: the proximity is precisely what makes
Realist discernment the increasingly specialized, valuable property — in short,
the property of distinction — that it is.

WILLIAM DEAN HOWELLS, REALISM, AND THE MODERN INSTANCE

Like other novels of its time, Howells’s A Modern Instance (1882) is about a bad
marriage; unlike others, the source of the marital trouble is not adultery but
publicity. The three-year marriage between newspaperman Bartley Hubbard
and his wife Marcia reaches a crisis when Marcia accuses him of infidelity. Her
suspicions are wrong, and within moments she knows it. Still, the false accu-
sation has the same effect as if it were true: it sets off an enraged confrontation,
an impulsive separation, and a dramatic divorce. Howells here could be said
to draw on a standard plot device, the threat of adultery, to point beyond it
to an even deeper disruption of traditional domesticity. The Hubbards’ mar-
riage is not destroyed by intimate betrayal — Bartley is incapable of possessing
any fidelity of private feeling to betray. Instead, his only consistent inter-
ests and gratifications are the internalized energies of mass publicity, or what
the narrator calls Bartley’s “newspaper instinct.” Similarly, Marcia’s “domestic
instinct” is female sentiment that has been distorted by commercial culture.
Her unrealistic expectations and emotionalism are “distempered imitations”
of the melodrama Howells saw as endemic to the era’s popular fiction. After
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publishing more conventional marriage novels such as A Chance Acquaintance
(1873) and A Fearful Responsibility (1881), Howells reinvented the marriage
novel in A Modern Instance by presenting an American marriage whose partners
are in thrall to the desires and forces of an emergent mass society. He would
later call it his first truly “Realist” novel.

Bartley’s “newspaper instinct” has the blind but canny force of erotic feeling,
with which it is explicitly compared. A reporter for an aggressive Boston
newspaper, Bartley dreams of starting an even racier paper that will operate
on a method of public seduction. His plan for “spicy” journalism consists of
minutely calibrating the desires of different groups of readers — “local accident
and crime” for the lowest sorts, political affairs for those in the city machines,
religious gossip for the next higher stratum (“it interests the women like
murder”), fashion and financial reports for the social elite — in order to entice
a mass audience to buy the same publication. Bartley defines his journalistic
“principle” as simply a matter of meeting demand — “you must give the people
what they want” — though it relies on carefully inciting the desires it hopes to
gratify. Bartley’s credo is echoed by a theater manager he meets in a bar, a man
who stages a new kind of variety show, a “burlesque,” performed by all-female
troupes. “I give the public what it wants,” the burlesque manager announces,
which turns out to be “legs, principally.” Bartley answers that “it’s just so with
newspapers, too.”

Howells plays the scene for humor, but the comparison of mass-market
journalism with burlesque is a pointed critique. By the mid-1870s, the novel’s
time frame, burlesque troupes had won a large American audience by offering
eclectic theatrical novelties that stopped short of any open indecencies. During
the 1868-69 theatrical season in Boston, for instance, five of the city’s seven
theaters featured burlesques imported from England, prompting Howells to
write an analysis in the A#lantic of the “spectacle muse” of burlesque that had
reigned over the season. The troupes consisted of female performers playing
male roles in an incongruous collection of skits, songs, dances, minstrel “walk
arounds,” and topical parodies. Howells’s review indicted the burlesque man-
ager’s “ideas of public taste,” though not without an ironic awareness that the
productions actually seemed to have gauged the taste of the public (“honest-
looking, handsomely dressed men and women”) with distressing accuracy.
Howells’s objection to burlesque was less its potential for sexual titillation
than its deliberate incoherence — the distortions of gender as well as the dis-
connected jumble of sensational sights. “A melancholy sense of the absurdity,
of the incongruity, of the whole,” he wrote, “absorbed at last even a sense of
the indecency.” Burlesque swept in and left nothing untouched: “no novelty
remains which is not now forbidden by statute.”
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With its heedless collection of novelties, burlesque was the antitype to
Howells’s notion of literary Realism. A classical performance of Medez How-
ells attended in 1875 sparked the idea for A Modern Instance (“1 said to myself,
“This is an Indiana divorce case’”) and his “New Medea” was meant to explore
sexual and emotional disruptions of the modern age. Like Howells’s novel,
a famous burlesque called Ixion; or the Man at the Wheel (1863) also took up
the theme of modern divorce by way of classical allusion, but did so with
the intention to mock and dazzle. In Ixion, parodic fragments from classical
myth are thrown together in a farcical narrative taking aim at the penchant
for divorce among the social elite. Written by E. C. Burnand, the comic pro-
duction featured popular actress Lydia Thompson in the role of Ixion, king of
Thessaly, and her visit to Mount Olympus was the pretext for topical jokes,
songs, and dance numbers. The burlesque’s deliberate cultivation of incon-
gruities led another critic to label the genre a “monstrous” form of enter-
tainment, and “by monstrous I do not mean wicked, disgusting, or hateful,
but monstrously incongruous and unnatural . . . Its system is a defiance of
system.”

For Howells, the same “spectacle muse” in burlesque governed mass jour-
nalism. The problem with this brand of journalism was not its popularity
but rather the source of that popularity in the frisson that comes from gratu-
itous public exposure. Like a burlesque revue, Bartley’s newspaper relies on the
excitement generated by the display of what is normally unseen. Howells iden-
tifies as the “vice” of mass journalism its compulsion to gather, reproduce, and
circulate an indiscriminate constellation of sensational sights: “Why should
an accurate correspondent inform me of the elopement of a married man with
his maid-servant in East Machias?” asks one of Howells’s disapproving char-
acters. “Why should I sup on all the horrors of a railroad accident, and have
the bleeding fragments hashed up for me at breakfast?” And, in a revealing
inclusion, “Why should I be told by telegraph how three negroes died on the
gallows of North Carolina?” The newspaper is a burlesque show in disguise,
serving up for entertainment the same flavors of racial shock, domestic scan-
dal, and novel sights that spiced the popular stage productions. Driven by
visibility for its own sake, mass journalism is for Howells a burlesque of the
real.

Howells’s novel indicts a long list of the sensational topics exploited by
newspapers, naming elopements and railroad accidents as well as suicides,
detectives in pursuit of criminals, divorce trials, and murders. But remark-
ably, this same list of topics is a virtual index to Howells’s own plot. The story
of the Hubbards’ marriage begins in an elopement and, before the novel ends,
features Marcia’s thoughts of suicide, Bartley’s pursuit by detectives, a minor
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train accident, a major divorce trial, and even a report of Bartley’s own murder
by gunshot. The novel thus unfolds by way of an uncanny doubling with the
very spectacles it names and condemns. It may seem curious that Howells’s
plot is structured by these scandals — are these not the gratuitous novelties
that Realist novels are expressly to shun? But properly understood, the narra-
tive doubling does not compromise Howells’s Realism; rather, it can be said
to constitute Realism, to show the complexity of its historical formation. For
Howells, subjects like divorce do have a genuine claim on the highest public
interest, but only in the right kind of narrative frame. A Modern Instance is
designed to properly expose distorting newspaper exposure, in order to per-
mit the discerning reader to tell the difference. The doubling represents a
compressed version of the cultural contest that is the very ground for high
literary Realism, a competition for control over the recently enlarged power
of public representation. Howells’s aversion to mass forms was not simply a
puritanical reflex against low pleasures. Rather, Howells saw that behind the
ever more numerous commercial displays and pulp-fiction titles was the power
of an expanded market sector to dissolve and rearrange the materials of more
traditional institutions of acculturation. Realism was to be a bulwark against
the power of the market to remake the real.

Bartley’s acuity as a newspaperman gives him a “masterly knowledge” of
Boston places and people. But the novel also insists readers realize that Bartley
acutely lacks another order of understanding: he had “scarcely any knowledge
of the distinctions and differences so important to the various worlds of any
city.” These additional “worlds,” and the “distinctions” necessary to understand
them, are not explicitly named. But the comment directs attention to a more
expansive point of view than Bartley’s, a synoptic vision the novel itself will
eventually realize. Through its plot, the novel develops a picture of distinct
but interdependent social regions: Bartley’s reporter’s haunts; the small-scale
households of the Hubbards’ neighborhood; the indoor-world of polite Boston
society; a male precinct of professional offices and clubs; and the public space
of saloons, restaurants, and theaters, among others. The result is a totality that
Howells in his criticism calls “life in its civic relations,” and the ability to grasp
these “various worlds” as a whole is at the heart of Howells’s understanding
of fiction. Rivals like burlesque and mass journalism also present social life
but only by offering incoherent aggregations of events and scenes. What is
needed, in Howells’s view, is the ability to conceive the increasingly diverse
urban worlds as a total social body.

A paradigmatic test of Bartley’s “knowledge of distinctions” occurs in the
peculiar public space of Boston’s new institutions of high culture. The narrator
details the way Bartley and Marcia
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went sometimes to the Museum of Fine Arts, where [Marcia} became as hungry and
tired as if it were the Vatican. They had a pride in taking books out of the Public
Library, where they walked about on tiptoe with bated breath; and they thought it
a divine treat to hear the great organ play at noon. As they sat there in the Music
Hall, and let the mighty instrument bellow over their strong young nerves, Bartley
whispered to Marcia the jokes he had heard about the organ; and then, upon the wave
of aristocratic sensation from this experience, they went out and dined at Copeland’s,
or Weber’s, or Fera’s, or even at Parker’s . . .

The distinctions in this passage are all implicit. The passage is meaningful
only when one sees the meanings #ot grasped by Bartley and Marcia. Readers
know that the “aristocratic sensation” the couple experiences at the organ
recital actually measures their lack of aesthetic feeling, since those who under-
stand art and culture, who live and breathe in its atmosphere, would never
experience the kind of discrete sensation of “aristocratic” elevation felt by the
Hubbards. Travel-savvy readers know that Marcia’s weariness at the Boston
museum means she would experience a fatigue many times greater at the
Vatican. By requiring readers to understand by way of the gaps or distinc-
tions in the scene, Howells posits the existence of a larger, unspecified field of
knowledge that turns those differences into legible social relations. The effect
is to set off the Hubbards’ perceptions as examples of a certain kind of (insuf-
ficient) understanding, intelligible only to a higher order of sight. Bartley and
Marcia are not fictional subjects, alternative selves we might emulate or envy
or upbraid. Rather, these characters become fictional objects, figures carefully
“isolated and analyzed,” in Howells’s critical formula, against a more encom-
passing horizon of social relations. These are not just objects to be seen but
to be seen through to a whole that is graspable only by implication. This kind
of structure pulls the reader away from the impulse of identification — the
immediacy of “reading for the plot” — and instills a habit of what might be
called reading for distinction.

Extending and deepening the analysis of “distinctions and differences” is
the task of the novel as a whole. The novel will turn the distressing exigencies
of the Hubbards’ lives into a “modern instance,” a representative object that
can illuminate a broader social order. It is a mistake to see Howells as a scold
or a snob; the Hubbards’ deficits in higher taste are important only insofar as
they help define “modern” persons who have been formed by their responsive-
ness to mass culture. The younger American writers who succeeded Howells’s
generation sometimes painted him as the guardian of a too narrow Victorian
gentility, but the primary importance of aesthetic taste for Howells was not
propriety or personal refinement. He insisted he was “outside of the rank of
the mere culturists, followers of an elegant literature,” and it was a fair enough
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claim. For Howells, aesthetic feeling is an index to social differences —a crucial
index, it turns out — that points up a defining order of “civic relations” through
patterns of difference. Those contemporaries of Howells who complained that
his Realism was given to excessive analysis (“Boston under the scalpel” was
the way one critic described Howells’s fiction) were closer to the mark than
those who portrayed him as a fussy defender of genteel reticence.

