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ABSTRACT 

The first objective of this dissertation, “William Dean Howells and the Making of 

a Realist Poetics: Literary Form and Social Responsibility in Late Nineteenth-Century 

America,” is to show how poetry was part of 1890s realism, which is usually exclusively 

associated with prose. Even recent studies on late nineteenth-century poetry, such as 

Elizabeth Renker’s Realist Poetics in American Culture, 1866-1900, maintain that there 

was no formally recognizable realist poetics. I, however, claim that Howells did promote 

such a movement as a poet and a critic of poetry. This new type of realism is 

characterized by subject matter (social inequality and stereotypes), social context (an 

increasing sense of complacency toward democratic fissures), and poetic form (the 

indirection and defamiliarization of poetic language). 

My second objective is to ask: how does the study of nineteenth-century realism 

change by foregrounding Emily Dickinson, Paul Laurence Dunbar, Madison Cawein, and 

Stephen Crane as “realist” poets? I argue that poetry redirects the ideological stakes of 

realism by pushing ethical responsibility for exclusionary practices to new affective 

depths. Whereas realist prose is the genre of sociality-coming-into-being through an 

aggregate of perspectives, poetry focuses on how these perspectives themselves are 

highly subjective. Poetry, the genre of language coming-into-being, shows the process 

behind interpretative choices that are inherently contingent and plural. In other words, a 

realist poetics shows how people’s reality is often already a form of complicitous 

exclusion and puts pressure on the intellectual and sympathetic scope of the other. By 
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highlighting that reality constitutes a relative point of intersection with other alternatives, 

poetry presents a type of awareness that is viscerally and critically self-reflexive. 
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INTRODUCTION 

“If I were asked what seemed to be the most significant tendency in literature, I should 

say that it was the gradual decline in the interest in poetry” 

(“Opinions of W.D. Howells,” NY Sun, 30 April 1899, Interviews with William Dean 

Howells, 64) 

Howellsian realism has become almost a cliché in U.S. literary history. 

Associated almost exclusively with prose, it is broadly characterized as an aesthetics of 

the common, where shared values, feelings, and morals bridge cultural and social 

differences.1 William Dean Howells, the godfather of American realism (1837-1920), 

aimed to valorize the ordinary, the typical, and the particular as complicated and rich sites 

of sympathetic being and sources of art. These reflections of the everyday had often been 

dismissed as unworthy of serious attention because art was supposed to be the diametric 

1 Scholarship on realism has undergone its own trends that generally move from supposed artlessness and 
self-enclosure to a more dynamic and increasingly inwardly fraught perspective. In The Problem of 
American Realism, Michael Davitt Bell argues that realism has been such an unwieldy term because it is 
“confusing to use a word meant to describe a mode of literary representation, a kind of literature, to 
describe instead a shift in concern” (2). In order to be viewed as “realist,” an author, according to Bell, 
needs to use a literary style that “claims to avoid ‘style’” (66). Realism, however, comes into being through 
detailed selection and focus and is far from an unambiguous mirror to society. Nancy Glazener was one of 
the first to focus on how realism is a complex product of reading and writing. Analyzing the role of reader 
interpretation and the importance of periodicals in the development of realism, Glazener asserts that we 
need to “provide some account of [realism’s] locations, variations, and modes of circulation rather than 
assuming that it has or had a stable, portable, trans-historical identity and function” (12). Although 
Glazener thus broadened the scope of influence of realism, she did not analyze how this 
multidimensionality inherently affects realist form. For a more in-depth view on this particular matter we 
need to turn to The Antinomies of Realism in which Fredric Jameson focuses on contrastive forces within 
realism. Arguing that realism’s goal is “demystification,” which became defamiliarization in modernism, 
Jameson focuses on realism’s “own inevitable undoing, its own decay and dissolution” (4, 6). According to 
Jameson, this happens through clashes between the onward narrative component and painterly moments 
that suspend this movement (8). Although I see these clashes as productive, Jameson does move in a 
similar direction by arguing that the present of consciousness is “impersonal” and points out that realism 
lies at the complex intersection of showing and telling. 
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opposite of the common, which often shaded into the mundane. Realism’s focus on the 

common also made it the literary equivalent of democracy, the political system that 

represents majority rule. According to Howells, realism is inextricably tied to a distinct 

understanding of American art: “[t]he arts must become democratic, and then we shall 

have the expression of America in art” (Criticism and Fiction, 67). As Howells points 

out, America was conceptualized as “a civilization in which there is no ‘distinction’” in 

terms of class and there was only the “beauty” and “grandeur” of the common. In other 

words, finding the particularities and vicissitudes in the common became a mode to 

distinguish, understand, and unite American people. Realism, moreover, served a 

distinctly didactic function: if people could read about the complexities in others’ lives 

and become intimately acquainted with them, audience members would be less 

suspicious and judgmental of otherness. But is Howells’s investment in what he called 

the “simple, the natural, the honest” as “simple” as it seems? (Editor’s Study, 112). 

Although the common by its very nature is associated with the seeming comfort 

of the familiar, Howellsian realism is not about the common as a known entity. It rather 

critically investigates the process of how and why the common becomes a known entity 

and increasingly explores its affective and biased limits. Howells throughout his career 

remained dedicated to a concept of the common as a dynamic ground of experience. He 

admonished realists to the “portrayal in every art of those finer and higher aspects which 

unite rather than sever humanity” (Criticism and Fiction, 67). Howells, however, 

increasingly realized that mere exposure to difference did not necessarily translate into 

generous patterns of unifying acceptance. Especially the 1890s were characterized by 

democratic breakdown and included the widespread practice of lynching of African 

2 



	

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

Americans, U.S. imperialist violence during the 1898 Spanish-American War, and 

economic insecurity as boom and bust cycles led to growing antagonism between the 

classes and labor riots. Realism is often seen as a lacking response to these deeply 

unsettling developments whereas a more pronounced emphasis on the unknowablity of 

life was presumably taken up by its perceived opposites, naturalism and modernism. 

Howells was painfully aware of social chaos and actively grappled with it in ways that 

increasingly included frustration. Realism not only describes the promise and failure of 

social responsibility and affective responsiveness, it performs this fraught instability. It 

has a distinctly self-critical edge that emphasizes our complicity in the formation of 

reality, which is just one emanation of many differently intersecting forms of reality. 

Many scholars, however, have consistently found fault with realism as a 

bourgeois type of hegemony. Knowing the other can indeed be utilized as a strategy of 

analysis in order to contain difference. This argument has most elaborately been 

formulated by Nancy Glazener and Amy Kaplan. Glazener argues that realism, which 

was heavily promoted in middle-brow magazines such as the Atlantic Monthly and 

Harper’s New Monthly Magazine, established cultural authority for its readers by 

foregrounding “discourses of philanthropic nationalism and connoisseurship” (45). By 

making the other an object of philanthropy, meaning donating money to the poor without 

addressing the systemic nature of inequality, a middle-class audience felt relieved from 

their democratic duties. Continuing in this vein, Kaplan reads realism as a “culture of 

surveillance” that ventures both into appropriation and narcissism (7). Kaplan poses the 

rhetorical question that “[i]n representing the unrepresented, does [realism] practice a 

new form of disenfranchisement?” (34). She also argues that realism “does not jar readers 
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with the shock of otherness, it provides a recognizable mirror of their own world” (22). In 

other words, according to Kaplan, difference is unquestioningly absorbed into a middle-

class common. In making this last assumption, Kaplan claims that realism is a self-

enclosed circuit although Howells always thinks in terms of critical self-reflectivity: 

[Realism’s goal is to] make us take thought of ourselves, and look to it whether 

we have in us the making of this or that wrong, whether we are hypocrites, 

tyrants, pretenders, shams conscious or unconscious; whether our most unselfish 

motives are not really secret shapes of egotism; whether our convictions are not 

mere brute acceptations; whether we believe what we profess; whether we force 

good to a logical end we are not doing evil. (Criticism and Fiction, 161) 

Howells’s realism thus rather constitutes an attempt at making people self-conscious, 

sympathetic democratic subjects. Howells leaves implicit what kind of change this self-

awareness can elicit, but possible change is on the horizon. Howells was never fully 

drawn to conventional, large-scale revolutionary scenes of activism, but the radicalness, 

difficulty, and wide-ranging potential of changing one’s own behavior should not be 

underestimated.   

More contemporary scholars such as William M. Morgan have challenged narrow 

understandings of realism that quickly associate the known with a site of order and 

control. Morgan focuses on the importance and complicating factors of humanitarianism 

to the realist paradigm. In his book, Questionable Charity: Gender, Humanitarianism, 

and Complicity in U.S. Literary Realism, Morgan defines humanitarianism as “a style of 

moral reasoning characterized by a secular concern for the condition of others. 

Humanitarian agents often understand and construct identity in intersubjective, 
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compassionate terms” (7). The emphasis on cognitive ability in order to ameliorate 

inequality—“moral reasoning,” “understand,” and “construct”—implies that the road 

toward change can be known and that compassion itself is not ambiguous. Morgan, 

however, emphasizes that Howells’s work offers a critical investment in humanitarianism 

that is routed through shame as social oppositions became the rule rather than the 

exception as the nineteenth century progressed. Morgan instead equates Howellsian 

realism with a distinctly “postidealist humanitarianism” because “a commitment to 

realism often entails a commitment to illustrating the failure of a white, capitalistic, 

patriarchal system to create a modern humane culture” (7).2 Morgan’s analysis is indeed 

pertinent in terms of offering insight into the ideological stakes of realism as a complex 

humanist project, but he does not discuss how humanitarianism comes into being— 

through the fellow feeling of sympathy. Neither does he address how realism not only 

analyzes failure but also incorporates it. 

In order to gain insight into this question of fraught and processual human 

connectivity, it is helpful to turn to Melanie V. Dawson’s study of how realist detail 

functions as a conduit for sympathetic knowledge. Emphasizing the narrative and 

reflective aspect of sympathy, Dawson builds on the earlier work of Rae Greiner who 

defines realist sympathy as “a form of thinking geared toward others, including the other 

that is myself as others see me” (1). Dawson continues this notion by arguing that realist 

literature inscribes such “emotion as a site of labor” through a continued process of 

2 Paul Petrie argues for a “perplexed sympathy” in Howells’s late work that Glazener also detects. Whereas 
Petrie is more lenient about the difficult process of “social and self-reevaluation,” Glazener argues that at 
its best, realism “framed the sincere attempt of a [middle-class] population to understand the conditions of 
its own privilege and its relations to other social groups; at its worst, it fraudulently legitimated that 
population’s control of culture and the ‘monopoly of humanity’ entailed in installing one’s own forms of 
pleasure as the only worthy one” (Petrie 29, 74) (Glazener, 12). In a realist poetics, this idea of having a 
“‘monopoly of humanity’” is skillfully undermined. I have chosen “postidealist” because it expresses a 
stronger sense of disappointment. 
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“observation and categorization” (12). According to Dawson, Howells hoped that 

“exposure to more detail would create the curious alchemy by which sympathetic feeling 

was evoked” (41). Dawson also points out that Howells knew about the complications of 

this hope: the “greatest difficulty with sympathy [which encourages people to think 

broadly and comparatively] was that it was out of scale with realist commitments to 

particular scenes, minute situational details, and individuated characterizations” (39). In 

other words, sympathy functions in paradoxical ways that are enabling and disabling at 

the same time. Although sympathy was supposed to generate action in people, it could 

just as easily function as a blanket response that did not translate into any tangible results. 

Merely expressing sympathy does not necessarily do justice to the particularity of 

situations, the complicity that is often concomitant, and the steps that need to be taken to 

address unfair situations. 

On the other hand, sympathy should not become a bartering ground for assessing 

whether people in need deserve basic humane consideration. Howells engaged with this 

question in A Hazard of New Fortunes (1890), in which middle-class protagonist Basil 

March is suspicious of a beggar who is dressed well and speaks French. Basil wonders: 

“suppose that poor fellow wasn’t personally founded on fact; nevertheless, he represented 

the truth, he was the ideal of the suffering which would be less effective if realistically 

treated.” Dawson argues that “March cannot imagine an appropriately scaled emotional 

relation to the beggar, who both represents a wide problem (of the urban poor) and yet is 

an individual whom March feels the need to interrogate as to his particular 

circumstances” (52). Although detail works in the service of sympathetic 

characterization, too much detail can paradoxically create leaden characters, symbols 
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rather than realistic and plausible “round” characters, to borrow from E. M. Forster.3 

Realism is often immediately associated with knowability but as a genre and practice its 

reality factor is inextricably connected to human limits of the knowable. Knowability 

functions as a means to extrapolate behavior, thus requiring analytic engagement from 

readers, but at the core of human or realistic behavior is a persistent element of the 

unknown. Detail is thus not unambiguous and the manner in which it is presented in 

various genre modalities matters. This realization becomes particularly clear from 

Howells’s promotion of poetry within the realist paradigm in the socially turbulent 1890s. 

Poetry often materializes the fluctuating wavelengths between perception and 

interpretative context by foregrounding and questioning the function of language and 

details as a complicated carrier, maker, and unmaker of realities.    

This dissertation will therefore ask: how do realist writers deal with sympathy, 

suffering, and humanitarianism in a genre dedicated not to the “big scale” such as the 

novel, but the smaller scale genre of poetry? Virtually no scholarship exists on 

Howellsian poetry. Although scores of essays and books address Howells’s realism, they 

focus primarily, if not exclusively, on his prose. But what if we were to turn to his poetry, 

which was his preferred genre in the 1890s to reassess how realist literature could 

continue to function as a factor of social change? While reminiscing about his attachment 

to realism, Howells wrote: 

I cannot claim that there was anything original in my passion for the common, for 

“the familiar and the low,” which Emerson held the strange and high….But 

3 Forster predominantly defines a “round” character in terms of opposition with a “flat” character, which 
are “types” and sometimes “caricatures.” He continues that “[i]n their purest form, they are construed round 
a single idea or quality,” Aspects of the Novel (103-4). 
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perhaps it was my sense not only of the quaint, the comic, but of the ever-poetic 

in the common, that made it dear to me. (Criticism and Fiction, 196) 

Critics, however, have not taken this poetic side of realism seriously: there is not only a 

poetic quality or idiosyncratic element to realism but realism also takes shape differently 

through poems. By not including poetry, scholars overlook a crucial part of realism. In 

his capacity as a highly influential fiction writer, poet, critic, playwright, cultural arbiter 

of taste, social commentator, and promoter of promising new artists, Howells functions as 

an ideal point of departure to reassess assumptions that still characterize the field. First, 

that late nineteenth-century poetry, supposedly mired in the ideal, and realism, seemingly 

characterized by a bland matter-of-factness, are largely incompatible. Second, that the 

meaning, function, and practice of realism solely reached its pinnacle in fiction. 

Howells’s investment in the poetic is significant. He published multiple poetry 

clusters in Harper’s New Monthly Magazine that evoke a modernist appeal due to their 

brevity and image-oriented nature: “Moods,” six poems, in March 1891; 

“Monochromes,” nine poems, in March 1893; “Stops of Various Quills,” eleven poems, 

in March 1895; and “Pebbles,” seven poems, in September 1895. In addition, he 

published the collected volume Stops of Various Quills in 1895.4 Howells not only wrote 

his own poetry but actively diversified America’s poetic landscape in his capacity as a 

cultural critic and talent scout. He was responsible for introducing new poets such as 

Emily Dickinson, Paul Laurence Dunbar, Madison Cawein, and Stephen Crane to the 

American audience and discussed them as meaningful additions to the realist paradigm. 

Realism thus does not function as a fixed genre category but should be viewed as a 

4 Howells occasionally continued to contribute poems to journals (mostly Harper’s Monthly or Harper’s 
Weekly) after Stops of Various Quills was published. He brought out his last poetry collection, The 
Daughter of the Storage: And Other Things in Prose and Verse, in 1916. 
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flexible mode of perception and interpretation that was not loyal to any one genre. It was 

a travelling theory that inflected multiple genres. Moreover, Howellsian realism does not 

function in stark opposition to modernism.5 As Clara and Rudolf Kirk point out, few 

American authors have been “so constantly – one is tempted to say so intentionally – 

misunderstood” (“Introduction,” Criticism and Fiction and Other Essays, ix). One of the 

most (in)famous views of Howells’s negative influence on American literature is from 

Sinclair Lewis’s 12 December 1930 Nobel Prize Lecture: “men like Howells were so 

effusively seeking to guide America into becoming a pale edition of an English cathedral 

town.” In other words, the boldness of modernism is supposedly in direct contrast to the 

antiquated and stultifying gentility of the nineteenth century, a perspective in which 

poetry and Howellsian realism are almost equals in terms of inadequacy. 

Howells had always engaged with social turmoil but the type of concerns he 

focused on and the anxiety of influence of the modernists made this less visible. 

Howellsian realism has often been viewed as lacking in radicalism despite his overall 

socialist tendencies, as becomes clear from Alexander Black’s “William Dean Howells”6: 

Why I wanted to know, did Howells ignore the sordid in life? Why did the man 

who welcomed Tolstoy and the other Russians who, critically, was so indubitable 

5 Liesl Olson is one of the few critics who creates a connection between nineteenth-century realism’s 
emphasis on the ordinary and modernism. Arguing against a reading of modernism that foregrounds an 
“aesthetic of self-conscious interiority,” Olson claims that modernist writers are interested in “the ordinary 
as ordinary” in order to analyze the “diffuse and messy particularities of life” (3, 5). I agree with Olson that 
there is a distinct connection between nineteenth-century realism and modernism but I take a different 
approach. A turn to poetry puts a renewed emphasis on the affective and interpretative fissures within the 
realist paradigm and it is this version of realism that creates a bridge with modernism.
6 Even Lionel Trilling, one of the few critics who recognizes “an odd kind of muted, stubborn passion” in 
Howells, “which we have to take account of, and respect, and recognize for what it is, the sign of a 
commitment, of an involvement in very great matters” does not completely do justice to Howells (211). 
This “muted, stubborn passion,” becomes less “odd” once we include Howells’s poetry. This change in 
perspective also provides more critical possibility to Trilling’s observation that in his novels Howells is 
“only” a “social witness” (207). Such an assumption emphasizes passivity, whereas realism is a fraught and 
involved artistic movement. 
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a democrat, with so alert a sympathy for every phase of strivings toward a better 

social order, persistently avoid, in his own art, the element of tragedy? (American 

Husbands, and Other Alternatives, Bobbs Merill, 1925, 173-74 in Interviews with 

William Dean Howells, 117) 

Although Black emphasizes that Howells should be praised for a holistic understanding 

of society—he has “so alert a sympathy for every phase of strivings toward a better social 

order” (emphasis added)—he laments that Howells evades the tragic. But why is tragedy 

so important for the establishment of literary value? And what does tragedy mean? 