That analytic bent is the reason Howells underscores the Hubbards’ failed
marriage as a meaningful “instance” of modernity. Howells’s notion of the fic-
tional “instance” — Henry James speaks of the “expressive particular” —is a key
unit of analysis in Realism. The representative or resonant instance (also the
“type” or “trait”) allows the reader to “seek the universal in the individual.”
Howells’s confidence in a logic of metonymic representation presumes the
existence of accessible orders of historical and social relations, orders against
which carefully drawn figures could be critically analyzed. In this way Howells
realizes in fiction the same “modern museum idea” that George Brown Goode
defined for curators and art exhibitors. Goode’s definition of a well-organized
museum as “a collection of instructive labels illustrated by well-selected spec-
imens” attests to the prime importance of the representative type as the basic
unit of meaning. The properly selected specimen is a witness of an underlying
system or series. Without such series, Goode emphasized, the museum is little
more than a “cemetery of bric-a-brac.”

The museum object, as Goode described it, is also a specimen of history, an
artifact of time. Its ability to represent relies on its place in a temporal sequence,
a known cultural history. Howells shares the belief that historical measure-
ment should be one of the structuring principles of fiction. An “instance” is
only meaningful as an instance of an epoch, here the order of the “modern.”
In truly meaningful art, Howells insists, techniques of skillful narration will
reveal “the laws of evolution in art and society.” In all, Howells’s Realism shares
the museum “idea” of the power of disciplined representation. The categories
of type and historical sequence operated as a powerful nineteenth-century
syntax for converting the amorphous (and wildly overdetermined) concept of
“civilization” into vividly realized displays of its constitutive orders — the cul-
tural histories of great nations, the evolution of fine art, the growth of science
and technology, the succession of “primitive” cultures that make up the pre-
history of civilization. Modeled after the powerful evolutionary principles that
had made biology and natural history the supreme sciences, these museum dis-
ciplines embodied the desire to give the things of culture the determinate order
of an organic law. When Howells asserts that fiction requires “a sort of scientific
decorum,” he expresses a widespread belief that specialized metonymic display
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could impart knowledge of the real, invisible order of things. Writers who fail
to “body forth human experience” according to Realist decorum fall into the
error of “falsifying nature,” modeling life “after their own fancy.” (Tellingly,
Howells relegates these popular forms to the “stone age of fiction.”) The same
principles must govern the literary critic as well as the writer. The critic is “to
identify the species and then explain how and why the specimen is imperfect
and irregular,” Howells writes in Fiction and Criticism. Literary criticism must
restrict itself “to the business of observing, recording, comparing; to analyzing
the material before it, and then synthesizing its impressions.”

Yet as powerful as these principles of authoritative display were for agencies
of culture like Howells’s fiction, Realist exhibition never reliably served only
one master. Even museum representation could break from the “law of evolu-
tion in art and society” into other, more wayward paths. Cultural leaders were
acutely aware of this possibility. Boston’s first museum, established in 17971,
featured wax figures of Franklin and Washington together with oil paintings
and live animals. The early museum was likely to offer oddities of natural
history, ornaments from exotic places in Africa or China, and sensational tech-
nological displays such as a guillotine. Live performances at these museums
made unabashed attempts at drawing in large popular audiences; in 1819 the
Boston Gallery of Fine Arts featured the “Lilliputian Songsters,” two dwarfs
whose singing presented “genteel deportment.” And, as we have seen, Barnum
made the most of the early museum’s penchant for eclectic spectacle when he
launched himself in show business.

The modern museum defined itself through a strenuous differentiation from
this kind of array of curiosities. As one museum administrator put it in 1888,
“The orderly soul of the Museum student will quake at the sight of a Chinese
lady’s boot encircled by shark’s teeth” or “an Egyptian mummy placed in
a medieval chest.” Such sheer spectacle is an affront to the discriminating
observer. And yet the sting of the affront hints at the museum’s lingering
affiliation with popular spectacle that prompts the need for disavowal. In
1888, the visual novelties of a Chinese boot or a boxed-in mummy could
signify not merely the museum’s buried past but its current cultural rival,
mass-culture spectacle. Howells’s A Modern Instance gives an incisive view
of this rivalry between institutions and its place in the formation of high
literary culture. On the first night of their arrival in Boston, Bartley and
Marcia visit Moses Kimball’s Museum theater, a nine-hundred-seat auditorium
for popular plays and variety shows. The theater maintained a vestige of its
earlier incarnation as a museum in the exhibition gallery lining its first-floor

lobby.
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They passed through the long colonnaded vestibule, with its paintings and plaster casts
and rows of birds and animals in glass cases on either side and she gave scarcely a glance
atany of those objects endeared by association if not intrinsic beauty to the Boston play-
goer: Gulliver, with the Lilliputians swarming upon him; the painty-necked ostriches
and pelicans; the mummied mermaid under a glass-bell; the governors’ portraits; the
stuffed elephant; Washington crossing the Delaware; Cleopatra applying the asp; Sir
William Pepperell, at full length on canvas and the pagan months and seasons in
plaster, — if all these are indeed the subjects — were dim phantasmagoria, amid which
she and Bartley moved scarcely more real.

The lobby’s unsorted “phantasmagoria” is antithetical to Howells’s Realist
“instance.” The exhibition disregards any distinction between the mythical
and the natural, whimsy and solemnity, art and grotesque artifact. Belonging
to no one order of nature or history, the objects represent nothing but their
own singularity. In Moby-Dick Melville often uses something very like this
cataloging of curious objects and incongruous exotic allusions to fashion a
new lyrical symbolism for his distinctive literary art. For Howells, in contrast,
the combined display of disparate artifacts remains an inert if instructive fossil,
an example of the “stone age” of popular taste. The fact that a public “appetite
for the marvelous” seemed to be growing rather than dying out made such taste
only more unnatural. In their distortions and factitiousness, these objects are
figures for the many kinds of “fantastic and monstrous and artificial things”
in contemporary life that Howells identified in his novels and essays, from
women'’s fashions to artificial new American “tastes and moods.”

And yet the fact that Howells reproduces this jumbled sight in detail sug-
gests that the curiosity of spectacle may not be simply the outdated phe-
nomenon that Howells suggests. A “phantasmagoria” of various urban specta-
cles is also a central preoccupation of the novel, and, indeed, of all of Howells’s
subsequent novels. The Minister’s Charge, for instance, includes a closely ren-
dered picture of the pandemonium of a hotel fire, the bathos of a criminal
courtroom, and the shocking street theater of a bloody trolley accident — all
topics Howells’s characters frequently criticize as too sensational when they
appear in a tabloid paper. High Realism remains intimately bound to what it
nominally excludes from the order of the real. The literary Realism Howells
championed was established in a moment when newly defined orders of cul-
ture, high and low, were facing off in open competition. Realism is, in that
sense, a literary language that emerges from the proximity of high and low
culture in rivalry, a proximity that calls for vigilant codes of distinction. This
is the self-conscious office of Howellsian Realism. For all its urgency to purge
“distempered imitations,” then, Realist discourse can never rid itself of what
it deems unreal without sacrificing the very basis for Realist distinction.
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For Howells, Realist distinction is also needed for understanding the genre’s
bedrock institution: marriage. Characters see the Hubbards’ marriage variously
as vaguely unsatisfactory (Bartley’s view) or inscrutably lacking in intimacy
(Marcia’s view) or fatally short on domestic propriety (Marcia’s father’s view).
But readers are asked to see it as something closer to what another character
calls the “hideous deformity” of marriage — marriage in the form of the modern
spectacle of divorce. This “deformity” of marriage is not simply the scandal of a
divorce. Rather, divorce is the deformation of marriage, or marriage scandalized.
This is the distinction readers are to grasp in this Realist novel: for Howells the
trouble with the Hubbards’ marriage is not its singularity but its instructive
and representative vulnerability to the energies of a rootless commercial society.
Howells’s novel contends that marriage, like other traditional institutions such
as churches and republican politics, is no longer an effective shield against the
fantasies of mass culture that, left unchecked, invade intimate relationships
and even consciousness itself.

This insight, then, requires one of the finest distinctions in the novel. The
Hubbards’ marriage is finally not to be seen as a singular “hideous deformity”
but as an instructive “modern instance.” It is not, that is, a freakish anomaly
(however rare divorce was at the time) but a representative case, the result of
what Howells said was his “practical and modern” treatment of marriage in the
age of mass culture. Only this difference — the analytic value of the “instance” —
protects the novel from being what it adamantly opposes, a narrative that
exploits for “cheap effects” the “fetid explosions of the divorce trials” (a con-
demnation Howells penned in a critical essay). This is a rather fine line to
maintain, to be sure: the same writer who complains in his editor’s column of
the divorce trials in the tabloids is the writer who concludes A Modern Instance
with a long and dramatically engaging divorce trial. Yet drawing this line,
the line that makes visible second-order distinctions about representation, is
precisely the point. Howells represents a divorce trial not for cheap effects but
for Realist effects, which is to say, the effects on the discerning reader, who
acquires a mastery over the distortions of mass culture and with that mastery
gains a purchase on a social whole — modernity — that is otherwise ungraspable.

This Realist aesthetic springs from mixed impulses. Howells’s pronounce-
ments on Realism carry the exhilarated conviction of a truth revealed, even
as they convey a profound anxiety in the lower registers. Each was a genuine
sentiment, each a tonal counterpoint that increased the resonance of the other.
Howells’s claims for the social power of high art were astonishingly large. His
convictions about Realism amount to a romancing of the power of disciplined
representation. “The highest fiction treats itself as fact.” To hear the imagi-
native promise in this phrase requires recognition of the new excitement and
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authority ascribed to fact in this era. The prestige of the natural sciences and the
recently established social sciences, the remarkable rational leverage derived
from statistics, the new professional recognition accorded art and humanities
in the university — these and other enterprises held out a disciplinary glamour
for the work of fiction. For Howells and many of his contemporaries, Realism
(“the movement in literature like the world is now witnessing”) promised a
gradual, solid-seeming materialization of an otherwise invisible totality.

Not everyone found an intellectual glamour in the Realist “movement.”
Some observers found Howellsian Realism given to cold, bloodless analysis.
Critics such as Agnes Repplier and William Roscoe Thayer greeted the renewal
of more romantic fiction in the 1890s as a welcome alternative to the fiction
of Realism’s dissecting “anatomists.” Debates about Realism were waged in
competing magazines and other venues, as when a congress on literature orga-
nized for the 1893 Chicago Columbian Exposition brought together figures
such as Hamlin Garland, Mary Hartwell Catherwood, and Charles Dudley
Warner to take sides on what one observer termed the “passion for realism.”
Despite the detractors, however, those who felt the “passion” saw Realism as a
singular and truly exciting advance in American letters. With something like
the exhilaration of watching a developing photograph, proponents believed
Realism was bringing into view a social world usually too changeable and
fast-paced to be seen steadily.