Certainly, the death of the Christ-like figure Conrad Dryfoos in A Hazard of New 

Fortunes can be seen as tragic. But tragedy does not have to be a sudden, cataclysmic 

catastrophe. Nor does it have to be pure; it can combine with other forms such as 

comedy. Howells’s earlier novel The Rise of Silas Lapham (1885) has been generally 

understood as a tragicomedy. 

Tragedy can also refer to descriptions of longstanding inequality and exclusion 

that have become normalized due to processes of habituation. Howells’s realism often 

critically engages with such attempts at erasure under the adage of “that is just the way 

things are.” Howells was particularly invested in complicity, which he first defined in his 

1886 novel The Minister’s Charge.7 Minister Sewell argues that the biblical phrase 

“Remember them that are in bonds as bound with them” should be a “complete 

philosophy of life.” Sewell continues that “[i]f a community was corrupt, if an age was 

7 Wai Chee Dimock instead chooses to focus on the phrase the “economy of pain,” arguing, like many 
critics, that ideas of balance and proportion are crucial for Howells. Dimock notes that an “economy of 
pain” model “obviously tries to minimize pain, but even as it does so, it also confers legitimacy on what it 
minimizes. Because one is inflicting as little pain as possible, what one does inflict becomes 
correspondingly acceptable” (68). I, however, choose to use “complicity” because it more viscerally 
introduces elements of failure, shame, and guilt. 
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immoral, it was not because of the vicious, but the virtuous who fancied themselves 

indifferent spectators.” In other words, Howells argues for a sense of a society-wide 

affective moral responsibility that is supposed to lead to social improvement and is the 

opposite of passivity.8 Complicity emphatically does not allow people to skirt 

responsibility for inequality because society is an organic, interdependent unit. 

Paradoxically, some of Howells’s most visceral engagements with complicity are 

unknown because they are routed through poetry, a genre that has been less critically 

visible because it seemingly represented social and aesthetic conformity in the 1890s. 

Considering Howells’s active engagement with and promotion of poetry in the 

late nineteenth century, I argue for the existence of a realist poetics. This means that 

subject matter (social inequality and stereotypes that allow for its perpetuation), social 

context (an increasing sense of complacency and/or apathy toward democratic fissures), 

and poetic form (the indirection and defamiliarization of poetic language) allow for a 

habit-breaking awareness that critically engages with complicity, the moment in which 

humanitarianism and sympathy come to a standstill.9 I find Jonathan Culler’s phrase “the 

8 Morgan gives the most extensive reading of complicity. He is invested in removing its pejorative element 
as “the act of recognizing one’s complicity by definition entails a mature understanding of one’s relation to 
complex social networks” (13). He further unpacks complicity as including: aspirations for the 
humanitarian and utopian reorganization of society; shame; the loneliness of anonymity; and paranoia 
about the threats of crime and contagion that result from human interconnection (52). I agree with most of 
Morgan’s evaluations, especially with his emphasis on cognitive maturity in realizing one’s complicity. 
The very existence of the cognitive position itself, however, also inherently makes it function as an 
affective placeholder, as knowledge itself is also inescapably entangled with an almost self-complacent 
self-pity. The very messy interaction between emotion and cognition that the concept of complicity partly 
addresses comes to fuller and more complex fruition in a realist poetics. 
9 Michelle Kohler comes closest to this argument by arguing for an active descriptive core to realism. 
Kohler writes that “we might say that the form of Howellsian realism is the agitated formlessness of its 
narrative frame, which explodes not with too many everyday objects but with a self-conscious, often 
contradictory excess of rhetorical modes—it is a pastiche of description, figure, parody, and irony that aims 
to provoke readers into perceptivity and critical thinking about the real” (191). I agree with Kohler about 
the larger stakes of her claim but I also contend that the “agitated formlessness” she locates in prose 
becomes more controlled and unmoored in a realist poetics. 
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strangeness of lyric language,” to be especially helpful for understanding Howells’s 

realist poetics because it emphasizes how poetic particularity allowed for a renewed form 

of attention to the common. As Culler notes, poetry foregrounds the very materiality of 

meaning and draws attention to the connotative constellations of words (32). It can 

therefore shift the emphasis from a representation of social conditions (which is 

foregrounded in realist prose) to a more active struggle with the messy (dis)connective 

tissue between concepts and people’s existence. As a result, poetry is more akin to 

“thought-writing,” meaning that the process of thought formulation itself becomes visible 

(3). 

A realist poetics in essence proposes a different engagement with how details 

shape representations, more importantly how details can also represent the illegibility of 

social situations. Although in the 1890s Howells’s realist prose also became more 

fragmentary, Culler points out that poetry inherently is “bolder, more abrupt and 

disjunctive, in its treatment of the world; it displays more openly its figuration, its 

rhetorical positing, in lieu of argument or demonstration” (352). This emphasis on the 

aesthetic does not mean that a realist poetics functions in contrast to prose realism, which 

also describes the process of the coming-into-being of the common. Poetry’s condensed 

layers of focus, however, function as a different rerouting of the familiar as does its 

structural investment in incompletion. The concentrated nature of poetic language 

foregrounds unexpected juxtapositions that defamiliarize and redirect meaning, which is 

intended to keep the reader active and engaged; and if dialogue is included, it is 

intentionally partial and therefore embedded in patterns of de- and re-contextualization. A 

realist poetics furthermore makes instances of social inequality—such as marginalized 
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and stereotyped others or sites of prejudice—its exclusive point of attention. Although 

realist prose also includes examples of injustice, these can willfully be ignored as rather 

unrepresentative moments of an overarching, complicated but benign narrative 

construction of the common. Realist poets therefore imagine an additional type of 

overhauling of what the real and the representative mean and how they can become sites 

of suppression and exclusion. 

A realist poetics emphatically asks readers to consciously and intimately 

conceptualize, imagine, and contextualize critical moments, both on a narrative and 

experiential level, since there are no distinctly embodied characters who mediate the 

experience.10 In realist prose, we are introduced to and follow the lives of identifiable 

others, the stories’ characters. In a textual structure in which the narrator has limited 

access to characters’ interiority, prose realism models and exceeds the type of encounter 

people would have in real life. Although characters in realist prose experience how 

motivational contexts are only indirectly and partially legible through conversations, 

readers do have access to a more global, aggregate perspective. The imaginative 

participation through witnessing that readers do in prose settings is obviously related to 

meaningful analysis about how individuals relate to larger contextual wholes. A realist 

poetics, however, makes this process a differently fraught and personal concern. As 

10 In Empathy and the Novel, Suzanne Keen analyzes the “‘empathy-altruism’” hypothesis, which holds 
that narrative empathy motivates altruistic action. Being a humanist-driven genre, realism cannot be 
dismissed from this discussion. Keen points out that this hypothesis (which has become a commonplace in 
debates about the value of the humanities) cannot be substantiated with hard evidence. She does, however, 
point to some unexpected findings. One of which is that “empathy for fictional characters appears to 
require only minimal elements of identity, situation, and feeling, not necessarily complex or realistic 
characterization” (xii). This does not mean that the type of engagement that realism offers is of the same 
nature and quality. Keen continues that it is actually the fictional nature of literature (which does not 
demand real-life reciprocity) that makes an audience more empathetic to literary characters than actual 
people. Although the real-life results of literature are difficult to establish in an empirical sense, they still 
create opportunities for reflection that have the potential to be turned into action.   
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Culler notes, poetry “does not create a character making an assertion in a fictional world 

but makes a statement about our world” (32). As such, poetry makes a different type of 

demand on the reader who is confronted with “voicing” instead of a specific “voice” (35). 

In other words, by foregrounding the contours of language coming into being instead of 

trying to identify a speaker, poetry activates what Culler calls its “optative” quality. 

Although realist prose also shows the conflict within the common, poetry more inherently 

“allows itself to imagine a response to its call or address and works to constitute an active 

relationship to what might be resistant or other” (16). By presenting a scene that is human 

because of its overall processual nature, not because it represents a particular, 

individuated perspective, poetry puts pressure on the intellectual and sympathetic scope 

of the “resistant or other.” It thus invites a complicated movement between sympathy (a 

form of thinking geared toward others) and empathy (which promises an emotional 

replication of others’ feelings) in the reader. 

Writing in the late nineteenth century, Howells makes a similar argument about 

the different type of investment that poetry embodies and catalyzes. Reflecting on the 

work of John Ruskin and William Morris, who agitated against a political economy that 

created social alienation, Howells argues that “[a]rt, indeed, is beginning to find out if it 

does not make friends with Need it must perish….In all ages poetry has affirmed 

something of this sort, but it remained for ours to perceive it and express it somehow in 

every form of literature” (“Editor’s Study,” December 1888, 109). In poetry need thus 

becomes “Need,” meaning that a concept becomes infused with a sense of humanity and 

distance. In realist prose, need is turned into a distinct, poor character with whom the 

reader is expected to sympathize but whom can also be ignored as not one’s problem. 
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Although Howells throughout his career used detail in complex ways that revealed the 

difficult nature of a dynamic and necessary temporary coalescing of differences, a wide 

array of detail is inherently paradoxical. Although an investment in prose 

particularization and range of detail seemingly foregrounds the promise of knowability, 

this method at the same time reveals that knowledge of human life always exceeds such 

attempts. Poetry re-emphasizes this latter aspect because “Need” surfaces which refers to 

a personalized yet abstract contouring of suffering that readers are asked to give 

experiential reality to. Poetry thus requires a different type of interpretative labor that 

allows for a mapping of self in which the exact specifics of others’ lives will always 

remain indeterminate. A realist poetics does not incorporate aesthetic distance as an 

interpretative endpoint that folds back onto itself. On the contrary, this distance requires a 

complex but troubled engagement with what it means to be an active interpreter of social 

dynamics and how to relate these realizations to everyday practice. 