For Howells, the Realism “movement” also made fiction a collective enter-
prise, the work of a whole class or profession. “American life especially is
getting represented with unexampled fullness,” Howells claims, because fic-
tion is the labor of a group of specially qualified authors. “It is true that no
one writer, no one book, represents it, for that is not possible; our social and
political decentralization forbids this, and may forever forbid it. But a great
number of very good writers are instinctively striving to make each part of
the country and each phase of our civilization known to all the other parts.”
Like Goode’s notion of the museum as an “illustrated encyclopedia of civiliza-
tion,” Howells looked to fiction as a broad cultural enterprise able to make
the enormous diversity of American society legible through a comprehensive
record in letters. A generous mentor, Howells encouraged the careers of writers
from outside the cultural capitals of the Northeast — Tennessee’s Mary Noailles
Murfree, for instance, and Hamlin Garland and Edward Eggleston who por-
trayed the rural Midwest — and supported cultural outsiders like immigrant
Abraham Cahan, who took up the cause of Realism as editor of New York’s
Jewish Daily Forward, and African-American writer Charles Chesnutt. This col-
lective enterprise would meet the era’s “social and political decentralization”
with a fully realized map of the nation in letters.
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The other side of this hopeful expectation was a motivating anxiety. With-
out a language or agency to realize the underlying orders of culture, social
life may appear to be only a collection of heterogeneous fantasies and desires.
Howells’s efforts to make literature an institution of the real was born out of
a deep sense that other social forms were failing to portray, or worse, wholly
distorting, contemporary social life. Through the strange eloquence of his per-
sonal anxieties, Howells was among the first intellectuals to articulate what are
still unresolved questions about the social power of mass culture. His cultural
moment, and the institution of Realism it spawned, form the prehistory of our
own continuing struggle to understand the efficacy of cultural representation
and to grasp the relation — whether corrosive or unifying — between mass cul-
ture forms and diverse modern societies. Howells’s solution was to define and
embrace the literary as a social agent by strenuously distinguishing it from
mass rivals deemed unreal. In the disciplinary accents of Realism’s “order and
system,” Howells’s Realism is a dream of reconciliation, an imaginary museum
to house desire in the guise of the real.

The utopian impulse in Howells’s particular brand of literary nationalism
(a “republic of letters where all men are free and equal”) tended to cover over
its own contradictory premise. Moral force was inherent in the Realist vision,
as Howells conceived it: the Realist writer “feels in every nerve the equality of
things and the unity of men; his soul is exalted, not by vain shows and shadows
and ideals, but by realities, in which alone truth lives.” And literary expression
of that vision, Howells believed, would make readers’ cultivated perceptions
into a route to social transformation. Only Realism signified “democracy in
literature” because, rather than pandering to a mélange of popular tastes,
it promised “the unity of taste in the future.” The prospect of a “unity of
taste,” however, also contains an irreducible discrepancy between theory and
practice. Howells’s genuine democratic ideals were attached to a specialized
literary practice whose effective end was necessarily to produce a delimited,
self-selecting readership. Howells increasingly felt the strain of the resulting
tension. His ideal “republic of letters” was the simulacrum of a unified culture,
an artifact whose principle aim — to join citizens through “taste” — also belies
its debt to the market culture he opposed.

The same tensions can be glimpsed in the development of Howells’s career.
Raised in Ohio with a fairly rudimentary education, he worked at a local
newspaper office while writing literary reviews for Ohio publications. He
eventually published some of his own poems in the Boston-based A#lantic
and the New York Saturday Press and set his course for a life in the literary
centers of the Northeast. Near the end of his life he would turn to his Ohio
childhood in self-revealing volumes such as A Boy’s Town (1890) and Years of
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My Youth (1916), but most of his work focused on Europe and the Northeastern
United States where he established his remarkably successful career in letters.
Howells wrote the campaign biography of Lincoln and received as his reward
the consulship of Venice, where he resided for much of the Civil War. His
travel essays from Italy helped to cultivate his ties to the literary circles of
Boston and New York, and upon his return to the United States he won a
position as a columnist for the New York Nation and served next as an editor
for the Atlantic (1866—81) in Boston.

Howells’s success was held up as an example of the national integration
that literary culture could foster. Here was a son of the “rough-and-ready
West,” as James Russell Lowell put it, whose inborn gifts had been recognized
and welcomed by the highest literary lights in the East. It is probably more
accurate to say that Howells’s talent had inspired in the ambitious young
writer a keen-eyed study of the Eastern literary establishment he deliberately
prepared himself to join. Howells was an outsider whose intense observations
from a distance helped him cross the threshold to the inside, and this particular
path of career advancement left its mark. For the young Howells, Boston was
an object of desire and intense analysis, a combination that energized him
and would sharpen his fiction and criticism. His outsider’s critical mastery of
its “civic relations” was a continuing source of the insider’s cultural success.
Understanding Howells’s work — his social vision and critique, and his later
sense of his own critical impasse — requires careful attention to the way the
mastery of social distinctions could signify for Howells both open mobility as
well as implacable difference. It was a contradiction he would never completely
resolve.

THE MILLIONAIRE IN PRINT: BARNUM AND HOWELLS

In The Rise of Silas Lapham (188s), Howells’s rivalry with commercial culture
takes the form of an open competition. The novel’s central topic coincided
with an established genre of the mass press: the portrait of the new American
millionaire. Biographies and newspaper profiles of millionaires were tremen-
dously popular in this era, as were capitalist wisdom books such as Andrew
Carnegie’s Gospel of Wealth (1889) and Orison Swett Marden’s Pushing to the
Front (1894). By portraying a millionaire, The Rise of Silas Lapham challenges
commercial culture on its own turf, and Howells’s zour de force Realist portrait
of Silas Lapham demolishes the competition. It is a fixed fight, certainly, but
no less illuminating for that fact. Recognizing the competitive motive under-
scores both the novel’s literary control as well as its spirited, almost combative
literary energies. Howells lets the press have the first go at his central character
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Lapham, a paint manufacturer with a “colossal fortune.” Bartley Hubbard is
resurrected for the task: he reappears as a young reporter, still in his early years
of marriage, on assignment to interview Lapham for the “Solid Men of Boston”
series. Bartley’s fatuous sketch describes Lapham as a “fine type of the successful
American” in rote formulas. Howells, taking his turn at portraying Lapham,
will then expose Bartley’s journalistic language as a false kind of representa-
tiveness — neither a true understanding of “type” nor a real apprehension of the
phenomenon of Gilded Age success. The newspaper sells a polished distortion
of a millionaire’s life story, one that Howells will first expose and then rewrite,
as if to give a whole popular genre its comeuppance.

Howells’s novel unfolds as a besting of this shallow newspaper portrait.
Where Bartley’s Solid Man is blandly genteel, Howells’s is brought to life
through the quirks of his vernacular speech and manners. Where Bartley’s
portrait consists of formulaic praise, Howells’s presents a closely shaded pic-
ture of Lapham’s moral hesitations and humiliations as well as his personal
recoveries. Nothing in Howells’s fiction illustrates quite so well as The Rise
of Silas Lapham the way his understanding of Realism is oppositional, an art
defined by the task of uncovering and displaying precisely what rival commer-
cial forms distort or omit. Yet to see the matter through these oppositions —
surface and depth, distortion and real representation — is to define things in
Howells’s terms. All responsive readers wi// see them in these terms, to be
sure; being able to perceive these distinctions is the chief measure of having
successfully read the novel. But Howells’s defeat of Bartley’s vapid journal-
ism is also a backhanded tribute to the power of popular culture. The contest
itself tacitly recognizes that other criteria exist for evaluating writing, criteria
which, though dead letters to Howells, are alive for vast numbers of readers.

That Howells’s distinctions carry with them their own blindness is clear
when Silas Lapham is compared alongside the single bestselling narrative about
the “rise” of an American millionaire. Howells’s Lapham is the alter ego of
the century’s most famous businessman, Phineas T. Barnum, and Howells’s
novel can be read as the high culture counterpart of Barnum’s own narrative.
Barnum’s autobiography, Struggles and Triumphs (1869), is the equal of Silas
Lapham in the skill with which it manipulates the conventions of the popular
success narrative. Both Howells and Barnum rely on the generic figure of the
“solid man” for their own very different ends. Howells’s novel shows how the
attempts by the popular press to grasp the new figure of the rich American
are largely bland and undiscerning (Bartley’s flat praise of Lapham’s “trials
and struggles” barely conceals the reporter’s derision). The fatuous journalistic
language is proof of the need for Realist distinctions. On Barnum’s side, his self-
penned Struggles and Triumphs also leverages the popular interest in millionaires’
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stories, and in doing so manages the feat of representing his career in humbug
as the very definition of solid success. With deft skill, Barnum enlists readers
in a game of overlooking the showman’s difference from the bankers and
industrialists who usually signify American wealth and “solid” success. Inside
details of Barnum’s advertising tricks and occasional outright lies are to be
accepted as proof of the showman’s exemplary “integrity, energy, industry,
and courage.” This apparent erasure of distinctions, however, actually calls
for discernment of another kind. Barnum’s readers must distinguish between
the chicanery of his shows and the shows’ innovative success, and between
Barnum'’s bombast and the business acumen that recognized in publicity itself
a new and expanding national market.

The art of boasting illustrates the difference in these competing narratives.
Howells’s novel is able to recognize Lapham’s tendency to brag as a vernac-
ular trait with its own species of charm. The reader’s guide in this respect
is Lapham’s daughter Penelope, whose affectionate mimicking of Lapham’s
boasts manages to convey both her better social judgment and her filial loy-
alty. No reader of Howells, however, can doubt the fact that Lapham’s bragging
is a liability — not because it is a sign of bad character, but because Lapham
is unconscious of the fact that he boasts and therefore blind to its effects on
others’ view of him. Every lapse into boasting proves that he lacks the asset
that counts the most in Howells’s Boston, the capacity of cultural discernment.
Bragging is an art in The Rise of Silas Lapham, but it is not Lapham’s art; it
is the reflection of Howells’s art as author. But for Barnum, in contrast, brag-
ging is a self-conscious art of considerable complexity. Readers credit Barnum
with knowing and exploiting the varying kinds and effects of boasting and
recognize the difference between his self-publicized hubris and his profitable
mastery of the arts of publicity, the latter as sophisticated as the former is
bombastic.

Barnum’s account of the building of his new house, for instance, is a study in
the manipulation of different forms of self-glorification. As Barnum’s readers
knew (and Barnum knew they knew), a boastful show of modesty was a prereq-
uisite for any extended self-vaunting. “In deciding upon the kind of house to be
erected,” Barnum writes, “I determined to consult convenience and comfort. I
cared little for style, and my wife cared less.” Readers would have recognized
Barnum’s wink when, in the very next paragraph, he informs readers that the
very “style” for this homey domicile was “the Pavilion erected by George IV,”
the “only specimen of Oriental architecture in England.” Barnum calls his
estate “Iranistan,” a choice that, like the structure itself, stands as a perma-
nent boast. But bragging can neutralize its own offenses if it feeds curiosity.
Barnum’s account of building the house satisfies his readers’ desire to know
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the details of his extravagance (the real offense would be to withhold them).
He describes the furniture, the “expensive water works,” and the grounds,
with their stables, conservatories, and outer buildings (“all perfect in their
kind”), including the “many hundreds” of transplanted trees. If he withholds
the most desirable fact, the mansion’s actual cost, he offers the next best thing:
the preposterous fantasy of possessing an indifference to cost. “The whole was
built and established literally ‘regardless of expense,” for I had no desire even
to ascertain the entire cost. All I cared to know was that it suited me.” He
ends the passage with a self-deprecating boast, which resolves in a pleasing key
any potentially dissonant notes in the self-aggrandizing performance: “When
the name ‘Iranistan’ was announced, a waggish New York editor syllabled it,
I-ran-i-stan, and gave as the interpretation that ‘I ran a long time before I
could stan!””