A realist poetics is somewhat of an amorphous formal shape shifter and testifies 

to the inherent complexity of the lyric.11 As Culler notes, Romantic notions of the lyric (à 

la John Stuart Mill) that emphasize a poetic “I” by foregrounding the “centrality of 

subjectivity coming to consciousness of itself through experience and reflection” do not 

cover the full range of a realist poetics (2). It includes apostrophes, which feature a 

“triangulated” structure that Culler defines as “addressing the audience of readers by 

addressing or pretending to address someone or something else,” thus emphatically 

contextualizing individuality within sociality; it features poems with multiple speakers 

11 In Dickinson’s Misery, Virginia Jackson introduced the term “lyricization.” According to Jackson, as the 
nineteenth century progressed, the lyric—an intensely subjective experience—absorbed the variety inherent 
in poetry (ballads, odes, narrative poetry) and she views this as a turn away from historical materiality that 
homogenizes social vibrancy (11). Jackson thus associates the lyric with hyper-individualized thought and 
emotion that indicates social removal. 
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although there is often a lack of clarity as to which speaker is recounting what; and there 

are poems that lack speakers, especially nature poems (8). What remains constant is that 

poets consciously engage with assumptions of the realist transparency of the common in 

order to expose how this knowledge often functions as a site of limitation, bias, and 

possibility. Using their own methods of focus on inequality that lack less overtly 

delineated explanatory contexts (these need to be explored through the fraught nature of 

the poetry itself), realist poets critically engage with willful social misconceptions. A 

realist poetics, however, also runs up against certain limits. Its formal density makes its 

messages inherently less accessible to a large audience. Moreover, during the late 

nineteenth century poetry as a genre was increasingly seen as both elitist and socially less 

relevant but it still offered new avenues for humanist endeavor. A realist poetics thus 

complicates the way realism travelled and allowed readers to find new and unsettling 

destinations. 

My own focus on a realist poetics is in conversation with existing scholarly work 

on the value and meaning of nineteenth-century American poetry. In The Social Lives of 

Poems in Nineteenth-Century America, Michael C. Cohen argues that poetry was far 

more than an aesthetic and literary category and predominantly functioned as a means to 

process and experience life through a shifting field of imaginative relationships.12 Taking 

a more formalistic approach in Would Poetry Disappear?, John Timberman Newcomb 

argues for a necessary oppositional crisis narrative by assuming that “without this 

lacerating phase of anxiety, disillusionment, and seeming futility, poetry in the United 

12 In a sense, Cohen has done for nineteenth-century poetry what Jane Tompkins did for sentimental novels 
in Sensational Designs: The Cultural Work of American Fiction, 1790-1860 (1986). Tompkins argues that 
instead of looking at the aesthetic lack of stereotyped characters, sensational plots, and clichéd language, 
these highly recognizable formal features allowed for the deployment of the novels’ cultural work of social 
connectivity. 
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States could not have become modern” (xv). Although these scholars add much needed 

complexity to the field, they in various ways maintain a narrative of formal poetic 

inadequacy. As Elizabeth Renker notes, the idea that “American poetry produced little of 

value between Whitman and Dickinson and the modernists” is still an “all-too-familiar 

account” (135). This lack of appreciation of late nineteenth-century poetry is partly 

historically driven. In 1885, poet-critic Edmund Clarence Stedman introduced the so-

called “Twilight of the Poets” argument, claiming that poetry had rather permanently lost 

its place as an adequate and meaningful expression of life and imagination, the role that 

the more popular prose realism took over (“The Twilight of the Poets,” The Century, vol. 

30, no. 5, 787-800).13 I agree with Renker that Stedman’s argument did not so much 

concern a discussion of the “twilight of the genre, but the twilight of an elite definition of 

the genre,” one that prioritized the “ideal” (136). Her discussion of a realist poetics, 

however, is significantly different from mine. 

In Realist Poetics in American Culture, 1866-1900, Renker aims to show the 

diversity that characterizes the field when poetry and realism meet. She argues that 

“realist poems represent (or sometimes propose) a domain they construe as the real or 

reality, with all the attendant complications, both literary and ontological.” She 

continues that “realist poems are often predicated on an internal premise of opposition 

and difference; that is, they situate themselves rhetorically in explicit or implicit contrast 

to other literary modes, especially idealism, romance, and sentiment” (6). Renker thus 

13 Stedman argues that the younger poets were so enthralled with past literary giants that they did not 
suspect that “these veterans were running in grooves and supplying little new” (788). Stedman’s reputation 
as a poetry connoisseur was established by the following publications. He published the anthologies 
Victorian Poets (1875), Poets of America (1885), and An American Anthology, 1787-1900 (1900). He also 
published eight consecutive articles on “The Nature and Elements of Poetry” in Century between March 
and October 1892, namely “Oracles Old and New,” “What Is Poetry?,” “Creation and Self-Expression,” 
“Melancholia,” “Beauty,” “Truth,” “Imagination,” and “The Faculty Divine.” 
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focuses on how poetry becomes a ground of discussion of what the “real” might mean but 

does not focus on how the affordances of poetry itself change realism. She contends that 

the poetry she studies is explicitly “not part of a formally recognizable ‘realist poetics’ 

movement,” whereas I do see such a developmental effort emanating from Howells. 

Describing Howells as a conservative foil, Renker criticizes him as having “missed, 

misconstrued, and distorted realist developments in poetics” (3). I contend, however, that 

Howells’s understanding of the nexus of poetry and realism was far more complicated 

than Renker assumes. I argue that poetry changes the ideological stakes of realism and it 

is the combination of poetry and prose that makes realism a complex socialist-inspired, 

affective practice. Renker’s shifting emphasis on the “real,” “realistic,” “reality,” and 

“realism” moves attention away from how the affordances of poetry catalyze something 

different in realism as a genre. My understanding of a realist poetics, however, is 

specifically geared toward revealing how it creates transformative potential within 

realism and how it functions as a critical way back into realist prose, which was 

seemingly losing its radical nature in the fin de siècle. 

But what does a realist poetics look like? How does the combination of subject 

matter, poetic form, and realist expectations affect conceptions of the human and humane 

relations? The poem “Life” from the March 1891 cluster “Moods” illustrates how 

Howells uses a needle-sharp precision to discuss with controlled rage how affective 

attitudes about capitalism both create and deny human waste: 

Once a thronged thoroughfare that wound afar 
By shining streams, and waving fields and woods, 
And festal cities and sweet solitudes, 
All whither, onward to the utmost star: 
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Now a blind alley, lurking by the shore 
Of stagnant ditches, walled with reeking crags, 
Where one old heavy-hearted vagrant lags, 
Footsore, at nightfall limping to Death’s door. (Harper’s New Monthly 

Magazine, vol. 82. no. 490, March 1891, 608)14 

Howells here uses an allegorical atmosphere to bring the narrative of American progress 

and exceptionalism into turmoil. According to reigning expectations about realism, this 

allegorical cast would disqualify it as realist since it preferences type over more complex 

individuation. The poem’s mixture of abstraction and personification, however, infuses 

realism with a new zest as the mass of detail and its more linear, accumulative nature in 

the larger realm of prose unexpectedly could also become a site of boredom and 

inattention. Employing descriptions that interrogate what people want to see (a world 

without the complexity of human suffering) and refuse to see (the grotesque nature of 

suffering, which is emphatically not a mere abstraction), “Life” creates a specific type of 

realist complexity. It is exactly the oxymoronic specific indefiniteness of poetry that 

introduces a sense of defamiliarization that is necessary to keep the common a lively and 

productive space. The poem essentially dissects the hypocrisy that can also be part of a 

realist difference-and-similarity narrative in an attempt to shift such biased views. 

In the light of Howells’s continued investment in humanitarianism, this poem 

represents an idealized capitalist society that is deconstructed as an unsustainable and 

even toxic reality. In “Life,” juxtaposition, which materializes through the two stanzas 

and the stanza-internal analogies between the landscape and human condition, creates a 

new realm of interpretative options that unsettles a binary logic. Although the two stanzas 

of “Life” seem opposites, they unexpectedly map onto each other because as a whole the 

14 Apart from Brad Evans, who in Before Cultures briefly touches upon Howells’s “November – 
Impression” (1891) in the context of the aesthetic arts movement, no contemporary critic has discussed 
Howells’s poetry. 
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poem illustrates how an ardent belief in an ideal could subsume and/or become reality 

and make people willfully blind to incongruences. Despite its emphasis on the realistic 

methodology of offering detail, the first stanza represents a fairytale—due to the temporal 

positioning in the ambiguous past of “Once” and the stereotypical “shining streams” and 

“waving fields.” There is, however, immediately an unsettling, one might even say a 

haunting quality because of the poem’s lack of human presence. The “festal cities” 

therefore seem like cardboard abstractions. Although the opening stanza alludes to 

happiness due to references to popularity (“thronged thoroughfares”) and beauty 

(“waving fields”), it is merely a ghostly presence. There is the distinct impression that 

this is all wishful thinking, something to be anticipated but not actually experienced. 

Ironically, the grammatical nature of these descriptions, the repetition of adjectives and 

nouns (“thronged thoroughfare”) alludes to more complexity because of the promise of 

further qualification. The sonic nature of these pairings, however, in this case the lull of 

alliterative patterns (“shining streams” and “waving fields and woods”), make it seem as 

if it is too good to be true and that something is missing from this idealized view that is 

literally sonically self-enclosed. 