Inall, the swagger works because Barnum wholly controls it. Like all lovable
rogues, he charms because he doesn’t hide his sins but dresses them to best effect
as an added seduction. The rhetorical performance is also an index to Barnum’s
cutting-edge business savvy. The description of the house — like the house
itself — turns expenditure into profit, as the structure becomes an advertisement
for Barnum’s enterprises (a drawing of the house headed his stationery) and
a sign of success itself. Responsive readers consumed the boastful writing as
entertainment at the same time as they studied the book as a manual for career
success.

The construction of a millionaire’s house is also a central episode in The
Rise of Silas Lapham. Howells’s genius in this plot development is to uncover
precisely what a figure like Barnum must suppress if he is to remain in control
of his own self-display, namely, the fear of class humiliation. Barnum'’s narrative
conjures for his readers a picture of the showman giving decisive instructions
to his master architect. Lapham’s architect, in contrast, hearing the rich man’s
plans for materials and floor designs, is barely able “to conceal the shudder
which they must have sent through him.” The “shudder” is not concealed from
readers, of course; for readers, that glimpse of the architect’s aversion is offered
them as a sign of recognition of their own superior discernment. To read the
novel is to find oneself privy to the discriminations of feeling, crosscurrents
of taste, and finely calibrated responses that are wholly invisible to Lapham.
Readers also recognize the limits to some highly cultivated tastes. When
the Brahmin observer Bromfield Corey remarks upon the “bestial darkness
of the great mass of people,” his overrefined views, like Lapham’s coarser
ones, become an object of critical scrutiny, an example of perception without
feeling. Most significantly, the reader’s position of higher discernment makes
Lapham himself transparent, opening to view the panic and embarrassment
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that Lapham wants desperately to keep hidden from more cultivated observers
(his ignorance about whether to wear gloves to a dinner-party at the Coreys’
home is a prolonged misery, but “he would rather die than ask this question”
of his young employee, Tom Corey). Lapham’s own series of “shudders” —and
these are far more deeply felt — are a record of the distress of a self-made
man made helpless by his own upward mobility. Readers are exposed to the
“agonies” of his social uncertainty, the risks of self-exposure that “made Lapham
sick.” His own desires are also self-imposed taboos. When Lapham’s wife warns
him against acting on his deep wish that their daughter marry Tom Corey,
he recoils, “shuddering at the utterance of hopes and ambitions which a man
hides with shame.”

The house is an emblem of Lapham’s insufficient taste and not, as with
Barnum’s, of the prowess of his money. But the house’s fate also shows the way
Howells recognizes manners as a crucial ingredient of capitalism. Taste is a
species of wealth. When the house burns down, in a fire accidentally set by
Lapham himself, it is not a symbol of the futility of worldly vanity, as a moral
interpretation might have it. To the contrary, the sudden ruin is a witness that
Lapham lacks sufficient cultural capital. Building the new house has drained
him of his money but, more to the point, it has overextended his very limited
powers of taste. The property disaster is counterpart to his personal meltdown
at the Coreys’ dinner-party, where, much like his inadvertent sparking of the
fire, his social anxiety leads to accidental drunkenness and his drunkenness to
an exposure of his inadequate manners. In Boston, Lapham was not a man of
means and he never was; he possessed only money. Late in the novel Howells
revives a subplot that permits Lapham a moral recovery to counter his economic
and social ruin. As in many Howells novels, the moral resolution has a certain
prominence but also carries a strong sense of extraneousness. It is hard to deny
that the novel’s real dramatic energies lie in Lapham’s crucible of taste as the
inside story of Gilded Age capitalism.

Lapham’s deepest struggles actually stem from the rewards of wealth. If
Barnum’s Struggles and Triumphs is a hymn to the era’s new ways of wealth,
Silas Lapham is its cautionary tale. But it is not clear exactly what the novel
is warning against — is it a condemnation of the excessive desires and errant
speculations of post-Civil War capitalism? Or is it a red flag for a discerning
reader, a tacit pedagogy in which the Lapham “type” is the reader’s antitype to
warn against the pathos of cultural ignorance? This is one distinction the novel
will not draw. The novel seems to protest the harsh terms of failure visited
upon the Laphams in a capitalist culture, but the specter of Lapham’s failure
also generates competitive energies from within the same narrative, energies
that compel the reader to seek success where Lapham fails. Sympathy with
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Lapham is possible only if the reader disavows any likeness to him; to move
past sympathy towards a feeling of identity (as a sentimental fiction would ask)
is either to invite self-contempt or to refuse the novel’s own terms of Realist
distinction. Lapham’s fear of humiliation serves as a kind of vaccination: his
anxieties are the reader’s protection, his failure the reader’s advance. Howells’s
novels are among the most brilliant anatomies of class anxieties, feelings that
had intensified in the economic boom of the later nineteenth century. But
these energies are emotions his novels incite as well as analyze. As a reading
experience, The Rise of Silas Lapham can be said to consist of moments of
marked or unmarked “shudders” as a system of internally felt distinctions.
The cumulative effect is to create Lapham’s rounded character as an object of
the reader’s complex discriminations. The secondary effect, less overt but of a
more fundamental significance, is the process that fashions its ideal reader as
the discriminating subject, a process enacted through internal cues, deflected
embarrassment, and sharpened literary apprehension.

The desire that governs Barnum’s reader — the open, unembarrassed desire
for upward mobility — is what the reader of Howells must most strongly
disavow. But from another angle, this difference is also a resemblance. In
its way, Silas Lapham is, like Barnum’s book, a handbook that offers rules
for emulation. As one would expect, Howells’s rules are nothing like those
of Barnum, who codifies his advice as positive axioms (“The Art of Making
Money”) and submits his own triumphs as proof positive of their correctness.
Howells’s rules are never stated — they exist only in negative form as the
unspoken directives for the reader’s acts of distanced empathy and disavowal.
But it is no coincidence that the characters who are the novel’s keenest social
readers, Penelope Lapham and Tom Corey, are also the characters most clearly
positioned for success. By the end of the novel, Penelope and Tom appear
poised to make distinction pay. Tom has recognized the ironic provincialism
of his own superior Brahmin tastes; absolving Lapham’s shame and marrying
Penelope opens up for Tom expansive prospects in the more glamorous form of
international trade. And Penelope earns her “rise” into a higher social stratum
by making a marriage match equal to her own gifts of sharp perception.

Howells’s novel exhibits a culture of money. But it is also a document from
within that culture that partakes of the same economics of cultural taste it
critically portrays, even as the cultural dimensions of American capitalism
were increasingly troubling to Howells. His views of both life and litera-
ture became darker in the years after he published The Rise of Silas Lapham.
Labor unrest and economic strife were personally distressing to him, almost as
much for the feeling of helplessness they seemed to produce in him as for the
suffering they caused for others. Howells was almost alone among American
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intellectuals in his public opposition to the hanging of the anarchists charged
in the Haymarket riot of 1887. His profound grief at his daughter Winifred’s
death in 1889 was another darkening influence. Howells’s biographer calls him
an “ambidextrous” writer; he continued to write farces and other light fare in
this period, but his novels show a new sense of social dislocation and drift
even as he attempts to represent through his Realist art an even larger social
landscape. In A Hazard of New Fortune (1890) and The World of Chance (1893),
the costs and violent conflicts of an economics of culture would come in for
direct examination. The realities of American life, as much as “unreal” mass
forms, were beginning to seem distorted and incongruous. In an oft-quoted
1888 letter to Henry James, Howells wrote that “‘America’ seems to be the
most grotesquely illogical thing under the sun”:

After fifty years of optimistic content with “civilization” and its ability to come out
all right in the end, I now abhor it, and feel that it is coming out all wrong in the end,
unless it bases itself anew on a real equality. Meantime, I wear a fur-lined overcoat,
and live in all the luxury my money can buy.

As his dark self-satire suggests, Howells’s own aesthetic discernment threat-
ened to symbolize not a future social cohesion but a continuing history of
inequality. His belief in the benevolent cultivation of consciousness had begun
to seem ever more distant from the dream of a “republic of letters,” leaving
taste and distinction as capacities that amount to little more than an eye for a
fine overcoat.

HENRY JAMES AND THE CIVIC IMAGINATION

The rift Howells faced between his principles of Realism and an unrealized
dream of civil unity is instructive. In formal terms, the rift was foundational.
Realism’s reliance on the mass forms it opposes ensures that it never achieves the
closed mastery it seeks. But that dilemma also motivates the Realist vigilance
for maintaining perceptions of cultural difference, and the process of erecting
and displaying the difference between literary values and mass forms is what
the Realist novel itself performs. Lack of mastery was thus the energizing
tension through which Realist writers created increasingly complex literary
codes of distinction. Writers achieved their distinctive styles by risking —
at times even courting — a confusion in readers’ minds between their use of
literary irony and the cultural objects they ironize. Charles Chesnutt and Edith
Wharton offer critical portraits of social worlds (the South and the coteries of
the rich) that were already objects of mass fascination and, by doing so, flirted
with the voyeuristic market desires they mean to critique. The exotic reversals
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and elaborations of ironic distinctions in James’s moral dramas often spin
away to form a melodrama of their own, an aesthetic effect that made many
contemporary readers suspect James himself of moral perversity. Henry Adams,
whose novels and early essays endorse Howells’s faith in analytic distinctions,
later finds apocalyptic collapse in that very analytic cast of mind.

While the “analytic instinct” that, in James’s words, “rises supreme” in the
later nineteenth century failed to dominate cultural tastes, then, it allowed
Howells and others to reinvent fiction writing as a special vocation and a vital
cultural authority, an authority structured from within by the modernity it
profoundly, warily examined. This position in the social landscape, more than
any set of features or unified worldview, gives high literary Realism its shape
and force. Yet the question that haunts Howells’s vision of a “grotesquely
illogical” America remains: high literary culture acquired authority, but to
what end? The critical force of Realist analysis is more difficult to pin down
than its historical origin and position. For the novelist, to recognize a “unity
of taste” as a wholly quixotic goal would likely lead to Howells’s late sense of
futility. On the other hand, to concede that talk of a civic dimension to high
art is disingenuous would be to accept and embrace high art as an instrument
of social control. And yet to give up any claim of art’s social relevance would
reduce high literary values to nothing more than the self-satisfied preferences
of the elite.