Although the second stanza seems to function as a simple contrast, it actually 

reveals the reality behind the poem’s initial hyper-idealization. Howells indicates that 

human waste and suffering underlie the “sweet solitudes” of denial and indifference 

about the real life cost of a desire for capital that is self-directed (the scene after all 

“whither[s], onward to the utmost star”). Paradoxically, by making the poem largely 

devoid of human presence, Howells implicates us all. Although this second stanza also 

incorporates the realist method of adjective-noun combinations, the one alliterative 
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pairing concerns the only occurrence of a form of humanity: the “old heavy-hearted 

vagrant.”15 More importantly, this “heavy-hearted vagrant”—because of its abstract (a 

seemingly generic “vagrant”) yet individuated nature (the “vagrant” is emotionally 

qualified by the disappointment and affective depth of being “heavy-hearted”)—plays a 

double role: it functions as a type of human presence that is often wrongly overlooked as 

non-existent in America, the proverbial land of opportunity. This character, however, also 

symbolizes the egoistical solipsism of complete immersion in ideals. This makes people 

socially unmoored and incapable of connecting with the messiness and unpredictability 

of real people’s lives. In other words, the “heavy-hearted vagrant” both jarringly 

functions as a form of other and self as we need to feel “heavy-hearted” about the 

“vagrant.” By using poetic techniques of concentration, indirection, and juxtapositioning, 

Howells offers the contours of a human in need who is distanced yet possesses emotional 

depth, a presence that needs to be actively acknowledged and cared for. The poem, 

however, mainly materializes the unwillingness of people to engage in such acts of 

sympathy that could jeopardize the status quo of the select few. 

But how does Howells’s realist poetics fit into the late nineteenth-century poetic 

landscape? The combination of poetry and realism was not new but its affective 

possibilities had to be newly conceptualized. The most important poets who had validated 

15 Patrick Greaney focuses on the intersection between poverty and power in the nineteenth century and 
argues that the beggar in particular marks a “nonidentitarian” position that signals potentiality (xviii). 
According to Greaney, the “thematic representation of the poor as an actual individual or group 
characterized by socioeconomic misery alternates with nonrepresentative moments in which literary 
language interrupts its presentation of what is and reduces itself to the potential for representation” (xiv). 
Greaney’s analysis is very apt but a realist poetics works differently: it embodies and critiques the paradox 
of saturation (prejudice) and absence (complacence). 
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the common were William Wordsworth, Ralph Waldo Emerson, and Walt Whitman.16 

Howells here quotes Emerson about the multidimensional merit of the ordinary: 

“I ask not for the great, the remote, the romantic;….I embrace the common; I sit 

at the feet of the familiar and the low….Man is surprised to find that things near 

are not less beautiful and wondrous than things remote….The perception of the 

worth of the vulgar is fruitful in discoveries….The foolish man wonders at the 

unusual, but the wise man at the usual.” (“Editor’s Study,” October 1887, 101) 

As Emerson points out, embracing the common as valuable requires wisdom as it means 

looking beyond the obvious. Howells, however, also realized the difficulty of “sit[ting] at 

the feet of the familiar” and “embrac[ing] the common.” People do not necessarily enjoy 

being in the physical or mental proximity of alien difference, let alone “embrac[ing]” it. 

Howells’s own meditation on a realist interaction with the common emphasizes a 

different kind of interpersonal effort: “men are more like than unlike one another: let us 

make them know one another better, that they may be humbled and strengthened with a 

sense of their fraternity” (“Editor’s Study,” September 1887, 96). As becomes clear from 

the emphases on active process—“let us make them know one another better” (emphasis 

added)—and “humbl[ing]” self-criticism, realism was envisioned to shape socially 

16 Although Howells’s arguable emphasis on moderation and modesty made his evaluation of Whitman’s 
“lawnessness” complicated, he did not dismiss him (Ashtabula Sentinel, 18 July 1860, Selected Literary 
Criticism. Volume 1: 1859-1885, 11). As time progressed, Howells became increasingly more appreciative 
of Whitman. In his review of Drumtaps, Howells interestingly makes Whitman a poet who makes the 
ordinary quaint for the elite. Although Whitman has “truly and thoroughly absorbed the idea of our 
American life,” his poetry is unsatisfactory because the thought remains “as intangible as aroma” (Round 
Table, 11 November 1865, Selected Literary Criticism. Volume 1: 1859-1885, 50, 48). In February 1889, 
while reviewing November Boughs, Howells makes the most ardent case for seeing Whitman as a realist 
predecessor in terms of form and content: Whitman made it “possible for poetry hereafter to be more direct 
and natural than hitherto.” Moreover, Whitman’s work displays “common honesty in dealing with human 
nature, a love of common beauty, a reverence for common truth” (Harper’s Monthly, Selected Literary 
Criticism. Volume II: 1886-1897, 108, 110). 
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responsible citizens by acknowledging common simmering flaws. These map onto what 

Sianne Ngai has called “ugly feelings,” like anxiety, paranoia, and irritation. Defining 

these ambivalent negative affects as ironic, non-cathartic, and foregrounding 

interpretative problems posed by emotional illegibility, Ngai argues that they are 

“diagnostic rather than strategic” and are particularly “diagnostically concerned with 

states of inaction” (10, 22). Diagnosis in itself, however, is also a form of action. 

Functioning as a form of disconcerting consciousness-raising in-betweenness, poetry was 

an apt conduit for creating awareness about the ugly aspects of sociality. Although in a 

realist poetics ambivalence and suspended agency were fraught sites of political affect, 

late nineteenth-century poetry was generally viewed as being at a standstill. 

As the nineteenth century progressed, poetry underwent a sea change in terms of 

status, social relevance, and form. Up to the Civil War, poetry had been the most popular 

and prestigious literary genre. The major authors of the day were the so-called Fireside 

Poets: William Cullen Bryant, James Russell Lowell, John Greenleaf Whittier, Henry 

Wadsworth Longfellow, and Oliver Wendell Holmes. These poets were major social 

forces and ardently addressed the question of abolition that presumably pitted a righteous 

North against a depraved South. As the Civil War progressed and the extent of human 

carnage on both sides became a traumatic reality, the idea of being right became a matter 

of intense doubt. Partially due to these developments, poetry increasingly came to be seen 

as an elitist and socially suspect endeavor. Moreover, after the Civil War ended, social 

issues were far from solved as racism and class differences remained gaping wounds in 

America’s consciousness. This feeling of being lost was reflected in the post-Civil War 

work of the Fireside Poets, who started to question their own assumptions about a 
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seemingly straightforward morality. This change can be traced in Howells’s articles on 

Longfellow. In April 1867, Howells chose Longfellow’s long (1399 lines) narrative poem 

“Evangeline” (a story about the British expulsion of the Acadians from Canada to 

America) (1847) as his best work. Howells praises Longfellow for his early “dramatic 

and narrative pieces” because he “seems to have chosen the literary form faithfullest to 

life, which is primarily a story” (“Henry Wadsworth Longfellow,” Selected Literary 

Criticism: Volume I, 76). This foregrounding of narrative, which, as Culler notes, more 

emphatically uses “sequentiality, causality, linear time” to move toward “teleological 

meaning,” became far less prominent in the later career of the Fireside Poets (225). 

Although formally the Fireside Poets’ work remained conservative—especially in 

their continuing adherence to rhyme—it also became shorter, more meditative, there was 

less dialogue, and narrative intrusion in terms of explicitly verbalized morals often 

disappeared. This already became visible in November 1873, when in “The Perfection of 

Longfellow’s Poetry” Howells focuses on Longfellow’s “Aftermath,” a poem that seems 

very far removed from “Evangeline”: 

When the summer fields are mown, 
When the birds are fledged and flown, 

And the dry leaves strew the path; 
With the falling of the snow, 
With the cawing of the crow, 
Once again the fields we mow 

And gather in the aftermath. 

Not the sweet, new grass with flowers 
Is this harvesting of ours; 

Not the upland clover bloom; 
But the rowen mixed with weeds, 
Tangled tufts from marsh and meads, 
Where the poppy drops its seeds 

In the silence and the gloom. 
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“Aftermath” offers a meditation on the autumn-like state of America post-Civil War, 

which seemed to be without any prospect of a bountiful harvest. The poem’s form and 

content are representative of how much nineteenth-century poetry became less explicitly 

recognizably social as it often explored the contours of individualized subjectivity or the 

outer world in descriptions of natural scenes. As Howells notes, “Aftermath” presents a 

“pensive, delicious refrain, the melodious reverberation, in delicately subdued effects, of 

the old colors, tones, feelings” (Selected Literary Criticism, 223). As such, Howells 

indicates that this poem tones down the grandiose expectations that existed before the 

Civil War. By calling Longfellow’s poem overall a “refrain,” a term used to refer to a 

poetic unit that is repeated in a larger melodic structure, Howells implies that 

“Aftermath” should be contextualized in a larger social setting. As Culler notes, refrains 

disrupt narrative and bring it back to “a present of discourse” that needs to be reassessed 

(24). Although the poem ends on a seemingly self-enclosed and finite “silence and the 

gloom,” this space is also a productive “Aftermath” of reflection. It includes the turmoil 

of “[t]angled tufts” that will lead to a still uncertain future which, if not positive (the 

entire poem is laced with loss), is at least not a space of amnesia and denial. 