A threat of an impasse of this sort lurks within high literary Realism almost
from its inception. The actual “America of Art,” as it turned out, preferred
the commercial arts of mass culture; could the “analytic impulse” cultivated
in Realism then achieve anything other than a sense of disappointment or
disdain? Henry James, the artist who developed the most analytic narrative
style, was also the observer who offered the most far-sighted suggestions about
the “possible fine employments” for literature in an age of mass culture. His
ideas on the “civic use of the imagination” never persuaded him to look on
mass forms as benign; James continued to indict the mass press and other
institutions for breeding debased motives and mischief of all kinds. In one of
his harshest condemnations of newspapers, for instance, he wrote to his brother
William that behind the US press coverage of the Spanish—American war of
1898 he could perceive “nothing but the madness, the passion, the hideous
clumsiness of rage, the mechanical reverberation; and I echo with all my heart
your denouncement of the foul criminality of the screeching newspapers. They
have long since become, for me, the danger that overtops all others.” Yet it
is also in this moment that James begins to write essays that meditate on a
rather different, less hostile role for the “high aesthetic temper” in the changed
landscape of mass expression.
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In “The Question of the Opportunities” (1898), James never drops what he
calls his “slightly affrighted” view of the “flood of books” claiming their place in
American literature, for he recognizes that their vast numbers and the expanded
reading public they address have altered forever what “literature” actually is.
The “comparatively small library of books” that defined literary value in the
past can no longer serve as an adequate measure. The quantity of print and the
“huge American public” that consumes it have made fluid and unfixed the very
qualities that constitute the literary: “Whether, in the conditions we consider,
the supply {of texts in print} shall achieve sufficient vitality and distinction
really to be sure of itself as literature” is all but impossible to say, especially
when “all this depends on what we take it into our head to cz// literature.” But
at the same time as he records his apprehension, James emphasizes his sense
of excitement — “the drama and the bliss, when not the misery” — at viewing
the dizzying changes. The very contingency of literary value, James stresses,
means the possibility of unexpected creativity, of “new light struck out by the
material itself.”

The prospect that altogether new literary values might spring from mass
conditions brings a sense of critical exhilaration, an escape from “foregone
conclusions and narrow rules.” To be sure, a reading audience counted in the
millions (“or rather the fast-arriving billion”) brings no guarantee of literary
achievement — and for James, we have seen, it brings positive dangers, such as
the “mechanical reverberation” of the war lust he heard in the American press.
Yet whatever the risks, for James such massive numbers are also certain to
bring artistic “opportunities”: “Buct if the billion give the pitch of production
and circulation, they do something else besides; they hang before us a wide
picture of opportunities . . . It is impossible not to entertain with patience
and curiosity the presumption that life so colossal must break into expression
at points of proportionate frequency. These places, these moments will be the
chances.”

The forms of expression likely to emerge from such conditions, moreover,
represent not just possibilities for fresh literary illumination but also a new kind
of literary field. Although the gargantuan scale of print production is likely
to foster “extravagantly general” writing, James argues that the same threat
of homogenization may well encourage counteracting strains of innovation,
strains that “may get individual publics positively more sifted and evolved
than anywhere else.” The introduction of plural “publics” here is crucial. James
imagines multiple kinds of literary value able to coexist, related yet distinct,
on a plane “subdivided as a chess-board, with each little square confessing only
to its own &ind of accessibility.” The metaphor of a chessboard conveys James’s
attempt to think his way past a purely hierarchical scheme of literary value
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without severing the link between literature and cultural criticism. James’s
chessboard figure insists that literary value must remain social; an image of
congruent literary “varieties” permits him to conceive of a reading public with
at least potential communication among its parts, even as it recognizes that the
force of “individual genius” may work in different ways to draw in disparate
kinds of readers. Accepting multiple “varieties” of the literary means the notion
of a uniform system of privileged literary representation —a Realist museum —
must be sacrificed. But the sacrifice brings returns: the more dynamic model of
a multiform field of literature developed through a creative “reaction” to mass
leveling is able to preserve a critical function for literature now recognized as
contingent.

James would explore a similar notion of the creative or “productive” reaction
in his Preface to the New York Edition of “The Lesson of the Master” and other
tales (1908). The “operative irony” of James’s brand of Realism, he asserts, takes
as one of its offices the conjuring of the “possible other case,” the exceptional
act or sentiment that can be imagined within conditions that otherwise favor
venality and hypocrisy. Making a “record” in fiction of the “honorable and
productive case,” he proposes, represents “the civic use of the imagination”:
“How can one consent to make a picture of the preponderant futilities and
vulgarities and miseries of life without the impulse to exhibit as well from
time to time, some fine example of the reaction, the opposition, or the escape?”
Irony here favors the better or nobler instance rather than the lesser. Fiction in
such a case has not abjured the actual, nor is it blind to what James calls the
bloody “arrears” of history. But in recording the “possible other case,” fiction
becomes the imaginary history of the could-be-real. It conjures on the page a
saner, nobler version of civil society that is conceivable within already existing
conditions.

Literary possibility is also the keynote in “The Lesson of Balzac” (1905).
James claims in this essay that a “critical spirit” can survive in the novel
despite the genre’s transformation into a mass “article of commerce.” The
commercial machinery of innumerable publishers, editors, interviewers, and
producers, he asserts, has made the novel a thing of “easy manufacture” and a
“bankrupt and discredited art.” In these conditions, James turns to the example
of Balzac to recover the figure of an “emulous fellow-worker,” of the novelist as
a “craftsman” and the novel as a “handmade” object of deliberate care. In the
course of the essay, however, James’s most insistent lament — that at present
an enormous “array of producers and readers” together generate “production
uncontrolled” and uncritical — gradually becomes his most striking and hopeful
suggestion. All the talk of producers and production prompts James to realize
that a novel can be conceptualized not as an object at all but as a practice or
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activity, one that is necessarily shared by readers as much as by the novel’s
author. The “faculty of attention” that makes for the vitality of the worthy
novel, James argues, is replicated in those readers prepared to go as far as the
author in the critical pursuit of a given literary subject.

Balzac is thus the “fellow-worker” of any individual who rises to the bait
of his “intellectual adventure.” No other novelist, for James, equals Balzac in
offering an “intensity of educative practice.” The practice is never without the
reward of pleasure; James insists that Balzac offers “entertainment” as much
as instruction. But so comprehensive and penetrating is the picture of life
produced by Balzac that an extraordinary density of “significance, relation and
value” is opened for the reader’s analysis:

It is a prodigious multiplication of values, and thereby a prodigious entertainment of
the vision — on the condition the vision can bear it. Bearing it — that is oxr bearing
it — is a serious matter, for the appeal is truly to that faculty of attention out of which
we are educating ourselves as hard as we possibly can.

By reconceiving the novel as a literary practice rather than an object, James
presents literature as the creative labor that produces a public as it multiplies
relations of shared “significance.” Hence the essay’s concluding image that
recasts the space of the novel from a museum or exhibit to a collective workshop:
“It will strike you perhaps,” James notes to his audience, “that I speak as if
we all, as if you all, without exception were novelists, haunting the back of
the shop, the laboratory, or, more nobly expressed, the inner shrine of the
temple; but such assumptions, in this age of print — are perhaps never too
wide of the mark.” Although James retains his allegiance to the distinctions of
literary discernment, the “uncontrolled” production in the age of mass print
supplies the very conditions for a collective, indeed a “civic” creativity able to
foster multiple publics. There is no single “America of Art” in this vision, no
authoritative museum for national tutelage. If he were king of art in America,
he might well command otherwise. But James recognizes opportunities as well
as costs in the conditions of a mass society. The “great extension of experience
and consciousness” that James deems the office of art would only occur through
the reality of mass forms and not in spite of them.
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WOMEN AND REALIST AUTHORSHIP

“IMPUDENT NOVELTIES”: WOMEN AND PUBLICITY

In his Atlantic essay on the 1869 Boston theater season, “The New Taste
in Theatricals,” Howells described the actresses impersonating men in the
popular comic plays called burlesques. Although “they were not like men,
[theyl were in most things as unlike women, and seemed creatures of a kind
of alien sex, parodying both. It was certainly a shocking thing to look at them
with their horrible prettiness, their archness in which was no charm, their grace
which put to shame.” For Howells, these cross-dressing performers were vivid
proof of popular entertainment’s ability to deform even the most fundamental
of human categories, the identity of sex. By creating the illusion of an “alien
sex,” neither woman nor man, the burlesque impersonations stood out as one
of the “monstrous and artificial” inventions that Howells found everywhere
conspicuous in commercial culture. Yet, as Howells surely knew, the burlesque
shows told a truth, even if it was the skewed truth of a visual pun. The “unreal”
creatures on stage, that is, bespoke a new social reality: the striking presence
of women in public life. As the male-costumed actresses moved and spoke on
stage, they evoked the recent entry of women into what had been male roles
and traditionally male social spaces outside of the home.

The increasing participation of middle-class women in public life was one
of the most striking features of post-Civil War American culture. Observers
of this phenomenon stressed the changed look of American society, its trans-
formed countenance. In the workplace, one journalist writes, there is “scarcely
an occupation once confined almost exclusively to men in which women are
not now conspicuous.” Commercial consumption, too, had a female face. The
advent of the highly theatrical world of department stores, for instance, was
perceived as a feminine transformation: “The lady-element of Broadway is one
of its most dazzling features.” Sociologist Thorstein Veblen even contended
that the essential purpose of the middle-class wife was no longer to nurture
and instruct in private but to advertise affluence in public through her clothes,
accessories, and manners, so even as wives, women had become public creatures.

137
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In 1904 when Henry James returned to the United States after a long absence
living abroad, he described an American “scene” in which the presence of the
“new” woman had become “the sentence written largest in the American sky.”

As James’s image of sky-writing suggests, women were one of the “impu-
dent novelties” of modern life whose new visibility provoked as well as dazzled.
Indifferent to traditional forms and cultural authorities, such novelties pushed
their way into public view, taking shape in theatrical shows and urban street
scenes that seemed to rival or mock — or to simply ignore — the more com-
posed portraits of modern life penned by literary authors. In the United States
during this period it was not the elite authors who composed the culture’s
most recognizable features for a national audience, it was rather a burgeoning
commercial world — stage shows, advertising, mass-market fiction, journal-
ism, and, sometime later, the medium of film — that made most legible the
features in which a national audience would see itself writ large. For all their
outsized exaggerations, the commercial expressions of post-Civil War society
often provided the earliest record of new social realities. This precocious-
ness in popular culture is especially evident when it comes to portrayals of
those who were appearing for the first time in the established spaces of public
life — not only women, perceived as an “alien sex” when they entered previ-
ously male-dominated social spaces, but also additional classes of what might
be called alienated American subjects. Such alien public persons include the
African-American citizens created after the formal end to slavery, the foreign-
ers who immigrated to American cities in masses, and the Native Americans,
those supposedly “vanished” Americans, who returned to national visibility
in Wild West shows and sentimental narratives. Despite its giddy disregard
for mimetic fidelity and a near-reflexive racism, mass culture nevertheless
represented the presence of these Americans with an immediacy that high
literary writing, with its careful distinctions and measured perspectives, never
grasped.