Howells’s realist poetics actually builds off the late Fireside Poets’ work and 

illustrates that what has commonly been viewed as an individualistic move away from 

social concerns should more accurately be understood as a reengagement with the limits 

of realism as a means of connection. Late nineteenth-century nature poems devoid of 

obvious human presence were pivotal for a realist poetics. They foreground description 

for the sake of heightening awareness about the multivalence of reality and do not 

function as symbols for something else or as decoration—they literally entail a new way 
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of seeing and relating. Discussing the nature work of Celia Thaxter, Madison Cawein, 

Nora Perry, and Christopher Cranch, Howells notes that “[t]his tranquil noting of natural 

aspects and question of their relation to human life recalls the softer and gentler English 

poetry that began to look about it and to rediscover this beautiful world after the long 

reign of convention in the last century” (“Editor’s Study,” September 1888, 155). The 

crucial words here are the combination of “question[ing]” and “relation” because this 

type of poetry compliments prose realism and actively asks its readers to rediscover the 

familiar. Howells verbalized a similar dynamic relationship to his New England poetic 

predecessors in a 1912 speech: 

Longfellow and Bryant and Emerson and Whittier and Lowell and Holmes – 

“Touched the tender stops of various quills” to as beautiful effect of truth as the 

English poets of their time and, perhaps, in even wider range. But they belonged 

to an idealistic period when men dreamed of human perfectability through one 

mighty reform [abolition].” (Criticism and Fiction, 371) 

By emphasizing the “ideal[]” and “dream[s],” Howells associates these poets with 

naiveté. The phrase “Touched the tender stops of various quills” is from John Milton’s 

pastoral elegy Lycidas and Howells thus links this group of poets to an outdated past.17 

17 In his introduction to Pebbles, Monochromes, and Other Modern Poems, 1891-1916, Edwin H. Cady 
quotes the full excerpt from Lycidas, which does point to internal tensions that seem to resonate with 
Howells’s realist project: 

Thus sang the uncouth swain to the th’oaks and rills, 
While the still morn went out with sandals gray; 
He touched the tender stops of various quills, 
With eager thought warbling his Doric lay; 
And now the sun had stretched out all the hills, 
And now was dropped into the western bay; 
At last he rose, and twitched his mantle blue: 
Tomorrow to fresh woods and pastures new. 
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This distance, however, also functioned as a space of potential as Howells called his own 

1895 collection of poems Stops of Various Quills. These poems arguably represent some 

of Howells’s most trenchant critiques of social inequality and middle-class disinterest in 

the phenomenon itself or people’s self-absorbed obsession with it as dispensers of benign 

charity. Howells omitted the “touch[]” and “tender[ness]” of the original quotation 

because the 1890s question of human connectivity increasingly became fringed with 

“stops” of disconnection. In Howells’s view, such moments of perceived disconnection 

were meant to become opportunities for self-reflection on the part of readers who needed 

to question if and how Americans could “touch[]” each other’s lives. 

Ironically, it was Howells himself who catered to the idea that he became a realist 

when he started to write fiction in the late 1860s—after having tried his hand at poetry, 

which did not sell (Criticism and Fiction, 357)—in his retrospective “The Turning Point 

of My Life” in 1910. In characteristic Howellsian fashion, however, the initially 

deceptively simple title turns out to be a more complicated affair. Howells argues: 

I should say that there was not so much a fatal turning in the way as an opening, a 

widening of the perspective in a quarter where there had indeed been scope, 

which had not yet flattered my steps to penetrate it to the utmost verge. I have not 

yet reached that point; the vista has widened before me as I have advanced, and 

charmed me more and more. I have found it full of divine surprises, of invitations 

to stray apart, and break wild-flowery by-ways to the right and left. I know the 

witchery of verse, the mystery and the miracle of rhyme, which, when a word 

Cady notes that “‘Doric’ suggests rustic and direct – Spartan music. Howells too had made it fresh and new 
and made it courageous, and rough-textured” (xvi). There is thus already something unsettling and 
confrontational in this seemingly genteel allusion. 
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finds its mate, their marriage mothers an endless offspring of unexpected 

thoughts. I have known the still joy of patient working, of patient waiting, till 

somehow the broken pieces of color clung together in a kaleidoscopic pattern of 

loveliness in which seeming chance omnipotently befriended art. (Criticism and 

Fiction, 360) 

Although the “turning” or rather “opening,” an opportunity-laden sense of expansion and 

inclusion, seems to refer to fiction, Howells is also talking about poetry as a realm of 

“unexpected thoughts” for realism. Moreover, as his use of “befriend”[] indicates, poetry 

is constructive of a particular type of sociality that emphatically includes moments of 

self-reflective rapproachment, as becomes clear from the back-and-forth of “patient 

working, of patient waiting.” Indeed constantly interweaving references to prose and 

poetry in Criticism and Fiction, often referred to as his 1891 realist manifesto, Howells 

concludes that “one continuous purpose” of literature ran through his life (Criticism and 

Fiction, 361). Clara and Rudolf Kirk are remarkably receptive to the importance of 

poetry in Howells’s oeuvre and rightly argue that the “demarcation between poetry and 

prose is never quite fixed” and even claim that it was “the blend that was realism” 

(Criticism and Fiction, 353).18 Unfortunately, they do not take this idea further and critics 

have failed to study the value of Howells’s poetry because it forms a relatively minor part 

of his literary output. 

18 The only book-length study of Howells’s poetic work, James Valden Madsen’s The Poetry and Poetic 
Criticism of William D. Howells (1971), predominantly focuses on formal aspects. Although I largely agree 
with Madsen’s evaluation that “Howells was a formalist in his criticism,” I tend to put some question marks 
with his assumption that he is “a formalist who held tenaciously to the belief that poetry was, by definition, 
the rhythmic expression of beauty” (22). Form, as becomes clear from my discussion, is a more widely 
encompassing subject for Howells that is also deeply social and is intended to be genre-crossing. 
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Although realism is often presented as the diametric opposite of its prose 

precursor—romanticism—Howells constantly emphasizes that realism is merely the late 

nineteenth-century embodiment of the continuous struggle against habituation that limits 

the widening of humanistic perspectives: 

At the beginning of the century, when romance was making the same fight against 

effete classicism which realism is making today against effete romance, the Italian 

poet Monti declared that “the romantic was the cold grave of the Beautiful,” just 

as the realistic is now supposed to be. The romance of that day and the realism of 

this are in certain degree the same. Romance then sought, as realism seeks now, to 

widen the bounds of sympathy, to level every barrier against aesthetic freedom, to 

escape from the paralysis of tradition. It exhausted itself in this impulse; and it 

remained 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, but 

it has never before universally characterized literary endeavor. (“Editor’s Study,” 

May 1886, 22) 

As Howells points out, ensuring productive patterns of sympathy is at stake in all types of 

literature but realism is different in emphasizing “fidelity to experience and probability of 

motive,” meaning the inherent complexities and contradictions that move people. The 

irony is that Howells only knew too well that realism would also eventually fall victim to 

the “paralysis of tradition” due to habituation. Although poetry has traditionally been 

associated with an abstract and universal sense of the “Beautiful,” Howells looked to its 

more formally recognizable, some might claim contrived, structure to keep realism 

socially relevant. Howells wrote about prose that “when it is perfected . . . [it] will not 
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have to hide the art of its construction”; “it will be a thing born, not made, and will live 

from the pen as it lives from the lips . . . and yet – and yet – ” (Criticism and Fiction, 

353). As the poetically destabilizing addition of the halting but open-ended recursiveness 

of “and yet” at the end of this quotation indicates, the relationship between realist form 

and meaning is also an unexpectedly fraught one. Although prose details often create a 

seemingly transparent sense of the real—it is a “thing born, not made”—this can also 

mean that less conscious interpretative effort is demanded that is needed to infuse sites of 

social injustice with sympathy and responsibility. In prose, Howells can also resort to 

explicit meta-commentary that offers a potential interpretative roadmap for why and how 

what has gone before takes this specific shape. In a realist poetics, such meta-

commentary about context, location, and function inheres within the ambivalent 

structures of juxtaposition itself. As such, poetic critique becomes potentially more 

trenchant but also less accessible. The “and yet – and yet – ,” which refers to poetry by a 

rather abstract construction of referentiality, functions as a point of contrast to prose yet 

occupies similar ground. The form of a realist poetics here quite literally embodies a 

return (and) and contrast (yet), a difference that can stand on its own but only gains its 

full interpretative bearings when put in relation to realist prose. 

When reading through Howells’s “Editor’s Study” columns, in which he 

theorized about realism from 1886-1892 in Harper’s New Magazine, the stakes of a 

realist poetics rather unexpectedly materialize most fully in his July 1891 review of 

William James’s 1890 The Principles of Psychology. Howells explicitly frames James’s 

work within the realm of the poetic. Howells argues that James has “a poetic sense of his 

facts,” which would be “damaging” for a scientist. Howells thus addresses the 
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assumption that the poetic emphasizes an idealized perspective that is in contrast with 

factual analysis. Howells, however, defines poetry and James’s Psychology as the 

epitome of the “human” because these modes of perception, interpretation, and 

assessment revolve around a dynamic relationship between the “necessarily 

inconclusive” and habit (“Editor’s Study,” July 1891, 324). James was the first to focus 

on the dialectic of habit, which he defined as “association by contiguity” (122). Habits 

are sites of potential because repetition facilitates new learned behavior. They are, 

however, also sites of dismissal because they simultaneously function as relatively 

unconscious routines. Habit thus becomes an essential but also ambiguous point of 

connection between knowledge and action.19 Although an 1890s audience received 

exposure to human difference in prose realism, its more explicit mimetic nature could 

make it a potentially static interpretative realm. Howells indirectly illustrates this problem 

by quoting a section from Psychology that refers to a stigmatized part of the population— 

the “hopeless failures, the sentimentalists, the drunkards, the schemers, the ‘dead-beats’”: 

Their “moral knowledge [is] always there, grumbling and rumbling in the 

background – discerning, commenting, protesting, longing, half resolving – [it] 

never wholly resolves, never gets its voice out of the minor into the major key, or 

its speech out of the subjunctive into the imperative mood, never breaks the spell, 

never takes the helm into its own hands.” 

These people stay mired in the “spell” of good intentions and knowledge that does not 

materialize into positive habits. They get stuck in the analytic process and never decide to 

act. This type of failure, however, characterized the lives of many Americans who were 

19 James famously called habit “the enormous fly-wheel of society, its most precious conservative agent” 
(10). A realist poetics also functions as a means of orienting and moving a reading audience differently 
toward society. 
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aware of the need for social justice but did little to change an unjust status quo. They in 

essence needed better habits and that is exactly what a realist poetics can allow for. 

A realist poetics, like James’s psychological work, is deeply invested in dynamic 

partiality with an emphasis on the ambiguous activity that results from defamiliarization. 

Although Howells does not mention the concept of the “fringe,” which James defines as a 

“halo of relations around the image,” it is exactly this saturation of multiple and 

conflicting realities that a realist poetics addresses (32). It emphasizes subject matter that 

is habitually overlooked and is poetically constituted in such a way that it consistently 

demands to be reconstructed in social and cultural contexts. Interlacing a reference to one 

of the original poetic champions of the common, Emerson, Howells writes that James’s 

book is “a collection of ‘infinitely repellent particles.’” He thus emphasizes an active type 

of inconclusion that is the very essence of being human, which means consciously and 

consistently adapting one’s being-in-relation with the world in which differences create a 

force field of potential action. Howells continues that in James “[t]he talk is not only 

about, but round about, the human mind, which it penetrates here and there and wins a 

glimpse of unsayable things.” Howells thus emphasizes that there are expressive limits 

that are nevertheless experienced by indirection and juxtaposition. Howells, however, 

also goes beyond James’s principles by alluding to how this dynamic could be realized.20 

20 James does not often refer to broader social contexts but he does briefly touch upon the major issue that a 
realist poetics attempts to confront and redirect: a lack of ability to activate knowledge into new habits of 
social being. James refers to the “weeping of the Russian lady over the fictitious personages in the play, 
while her coachman is freezing to death on his seat outside, [which] is the sort of thing that everywhere 
happens on a less glaring scale.” Although James locates this abortive emotional response (one that is 
without direct, real life consequences that could ameliorate bad situations) in the beyond space of Russia, it 
hauntingly characterized American society in the 1890s. James offers a potential solution by proposing to 
consciously connect emotion with habit: the “remedy would be, never to suffer one’s self to have an 
emotion at a concert, without expressing it afterward in some active way. Let the expression be the least 
thing in the world—speaking genially to one’s grandmother, or giving up one’s seat in a horse-car, if 
nothing more heroic offers—but let it not fail to take place” (15). In reality, however, emotions are of a 
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James argues that the mind is a dynamic source of consciousness: “[w]hen the identical 

fact recurs, we must think of it in a fresh manner, see it under a somewhat different angle, 

apprehend it in different relations from those in which it last appeared.” Unfortunately, 

this imperative to think differently can be willfully ignored (the question of acting 

differently is even more challenging).21 The offer of an interpretative fabric—like a 

realist poetics—that literally embodies a less familiar way of relationality can, however, 

help bring this difference into being.22 

The connection between realism and poetry is thus historically grounded. But why 

use realist poetics if the term “poetic realism” was current in the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth century? “Poetic realism” was used in multiple artistic settings that included 

painting and sculpture.23 Howells himself used the term once in his “Editor’s Easy Chair” 

column (published in Harper’s from 1899-1909) to refer to Georg Schock’s fiction with 

fleeting nature and since reading is a solitary occupation, it often inherently does not translate into different 
kinds of immediate agency in a social context. 
21 Keen talks about “compassion fatigue,” in which the “very familiarity of the suffering reduces an 
empathetic response” (19). 
22 Although James sporadically refers to poetry, in this passage he uncannily comes close to what a realist 
poetics attempts to accomplish but also partially misinterprets its potential for de- and re-familiarization: 

if we look at an isolated printed word and repeat it long enough, it ends by assuming an entirely 
unnatural aspect. Let the reader try this with any word on this page. He will soon begin to wonder 
if it can possibly be the word he has been using all life with that meaning. It stares at him from the 
paper like a glass eye, with no speculation in it. Its body is indeed there, but its soul is fled. It is 
reduced, by this new way of attending to it, to its sensational nudity. We never before attended to 
it in this way, but habitually got it clad with its meaning the moment we caught sight of it, and 
rapidly passed from it to the other words of the phrase. We apprehended it, in short, with a cloud 
of associates, and thus perceiving it, we felt it quite otherwise than as we feel it now divested and 
alone. (181-82) 

The formal characteristics of a realist poetics indeed involve a “star[ing]” back quality but it is far from 
“soul[less].” Its more pronounced indirectness, while often also being confrontational, requires readers to 
actively rediscover their bearings with regard to pre-existing “associates.” Poetry thereby allows readers to 
become more aware of their own positionality with regard to society. 
23 The work of painters Jean-François Millet, Gustave Courbet, and Henri Rousseau, all associated with 
impressionism or post-impressionism, is negatively classified as “poetic realism” in “Theodore Child’s ‘Art 
Criticism’” for exceeding the common (The Critic, vol. 16, no. 413, 28 November 1891, 296). T. H. 
Bartlett in “Auguste Rodin,” argues for a definition of poetic realism that emphasizes an infusion of life 
and movement calling Rodin’s art “sculpturesque, and full vital with emotion” (The American Architect 
and Building News, vol. 25, no. 701, 1 June 1889, 260).    
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its “simple truthfulness, the deep feeling, the strong firm touch of Sarah Orne Jewett, and 

Mrs. Wilkins Freeman” (474).24 Howells thus equates Schock’s writing with 1890s local 

color writers whose “truthfulness” included a sense of the recursive. Although these 

particular local colorists wrote about areas physically removed from the pathologies of 

the city, they showed that presumed backwaters rather figured as mirrors than sites of 

escape.25 In general, however, the contours of poetic realism were ambiguous and 

contradictory. General definitions waver between apparently mimetic realism in poetry, 

compared to seeing life through the “lens of the photographic camera,” versus an 

emotion-filled perspective of life seen through the “quivering retina of the poet’s eye.”26 

The last quotation comes from a review of Russian masters Nikolai Gogol, Ivan 

Turgénief, and Leo Tolstoi (writers whom Howells deeply admired) in which the author 

moves beyond literary form in defining poetic realism. He instead focuses on the ability 

of literature to move us: “poetry is not rhyme, or meter, or even rhythm; it is the power of 

touching, or recording its impressions in vivid and genuine images.”27 Although this 

“power of touching,” or emotional reality, was central for Howells, it cannot be separated 

from poetic form itself as a medium to explore and map social positionality. 

The following two attempts to define poetic realism point in the direction of a 

realist poetics but also fall short of arriving at this interpretative destination. The first 

definition is unsatisfactory in terms of what it omits and the second one moves in the 

24 “Editor’s Easy Chair,” Harper’s New Monthly Magazine, vol. 121, no. 723, 1 August 1910, 723. 
25 This argument has most recently and extensively been presented by Jennifer L. Fleissner in Women, 
Compulsion, Modernity (2004), in which she positions local color within the naturalist paradigm. 
26 The most direct example of the use of poetic realism in a more narrow sense comes from an evaluation of 
Hamlin Garland’s poetry being “[c]lear-cut, minutely descriptive, faithful as a photograph, these studies in 
poetic realism should rather be called “Prairie Pictures” than “Prairie Songs.” “Poetry and Verse,” The 
Critic, 20 October 1894, 257.   
27 Ernest Dupuy, “The Great Masters of Russian Literature in the Nineteenth Century,” The Literary World, 
18 September 1886, 377. 
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right direction but is anachronous, having been coined after Howells and other 1890s 

poets had already explored its potentialities. In a 1905 review of Joseph Conrad’s work in 

The Living Age, the author writes that Conrad “has elaborated an indirect but interesting 

way of winding first around, and then into his subject, sacrificing all dramatic effects and 

all effects of contrast to greater power in interpreting the spirit and atmosphere of a 

place.”28 “Poetic realism” is thus associated with a sense of interpretative essence that 

resembles description but widens its range. It is like an interpretive aura that 

acknowledges a larger field of resonance that goes beyond the merely material. Although 

this approach of inclusive, meditative attention is partially in line with what I call a realist 

poetics, “poetic realism” is imprinted with the idealized. A realist poetics, however, is 

intentionally unsettling and is irrevocably a response to and mediation on the failures of 

sociality. The descriptive nature of a realist poetics actively questions presumably 

straightforward access narratives that move from “around” to “into.” Poetic form, which 

was such a fraught topic of critical debate in the late nineteenth century, is not mentioned 

at all in the 1905 definition. This aspect comes somewhat to the foreground in Babette 

Deutsch’s 1919 “The Romance of the Realists.” While analyzing Jean Starr Untermeyer’s 

poetry, Deutsch argues that poetic realism is the “capacity to see the beauty in things 

common and grotesque, the grasp upon and plumbing of experience with the courage of 

the intellect” in which poetic formal structures “startle with the unequivocal adjective” 

(561).29 This definition comes closest to a realist poetics. There is an emphasis on to 

“startle,” to defy, and thereby potentially change expectations through “the unequivocal 

adjective,” which literally foregrounds how we see (the adjective or modifier) over what 

28 Edward Wright, “The Romance of the Outlands,” The Living Age, vol. 247, no. 3204, 1905, 528. 
29 Babette Deutsch, “The Romance of Realists,” The Dial, vol. 64, no. 791, 31 May 1919, 561. 
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we see (the noun or modified element). Deutsch, however, fails to address the crucial 

human affective dimension of realism: sympathy. 