Popular spectacles, moreover, were never merely representations or detached
images. A commodity itself, public visibility was one of the strongest forces
transforming social life. The dynamic energies of the new mass culture —
energies from the magnified spaces of commercial display, from the audiences
created through mass circulation as well as specialized publishing niches,
from the transformation of cityscapes by sudden accumulations of wealth and
enormous new foreign populations — these forces were themselves actively
remaking what Howells called the “civic relations” of postbellum society.
For this reason, the commitment in high art to representing civic relations
as a social whole meant that authors had to confront the mass culture they
distrusted.
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As Howells’s distress at the “monstrous” actresses suggests, the confronta-
tion with popular spectacles could be dissonant, even hostile. Yet social novel-
ties such as the public woman are also part of the very structure of high literary
narrative, crucial to its internal circuit of reciprocal shock and mastery. High
Realist writing achieves its impressive literary power through an armature of
historicizing techniques: sharply etched social types, disciplined categories of
place and time, the interlocking narrative links able to join disparate worlds
and populations in a fullness of social vision. These governing techniques
extend protocols of disciplinary reason into the territories of literature. They
evoke a secular understanding that pushes aside the religiously derived sym-
bology of earlier fiction and poetry. They master a social vision that successfully
asserts authority over the often flat or crass representations in popular forms.
But precisely because high Realism is so successful at bringing a certain ratio-
nalizing discipline to the work of literary imagining, it repeatedly finds itself
confronting what James calls “impudent novelties,” the unsorted materials that
fall outside of established protocols of representation. Like Howells’s stare at
the “horrible prettiness” of the female performers, high Realism is vulnerable
to a recurrent shock from phenomena it encounters as disordered and unreal.
Crucially, though, such objects are not obstacles that hinder creativity. To the
contrary, the body of literature aspiring to high culture can be said to form
itself through a process of careful cultivation of the shock of the new. The pub-
lic woman, the new Negro citizen, the curious unspoken speech of advertising
and headlines, the strange living personhood of the corporation, the clothing
and furniture and objects that suggest a new density of meaning in things, the
extremities of human psychology that seem to spring from modern conditions
— these and other hitherto unclassified phenomena, at odds with established
civil relations, are the perceived riddles of culture that spur a high literary
creativity. Inventing intricate styles of analysis, authors develop an aesthetic
reach — sometimes in highly ironic or politically pressured forms such as Henry
Adams’s dispossessed “manikin” or W. E. B. Du Bois’s “double consciousness”
— able to turn cultural shock into the polished exhibits of high art and new
canons of critical distinction.

Perhaps no single issue was as important to the formation of high Realism
as the social identity of women. A figure of charged and contested value,
the American woman became one of the focal points through which a high
literary culture defined its characteristic styles and its critical authority. In
contemporary social debates, it is important to remember, talk about “woman”
referred to the lives of only a relatively limited group: middle-class white
women, who were lucky enough to receive (or, less happily, merely to desire)
the kind of education their brothers received, women who might contemplate
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paid work as a route to autonomy or status rather than a means to survival.
These women and their concerns acquired a capital-letter conspicuousness —
a startling legibility as the Woman Question, a revolutionary profile as the
New Woman, an international publicity as the American Girl, a threatening
incarnation as an atavistic Amazon. The fact that working-class women, present
all along in the world of labor and in city streets, did not figure in these debates
about womanhood is a telling omission. Their elision tells us that it was not
simply the physical presence of women in offices and department stores that
was at issue. The newness of the New Woman, rather, concerned a kind of
status or agency previously attributed to men and now conspicuously claimed
by some middle-class women who were restive in the role that writer Charlotte
Perkins Gilman called the “amiable but abortive agent” of middle-class wife.
The question of women’s agency, their relation to social forces and paths of
power, is one of the profound subjects through which high literary Realism
develops its characteristic repertoire of narrative styles and patterns. The puzzle
of women’s agency is a vexation and a motive for close literary analysis, a spur
to develop methods of narrative dissection able to reach new depths of human
interiority. As a topic in letters, women are a touchstone for gauging the
sensibilities and the national health of a nation now resolutely commercial.
Gender and sexuality are more than themes in this corpus; they are also points
of leverage for the cultural authority of high American art through which
social urgency could join forces with stylistic innovation.

The highly public profiles women gained in the 1870s and 1880s had
an unlikely origin. In antebellum culture, women had developed a distinct
sense of womanhood that was private and domestic. A spiritualized identity,
the femininity they invoked had its essence in a piety defined against sex-
uality, in domestic instincts that were opposed to marketplace calculations.
But in the name of this transcendent femininity, middle-class women laid
claim to a sphere of action that extended their nominally domestic work into
new territory outside of the home. The Civil War was an important catalyst
for accelerating this change. Answering civic needs during wartime, women
gained administrative expertise by supplying hospitals, serving on sanitary
commissions, and raising money for charities. Feminine nurturing was cast as
a national resource. With ordinary politics suspended, public life behind the
battle lines was reconfigured as a home life — albeit a divided one — in need of
healing services.

In Clara Barton’s memories of her ordeals as a battlefield nurse, published
in the posthumous Life of Clara Barton (1915), the feminine arts of caring
for the sick make up a field of work that is finally indistinguishable from
male soldiering: “I was strong and thought I might go to the rescue of the
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men who fell.” The confusions and bloody horrors of wartime make for a
liminal period in which gender roles are less vigilantly maintained. “If you
chanced to feel, that the positions I occupied were rough and unseemly for a
woman,” Barton writes, “I can only reply that they were rough and unseemly
for men.” War also permits women an acceptable posture of defiance. In A
Southern Woman’s Story (1879), Phoebe Yates Pember proudly remembers that
“the women of the South had been openly and violently rebellious from the
moment they thought their state’s rights touched.” Still, when Pember was
appointed superintending matron at a Richmond, Virginia, hospital, she began
her work with a fear that “such a life would be injurious to the delicacy and
refinement of a lady — that her nature would become deteriorated and her
sensibilities blunted.” Hands-on experience running the hospital in fact does
change Pember. But the work likewise alters her traditional understanding of
feminine capacities, and she soon comes to resent the “ill-concealed disgust”
of the men who chafe under her supervision in the workplace. New public
duties, assumed temporarily during wartime, could not but effect permanent
changes at the level of feeling and perception, transformations that in turn had
the potential to reorder institutions.

An understanding of womanhood that was still keyed to hearth and home,
then, helped middle-class white women extend putatively feminine roles and
skills into the world beyond the household. The emergencies of wartime
became established features of postbellum society. Women'’s clubs, educational
unions, and Christian associations organized in the 1860s and 1870s helped to
define the emergent urban world as a field that needed the perpetual services
of women. That perceived need in turn prompted a call for institutions that
could educate and train women to so serve. Demands for more overtly political
powers for women followed as well, an unsurprising next step for women who
were, after all, already hard at work in the sphere of social services.

Justasadomestic identity helped women become increasingly publicactors,
a parallel irony operated in the world of letters. In antebellum United States,
the short stories, sketches, and novels written by women made up an increas-
ingly large proportion of the published works until, by the 1850s, women
authors supplied much of the market for fiction. But women writers also
changed that market. Domestic fiction by women helped establish a new kind
of book, one that was capable of selling ten or twenty times the number of
copies that other successful works managed to sell. Authors such as Susan
Warner, Harriet Beecher Stowe, Catherine Sedgwick, Fanny Fern, E. D. E. N.
Southworth, and Maria Cummins became public celebrities by writing best-
sellers about the spiritual power of the private home (“all that is pure and saving
in the midst of the selfishness of man: one love, one hearth, one home”) and in
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the process realizing a public audience unmatched in size or in the potential
for profit. These women authors repeatedly effaced their professional status,
taking pseudonyms, disclaiming any aspirations to high art, and expressing
anxiety about their public exposure (“I have a perfect horror of appearing in
print,” as Sedgwick wrote) — all disavowals that actually aided their rise as
public figures. While their ambivalence about publicity was no doubt real,
their disclaimers about fame also made that fame possible: only by circulating
a private, spiritualized model of women'’s identity did women authors achieve
public attention both for themselves and for their vision of womanhood.
Popular domestic fiction also gave women a worldly visibility in even more
material ways. Domestic authors compared their literary production to needle-
work and other intimate fireside occupations, yet their commercial success
ensured that their names and faces became icons in a mass marketplace. For
authors like Stowe and Fern, the machinery of advertising, sales figures, bio-
graphical sketches, lithographs, tours and personal appearances, press sight-
ings, and celebrity photographs made the women’s home lives, and even their
bodies and styles of dress, into objects for public display and consumption.
Unauthorized reprinting of their essays and stories produced self-perpetuating
circuits of publicity; like their visual image, their words spread through an
almost automatic, decentralized production that further heightened their pub-
lic recognition. The champions of women’s spiritual, home-centered identity
acquired a status that was decidedly public, commercial, and often political.
For many traditionalists, this change amounted to an alarming female inva-
sion through print and image. As one writer, the Rev. James Weir, described it,
“we see forms and phases of [women’s} degeneration thickly scattered through-
out all circles of society, in the plays which we see performed in our theatres,
and in the books and papers published daily throughout the land.” As Weir’s
warning suggests, public visibility for women was not limited to hearthside
writers. The dancer Fanny Elssler and singer Jenny Lind were among the first
female performers in America to acquire national celebrity through new net-
works of mass publicity. The personal lives of stage performers such as Lydia
Thompson and Ada Isaacs Menken began to supply material for secondary dra-
mas that ran in syndicated gossip columns. In the footsteps of reformers like
Stowe, women lecturers became celebrities whose activities on behalf of vari-
ous causes also brought attention to their lives. The anti-lynching activist Ida
B. Wells and the feminist Charlotte Perkins Gilman were as often condemned
as lauded, but both responses heightened the women’s public profiles.
Inamultitude of forms, femininity thrived in modern publicity. To observers
like the Rev. Weir, however, the public nature of print or the stage necessar-
ily compromised a woman’s true identity. Francis Leiber, an influential writer
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on political topics, declared that “woman loses in the same degree her natu-
ral character . . . as she enters into publicity.” Henry James gives the same
sentiment to his character Basil Ransom, a Southern traditionalist, in The
Bostonians (188s). When Basil observes Verena Tarrant give a public speech,
the sight of a “virginal” young woman addressing a crowded assembly pro-
duces for Basil a paradox of “sweet grotesqueness.” For Basil the incongruity
of female subjectivity showcased in a public exhibition was not just an irony
but a freakish provocation. Howells’s reaction to the “horrible prettiness” of
the female burlesque troupe was rooted in the same feeling of witnessing a
public transgression of a fundamentally private or domestic female identity.

There is a note of gender panic if not of misogyny in the chorus of voices
raised against women’s increased public visibility. But something important
distinguishes their condemnation from earlier currents of animus against
women. After all, the conservative critics, whose ranks included women as
well as men, claimed to be the defenders of a spiritually superior sex, not a low
or inferior one. Their contempt was not for women but for their degradation
in the new media of modern publicity, the largely ungoverned machinery of
image and print that was producing what Weir calls the “thickly scattered”
representations of and by women. Still, it is difficult, and at times impossible,
to tease apart contemporary anti-woman sentiments from concurrent anxieties
about the raft of new cultural technologies that churned profit out of the words
and images “published daily throughout the land.” For the things that most
worried critics about the popular culture industry matched closely with what
was most worrisome about women: both, it was feared, had a susceptibility
to unchecked fantasy, a tendency to wander from the real. Precisely in their
spiritual nature, women were apt to discount or simply fail to apprehend the
necessities that determined worldly systems and orders. Similarly, the pro-
ductions of mass culture, beholden only to profit, were blithely indifferent
to either traditional social orders or to the rationalized orders advanced by
science and professional experts. Hence the widespread tendency to see the
mass-culture industry itself as feminine in nature and feminizing in cultural
effect, where “feminine” signifies the unconstrained power of feelings and
wishes to overwhelm the order of the real. Popular culture was, in the words
of one male writer, the “iron Madonna who strangles in her fond embrace” the
true American culture that concerned realists and intellectuals.

Was this association of women with mass culture anything more than a
transferring of disdain for women to a new sphere of production? Certainly,
the unease of male writers at a seeming feminization of culture shaped the
development of an American movement of high Realism. The desire to assert a
contrasting professional virility for fiction-writing can be detected in virtually
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every element of the Realist novel — the defining plots, styles, and characters —
while it also leaves writers like Howells, James, and later male successors
struggling to court an audience that includes many women readers. In My
Literary Passions (1895), Howells observes uneasily that “literature gives one no
more certain station in the world of men’s activities.” While Howells’s novels
were located solidly in the familiar fictional territories of middle-class family
life, his plots are designed with an eye to sternly correcting the courtship and
marriage conventions of popular fiction. Major novels such as A Modern Instance
(1882) and Indian Summer (18806), for instance, are dedicated to anatomizing
the unhappy results of an ill-conceived marriage. In Realist novels, the activity
of novel-reading itself is usually a feminine preoccupation and a suspect one;
like Flaubert’s Madame Bovary, young women who love novels are usually
headed for bad marriages and probably worse.

Quite clearly, then, anxiety about the cultural exposure of women — their
exposure iz popular culture as well as #0 it — is an animating energy in high
Realist literature, as is unease about the power and reach of new mass-culture
industries. But we miss the true import of these animating energies if we fail
to notice that they were as much a conscious resource for writers as a phobic
reaction. In high Realism a historical sense of sexual vertigo is subject to
a profound, self-conscious analysis. Male panic is as much on display in this
writing as the female exposure that produces it. Moreover, the disorienting new
publicity for women was a provocative subject for women writers just as it was
for men, and though the anti-popular values of Realism closed out avenues
for some women writers, they helped create professional opportunities for
others. Above all, the association of women with popular culture made women
representative in an Emersonian sense. If women were exemplary cultural objects,
they were also a crucial topic for exploring the vicissitudes of the thinking,
feeling human subject who faced the far more theatrical, more mediated social
world of the later nineteenth century. Within Realism, it is largely women and
women’s stories that pose the most profound meditations on human agency
and the authenticity of the self that were the Realists’ chief aesthetic concern.

Howells’s first-person account of his confrontation with the “shocking”
womanhood staged in burlesque plays offers an instructive point of entry:
what can read like a phobic confession is in fact a canny delineation of the
sexual dynamics and obsessions with subjectivity that would structure high
cultural art. Howells makes no attempt to disguise his distress at the produc-
tion. The “prettiness” of conventional feminine faces and figures performing
aggressive male postures and gestures is for him a “horror to look upon.” One
actress dressed as a prince “had a raucous voice, an insolent twist of the mouth,
and a terrible trick of defying her enemies by standing erect, chin up, hand
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on hip, and right foot advanced, patting the floor. It was impossible, even in
the orchestra seats, to look at her in this attitude and not shrink before her.”
As Howells’s emphasis on his own act of looking suggests, the performance
requires a literal seeing — a forced revision or recognition — of women as active
agents. After decades of rhetoric underscoring an ethereal, transcendent femi-
ninity, the sight of women possessing erect, defiant bodies and insubordinate
voices makes them seem an altogether different sex. One woman who had
appeared to shrink in the opening sketch “seemed quite another being when
she came on later as a radiant young gentleman in pink silk hose and nothing
of feminine modesty in her dress except the very low corsage.” The transforma-
tion did not come from any illusion that the actresses were men — if anything,
the body-revealing costumes emphasized their identity as women. Rather, it
was the comic but pointed sight of women inhabiting the role of the worldly,
self-possessing and self-asserting agent that converted the performers into an
“alien sex.”

Howells is confounded by the change, as much for what it reveals as what
it distorts. The theatrical staging seems to unveil a species of interior truth,
not in spite of the artifice of the performance but through it. “A strange and
compassionable satisfaction beamed from her face,” Howells writes of one of the
actresses. “It was evident that this sad business was the poor thing’s forze.” The
theatrical secting, Howells confesses, allows for glimpses of intimate insight.
At one point the actresses add to their male imposture a racial mimicry of
minstrel dances, a double impersonation that reveals an “infuriate grace and a
fierce delight very curious to look upon.” At the same time that the exhibition
affords insight, however, it unsettles basic cognitive categories. When the self
is unmoored from conventional sex and racial identities, the foundation of
subjectivity is for Howells thrown into question. The stage role seemed to
bring one woman such pleasure that she must be “at something of a loss to
identify herself when personating a woman off the stage.” The power of play-
acting — of “personating” — cannot be limited to the stage, leading Howells
to ponder the actress’s offstage identity, only to recognize her stage role as the
more fitting — because for her happier — context for the woman she is.

Similarly, Howells’s own identity as a man, as he openly portrays it, begins
to seem a corresponding act of impersonation. In the face of the “fierce delight”
of the female performers, Howells describes his own reaction as a parody of
traditional male agency. The sight of an actress who, “coldly yielding herself to
the manager’s ideas of the public taste, stretched herself on a green baize bank
with her feet toward us or did a similar grossness,” evokes a chivalrous alarm:
“It was hard to keep from crying aloud in protest, that she need not do it; that
nobody really expected or wanted it of her. Nobody? Alas! there were people
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there . . . who plainly did expect it, and who were loud in their applauses of
the chief actress.” As if joining the performance in a hapless role of his own,
Howells casts himself as a male rescuer only to underscore the absurdity of his
response in a mock-heroic self-portrait.

Howells’s self-scripted melodrama of gender anxiety, then, points to a larger
concern about the authenticity of the modern self, a concern widely expressed
by middle-class Americans during this era. As portrayed in Howells’s essay, the
paradoxical artifice of a stage performance makes selthood and human agency
at once more transparent, more legible, and yet more subject to mutability.
The shock of seeing an “alien” femininity, even in a comic stage play, actually
provides for a new and striking inside view of male and female selves. At the
same time, that interior view opens strange and disquieting questions that
challenge conventional notions about the self. Howells is clearly unnerved by
the funhouse distortions of the burlesque, but he also experiences the strong
draw of a femininity electrified by the medium of publicity and its ability
to reveal as well as refract. His fascination and his moral worry both reflect a
broader cultural absorption in what one historian has called the “new theatri-
cality of middle-class culture after 1850.”

Howells’s essay on theatrical taste speaks to new social conditions for which
theater and role-playing had become primary tropes. The rapid urbanization
of the later nineteenth century did more than multiply the specific media
through which the culture communicated with itself. It also changed the
nature of everyday social life, eroding the force of familiar social rituals and
introducing more unpredictable forms of spectacle in both public and private
spaces. The spontaneous dramas of urban street life — unexpected sights, novel
accidents, public rows and crimes — share something fundamental with their
social opposite, the carefully controlled displays of wealth and status at private
dinners or elite sporting events: both kinds of encounters turned face-to-
face social transactions into a species of cultural theater. Both public and
private spheres were increasingly designed for displaying the self before a
society conceived as an audience. These changes, adopted on a mass scale,
obviously afforded certain pleasures or satisfactions for large numbers of people;
had they not, urban centers and the mass media they produced would never
have thrived. But a more spectatorial culture also intensified feelings that the
virtues — or, for that matter, the definable vices —of the solid Victorian character
were becoming hollow, improvised, inauthentic.

Nowhere were the stakes of such questions clearer for Howells’s contem-
poraries than in matters of gender and sexuality, where it was believed that
erotic energies thought to belong to the private sphere would, if exposed in
public culture, bring about profound social transformations — either for better
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or for worse. In Howells’s The Minister’s Charge (1886), for instance, the racy
humor of a popular stage play (“a farrago of indecently amusing innuendoes
and laughably vile situations”) is the central figure for a principle of social
“complicity.” For Howells the complicity of “actors and audience” in their
mutual responsibility for the erotic spectacle comes to stand for the relation
between cultural tastes and their ethical results, for the entanglement between
individual consumption and the larger polity, the “whole social constitution.”
“Complicity,” then, describes a kind of power in cultural representations that
Howells finds troubling: the danger of a theatrical culture is its power to make
the citizen by turns an “indifferent spectator” and a confused actor playing
out “novel-fed fancies.” For Howells, a new kind of cultural representation,
the Realist novel, is needed to oppose these theatrical distortions. In this way
Howells’s musings on theater and the effects of burlesque begin to point up
ways that gender organizes the key terms of analysis in high Realism — its
terrain of psychological insight as well as exhibition, its reflection on agency
as well as social determinacy, its obsession with forms of intimacy as well as
with the social estrangement and disguise attributed to popular culture.
These are the oppositional terms of analysis governing James’s The Bostonians
(188s5), a novel in which the figure of the public woman is the muse for the
postbellum culture of spectacle. The Bostonians demonstrates the way Realist
insight is won through opposition to a commercial theatricality that never-
theless remains Realism’s most potent site for producing social knowledge. As
embodied in the novel’s protagonist, Verena Tarrant, the female spirituality
once defined as domestic and religious in nature has become a public sen-
sation. Under a quasi-occult inspiration, Verena gives rapturous speeches on
social topics. For Verena’s liberal-minded audiences, the young woman’s public
spirituality holds no contradiction: her talent for oratory is a feminine “genius”
for feeling and speaking that quite naturally should be shared with a world
in need of enlightenment about women'’s rights, the power of love, and other
higher truths. For Basil Ransom (the “stiffest of conservatives”), on the other
hand, a public femininity is an inherent absurdity. Verena’s success before the
era’s “great popular system” of urban audiences is little more than a commer-
cial and political scam, an “exhibition of enterprise and puffery.” Her “genius”
is merely the vulgar spiritualism of the mesmerist disguised as “glamor,” the
vibrancy of a feminine sexual attractiveness that has been improperly placed on
display. “It was simply an intensely personal exhibition,” Basil insists, “and the
person making it happened to be fascinating.” Olive Chancellor, a Bostonian,
also recognizes the “danger of vulgar exploitation” in Verena’s public career.
But for Olive, who joins league with radical women reformers, the danger
that Verena will fall victim to privare exploitation — heterosexual marriage — is
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even greater. Clearly in love with Verena, Olive gives financial backing to
Verena’s career and initiates a domestic intimacy by bringing her to live in her
home, an arrangement akin to the “Boston marriage” that was a recognized
couplehood at the time for two women living under the same roof. For both
Basil and Olive, Verena’s “intensely personal” exhibitions have an erotic draw
that is inseparable from a troubling publicity.

Basil insists there is “no place in public” for Verena. Yet Verena’s story reveals
the postbellum public world precisely as a place of feminized spectacle. Like
the domestic novelists who became celebrities of the hearth, Verena gets her
start by embodying her spiritual “gift” before intimate gatherings in private
homes. And just as women'’s clubs and volunteer societies offered a bridge from
the home into spaces of greater autonomy, the next major advance in Verena’s
career comes through her successful performance at a meeting of Mrs. Burrage’s
Wednesday Club, a gathering of moneyed New York society. Finally, in the
climactic scene in the novel, Verena’s scheduled performance before a sold-out
audience in the Boston Music Hall registers the world of full-fledged celebrity
that had been erected around women performers. Verena’s public “gift” has
been converted to publicity in its most expansive, commercial sense. Even
before Verena appears onstage in front of the “roaring crowd,” she is already
presented to the “gaze of hundreds” who see her in repeating form in mass-
produced theatrical posters and distributed handbills.

Though mass-produced, these images are anything but impersonal. With
an artful economy of effect, James captures the erotic attraction generated
through these multiplied reproductions by showing us Basil’s fiercely jealous
reaction to the posters and handbills themselves: their sight made him “wish
he had money to buy up the stock.” Verena’s posters, a public site of sexual
cathexis, recall the lithographic posters that took the place of block printing
in theatrical advertisements beginning in the 1870s. The surviving posters
from this period give a bravado stylization to the charismatic sexual power of
female stage performers, featuring such sights as color drawings of gigantic
Amazon maidens or dancers towering over puny male admirers. In The Reign
of the Poster (1895), published in Boston, Charles Knowles Bolton compiled
a catalog of some of the pictorial posters that had become a ubiquitous form
of advertising. Bolton describes the personalized erotic attraction that had
become part of the public experience of street life through the poster displays:
“Ladies (on paper), like prospectuses, are ever attractive, and how many glad
moments these poster beauties have given us as we passed from window to
window!”

Verena’s posters, of course, would have displayed a notably different
iconography; her look and public appeal is closer to the celebrity of singer
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Jenny Lind (“the most popular woman in the world”) who won fame through
a carefully staged female artlessness, wearing her white dress as a signature
costume and singing “Home, Sweet Home” before packed houses. But in pic-
turing the multitude of posters with Verena’s image, James clearly aligns her
power with the magnified mass appeal of the female performer, and the nar-
rator similarly describes her as a “rope-dancer,” an “actress,” a “prima donna,”
and a “vocalist.” For Basil, these charismatic displays, their effect of “sweet
grotesqueness,” compel him both to pursue the soon-to-be star and to seek to
terminate her public stardom.

Whereas theatrical posters celebrate the charismatic, the categories of
James’s novel are analytic. James at this point in his career aimed to write nov-
els that were “very national, very typical . . . very characteristic of our social
conditions.” One of his most self-consciously Realist novels, The Bostonians
brings the categories of gender, region, and nation to a story of modern exhi-
bition. In this way, the occult energies of “the great popular system” of public
performance become the object of Realist categories with their more rational-
ized basis for the accurate representation of social life. Such categories provide
a taxonomy for “our social conditions” through which a crisis of modernity —
what Basil calls the “damnable feminization” of American culture, and what
James, in more neutral terms, calls “the situation of women” — can be clearly
seen and measured. Significance lies in the typical rather than the extraordi-
nary, the analytic and not the scenic or the theatrical. Or, as James summa-
rized the Realist project, the novel provides “a more analytic consideration of
appearances.”

This analytic turn also prompts Realism’s increasing interest in uncovering
psychological depth. Against the dazzling but opaque surfaces of the stage
performance or the lithograph poster, the Realist novel counters with a pene-
trating view of the human interior, a dissection made possible by what James
calls the “discoveries” of Realist analysis that fathom “the unseen from the
seen.” Thus, even as The Bostonians is at times wickedly satirical (so much so
that a good many Boston denizens felt personally insulted), its grounding in
what James calls “material conditions” still yields rich portraits of motiva-
tion and feeling. Basil Ransom’s character, for instance, his defining lines and
tones, are always focused through the lens of his social situation as a Southern
white man. The “intimate connection” Basil feels to the South opens to us
a range of affect and lived relations — passions, resentments, reflexes spring-
ing from a code of honor and shame, an unconscious drive for vindication —
that Basil himself keeps closed from others’ view (and, at times, closed even
from himself). Olive Chancellor is likewise what James calls a “representative
woman” whose complexity of character unfolds along lines of a concretized
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“human background.” Her shades of feeling and her mixed motives are the
animated substance of a distinct type of modern womanhood, a social type —
the reformer-spinster — that the narrator describes as “visibly morbid.” The
narrator takes delight in slyly ridiculing many of Olive’s beliefs and contradic-
tory motives. But, at the same time, the novel’s analytic penetration also offers
psychological insight into Olive that is rendered with considerable sympathy
and, at times, with a breathtaking lyricism, as in the moving, anguished self-
revelations that come to Olive during her isolated vigil on Cape Cod. With its
“solidity of specification,” the Realist novel connects identifiable social forces
with resulting textures of character to create a density that is missing from —
because irrelevant to — the high wattage of conspicuous fame within mass
culture.

Yet even as The Bostonians demonstrates the potency of Realist methods,
it points up a contradiction in those methods. Analysis through “social con-
ditions” supplies a scaffold for psychological depth, but such analysis also
introduces a troubling uncertainty to the question of individual agency. Self-
determination begins to seem a fragile and constrained human capacity at best,
and at worst a human delusion. At one level Basil and Olive represent two
strong wills locked in a struggle to control Verena. But as the portrait of each
character is deepened through a web of social reference, the question of just
what a human will is becomes more equivocal. As exemplars of contrasting
“social conditions,” Basil and Olive eventually seem merely to be repeating
in a different arena the war that had issued from the intractable differences
between North and South, or from an ancient battle between men and women.
Their antagonism seems scripted by larger forces, and as individuals they begin
to resemble unwitting actors, mere puppets of those forces. In that sense, a
theatrical culture thus begins to seem a site not for distorting but for actu-
ally apprehending a deeper historical and social truth about the tenuousness
of human agency. This truth is something James’s otherwise anti-theatrical
novel seems forced into acknowledging in the resolution of its plot, as the
representation of characters’ will blurs with an overtly theatrical “personat-
ing.” Basil, for instance, at the height of his determination to possess Verena,
is shown repeating a role already written and performed in a fated moment of
history. His sense of possessing a unique, self-directed mission is marked by
the narrator through an obvious allusion to the mission of another aggrieved
Southerner (and professional actor), John Wilkes Booth: “There were two or
three moments during which he felt as if he could imagine a young man to
feel who, waiting in a public place, has made up his mind, for reasons of his
own, to discharge a pistol at the king or the president.” Basil’s “unique” will
now looks to us like a reprised role.
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Thus theatrical surface may, in its illusion, yield as much insight as does
analytic depth, and depth may be as difficult to interpret as surface. Olive,
too, is in the end pulled into an ambiguous stage role that seems at once
a defiant act and a scripted submission to external “conditions.” Rushing
onto the music-hall stage when Verena fails to go on, Olive is described as
repeating a historical role of martyr: “offering herself to be trampled to death
and torn to pieces,” she might have resembled “some feminine firebrand of
Paris revolutions, erect on a barricade, or even the sacrificial figure Hypatia,
whirled through the furious mob of Alexandria.” Here is the Jamesian answer
to the female burlesque. Deliberately overdrawn, colored by a melodrama
verging on ridicule, this picture of Olive absorbs the charisma of the female
performer into Realist analysis of the “visibly morbid” womanhood. Yet this
culminating scene is also a moment the novel does not directly portray (nor
are any of Verena’s performances given more than the briefest description), as
if the novel is unwilling — or perhaps unable — to dissect the actual spectacle
in its moment of performative power. These Realist characters are in the end
equivocal social actors. In The Bostonians, the analysis of women and publicity
describes a broader dilemma: the more rationalized the analysis of human lives,
the more uncertain the question of human agency.

INCOMMENSURATE ART: CONSTANCE FENIMORE WOOLSON

In The Bostonians women are caught between the distortions of publicity and the
restrictions of domesticity, between crass public exposure and private efface-
ment. The dilemma as James paints it is exaggerated. But its polarized terms
trace for us a structure of feeling that organizes a large number of novels and sto-
ries in this era, fiction in which middle-class women confront a divide between
private and public worlds that makes each seem insufficient and yet unable to
be bridged. In The Tragic Muse (1890), James replays the same dilemma in a
higher theatrical culture of serious drama. But James’s novels also implicitly
contain a third position from which women might circumvent the dilemma —
namely, bis position, the role of Realist author with a critical standpoint from
which to analyze the predicament and thus transcend it intellectually. Yet
the possibility of Realist authorship as a role for women goes unrecognized
in James’s stories themselves. The omission is significant. In forming a tradi-
tion of high Realism, a confluence of factors associated the elevation of fiction
with the male author. The European novelists acknowledged most often in the
official genealogy of American realism were men. Balzac, Flaubert, Zola, and
Turgenev were among the most oft-cited models, even if Austen, Eliot, and
Sand were some of the strongest influences on Realist practice. Worldly rather
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than religious in orientation, professional rather than commercial in status,
the role of Realist writer was in large part defined in contradistinction to the
women novelists who so successfully established the mass market for domestic
fiction in antebellum America.

High Realism was not the sealed province of men, of course. But genres, as
social creations, carry the sediments of gendered experience, silent articulations
of norms for the sexes that inform their linguistic patterns. Such traces are
important toa history of high Realism in American writing, in the first instance
for the way they operate to encourage or to constrain would-be authors. Who
gets to be a real (Realist) artist? The issue really begins from a different corner:
who wishes to be a Realist artist? Many successful women writers — even some
who sought to publish their fiction in the more prestigious magazines and
publishing houses — never enlisted under the Realist banner. By the mid-
1870s, fiction writers such as Elizabeth Stuart Phelps, Louisa May Alcott, and
Elizabeth Stoddard were painting a wider field of experience for women than
was portrayed in the domestic novels of an earlier generation. Still, in both
formal and thematic ways, their stories and novels mark their own exclusion
from a domain of high culture — indeed, they often count that exclusion from
high art as one of the defining features of women'’s experience.

Harriet Prescott Spofford recalled the reordering of literary criteria as a ter-
mination of her brand of expansive psychological fiction. “You wonder why I
did not continue in the vein of “The Amber Gods,” she wrote to a friend. “I
suppose the public taste changed. With the coming of Mr. Howells as editor of
the Atlantic, and his influence, the realistic arrived. I doubt if anything I wrote
in those days would be accepted by any magazine now.” At the same time,
however, the constraints of the high Realist ethos could also supply conditions
for an oppositional creativity. In Elizabeth Stuart Phelps’s novel The Story of
Avis (1877), for instance, Phelps measures her heroine’s distance from institu-
tions of high culture in order to create a space for a narrative mode rich in visual
symbol and characterization. The protagonist, Avis Dobell, aspires to become a
painter — to acquire “that most elusive of human gifts, — a disciplined imag-
ination” — and travels to Florence and Paris, where she studies under master
teachers. But unlike the expatriate artists of James or Wharton, Avis is never
directly represented in a European museum or gallery. The narrative quickly
forecloses any description of her artistic training and returns her to rural
Massachusetts where, in the isolation of her “little bare studio,” she is visited
by a series of ecstatic, unformed aesthetic visions.

The tension between the fullness of Avis’s artistic vision and her distance
from established aesthetic institutions expresses perfectly Phelps’s own cre-
ative position, as she wrote vivid, innovative fiction while remaining largely
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outside of the high literary establishment. Her earlier bestselling novel, The
Guates Ajar (1868), depicts the distinctly non-Realist setting of heaven as a
utopian resolution, and in works such as “The Tenth of January” (1868) and
The Silent Partmer (1871), Phelps followed the lead of Rebecca Harding Davis
in combining conventions from romance fiction and religious reform literature
with portraits of industrial life.

The title character in Constance Fenimore Woolson’s story “Miss Grief”
(1880) is a woman who has written passionate creative works — “unrestrained,
large, vast, like the skies or the wind” — not unlike the visionary paint-
ings of Phelps’s Avis Dobell. In contrast with Phelps’s emotionally expansive
treatment of Avis, however, Woolson brings to Miss Grief’s story the sharp,
analytic dissection more typical of Realists. Woolson’s critically penetrating
style — James lauded the “high value