Although neither of them focuses on poetry, the work of Rae Greiner and Jane 

Thrailkill on defining sympathy within realism as fellow feeling (an active and dynamic 

feeling for, through, and with others that brings the space between self and other into 

conversation) paradoxically reveals why poetry functioned as a field of promise in the 

1890s. As Thrailkill notes, realism has often been associated with a lack of affective 

emphasis because of its purported investment in objectivity, which is commonly seen as 

barren of feeling (23). She instead, following William James’s Psychology, argues for the 

centrality of “feelings of reality” that “downplays the usual critical preoccupation with 

mimesis, referentiality, and fixity and instead emphasizes mediation, relationality, and 

above all motion” (9-10). Reality is not some separate objective entity, it exists by virtue 

of how we individually and collectively form it by negotiating our experiences. As a 

result, Thrailkill shifts our attention to inter- and intrapersonal mechanisms of 

“realization: the coming to consciousness of an experience, which entails being ‘moved’ 

in the dual sense of emotionally engaged and repositioned with respect to the world” (22-

23). In other words, affective investments that keep us “engaged” make our world and are 

the primary conduits for reshaping it in a mindful way. Although such a shift in 

understanding adds welcome complexity, how realist forms enable motion and what kind 

of motion remains unaddressed. 

For these purposes, we need to turn to Greiner, who follows Adam Smith in 

defining sympathy as resisting “identification,” which would be too overwhelming and 

painful. According to Greiner, sympathy is an innately social feeling because it is 
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predominantly a narrative and cognitive process that thrives by virtue of adjacency, 

approximation, and process. She argues that it is especially in the “not-quite-knowing, in 

the partial fitting-together” that the realist novel encourages sympathy because its formal 

structures are based upon the inherent contiguity of metonymy (26, 31). Following 

Roman Jakobson, Greiner argues that poetry, on the other hand, is mainly defined by 

metaphor, which emphasizes similarity. Poetry has therefore often been linked to 

empathy, which, according to Greiner, is a less democratic or potentially expansive affect 

than sympathy. Empathy, or putting yourself in someone else’s shoes, was first coined in 

1909, and is often viewed as a “more intimately psychologized and ‘poetical fusing of 

consciousness and reality’” (158). In other words, empathy (which Greiner claims is 

predominantly a modernist affect) becomes too particular, too similar, and therefore starts 

to interfere with the expansive nature, the very commonness, of sympathy. I, however, 

question these assumptions and contend that a realist poetics actually more viscerally and 

intensely revitalizes the “not-quite-knowing” that Greiner foregrounds as a perquisite for 

sympathetic patterns of being and occupies a space between sympathy and empathy. 

What is at stake here is how a realist poetics catalyzes a different form of 

“realization”: one that reimagines the cognitive effort that novelist indirection makes 

possible as a crucial factor in creating sympathy; and makes this experience of relating to 

others more personal without losing its universal potential. My main contention with 

Greiner concerns her binaric approach toward sympathy and empathy (a distinction that 

did not exist in the late nineteenth century), and consequently the novel and poetry. The 

metaphoric engagement of poetry can forcibly emphasize a need for new cognitive 

relations that map onto affective relationality. Metonymy in prose functions as an 
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expansive but rather lateral force field (it is a “thing born” to return to Howells’s words): 

it creates new connections but does not necessarily revolutionize the dimensions of this 

relationship paradigm. The similarity that metaphor catalyzes is, however, an unexpected 

one that often changes the quality of the interpretative experience (it is “made”). 

Although poetry because of its metaphoric structure becomes less accessible, this 

cognitive work also makes readers potentially more involved. I additionally question 

Greiner’s emphasis on “sympathetic departicularization,” meaning that fellow feeling is 

so expansive and inclusive because it is not supposed to be directed at anyone in 

particular (30). Where does the ability to sympathize with a variety of others start and the 

unwillingness or even inability to connect with anyone in a meaningful way end? The 

vicarious nature of realist prose functioned as its main strength (we feel for characters but 

are not these characters) but it also invites a potentially problematic form of 

disengagement because the fictional world becomes a parallel universe that does not have 

to intersect with lived reality. Despite its investment in moments of incompletion and 

indirection (which Greiner, for example, locates in free indirect speech), the 

representational space of the late nineteenth-century realist novel was eventually also one 

of increasing habituation. A realist poetics resists complacency because as a form it is 

less easily inhabitable. Realist poems thus allow sympathy to keep circulating by newly 

fusing it with a sense of ambiguous and effort-filled attempts at identification. 

Although Howells embeds the workings of sympathy in all his realist endeavors, 

his poem “Sympathy” (part of the 1895 cluster “Pebbles”) offers one of his most critical 

and guilt-ridden engagements with the subject: 
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Sympathy 

Friend, neighbor, stranger, as the case may be, 
You who are sitting in the stall next to me, 
And listening also to this pitiless play 
That says for me all that I would not say, 
And follows me, however I wind about, 
And seems to turn my whole life inside out: 
I wonder, should I speak and be the first 
To own just where in my soul it hurt worst, 
And you revealed in yours the spot its flame 
Scorched fiercest, if it might not be the same. (Harper’s New Monthly Magazine, 

vol. 91. no. 544, September 1895, 518) 

“Sympathy” remains fleeting and contradictory, as the convoluted lines “And you 

revealed in yours the spot its flame / Scorched fiercest, if it might not be the same” 

indicate. The amorphous “it” (the object of the speaker’s sympathy) merely conjures a 

complexly indeterminate sense of pain. The poem as such materializes complicity (the 

speaker does not talk about his encounter with pain with others), critiques it (he does 

voice his experience in a poem, which potentially has a wider audience than the personal 

scene here), and ironically makes it a fraught point of human connectivity (we all shy 

away from expressing our vulnerabilities). The poem’s inherent in-betweenness thus 

becomes a problem and opportunity: the poem’s very failure of dialogic narrativization 

opens up an imaginative process of connectivity that allows us to contemplate how 

sympathy works and fails and paradoxically works through failure. The point is that pain 

should not have to be minutely scrutinized or personalized; its very being in all its 

amorphous and jagged nature should elicit sympathetic engagement. An amorphousness 

and jaggedness that “Sympathy” embodies being an unmoored yet capacious address. 

Although the speaker seems to move closer to a moment of intimacy by turning toward a 

“You” in the second line, the words “Friend, neighbor, stranger” that open the poem 
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move in the opposite direction and become less intimate. This literally and 

metaphorically broadens sympathy as a cognitive exercise. Readers need to be aware that 

affects do not seamlessly map onto each other although this is also no excuse for not 

trying to sympathize. On the contrary, it is the reason why people should sympathize 

although, as the poem points out, this knowledge moves in unexpected and not always 

immediately legible ways. 

The poem’s triangulation between the speaker, an amorphous “You” that 

encompasses a spectrum of affective intimacy and distance, and an artistic medium—a 

play—can, moreover, be read as a metanarrative about the generic affordances of realism 

in other representative modalities. In the 1890s, Howells had a special interest in Henrik 

Ibsen’s minimalist theater, which emphasized dialogue as the main but also inherently 

incomplete and amorphous access point to human knowledge. In “Ibsenism,” Howells 

notes that “[t]he problem which a play of Ibsen hinges upon is as wide as the whole of 

life, and it seeks a solution in the conscience of the spectator for the future rather than the 

present” (Harper’s Weekly, 27 April 1895, 146). The reason why Howells identifies an 

emphasis on internal processing, on “conscience” and the “future,” inheres in the 

pronounced interpretative gaps that Ibsen’s plays catalyze. In a sense Ibsen’s work 

occupies a middle ground between realist prose (in terms of presenting life-like 

characters) and a realist poetics (which navigates abstraction and individuality). Ibsen’s 

actors perform dialogic scenes of humanity that stubbornly remain only partially legible 

but the characters also often function as types. A realist poetics, however, requires 

readers to cognitively and affectively body forth experiences in which language itself 

more abstractly activates a self-searching polyvocality. As “Sympathy” shows, Howells’s 
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poetry depicts moments of interpretation that emphasize how modes of communication 

can skirt each other and point to the difficulty of meaningful engagement. This poem 

indeed materializes what Howells valued in Ibsen’s work: “he gives us pause; and in that 

bitter muse he leaves us thinking not of his plays, but of our lives; not of his fictitious 

people, but of ourselves” (161). A realist poetics not only amplifies this sense of the 

“pause,” but actually becomes one, a moment during which a familiar sense of meaning 

is suspended in order to redirect the possibility and range of affective understanding. 

I will map out the parameters of a realist poetics by discussing Howells as a poet 

as well as a critic of poetry, who actively complicated the realist paradigm by promoting 

Emily Dickinson, Paul Laurence Dunbar, Madison Cawein, and Stephen Crane. Howells 

saw realism, which he characterized as “the only living movement in imaginative 

literature,” as encompassing multiple genres, including poetry (“Editor’s Study,” January 

1886, 2). Or to put it differently, for Howells poetry and realism were not mutually 

exclusive in his genre-fluid approach to literature. Poetry foregrounds the materiality of 

language (shifting the emphasis from representation to how representation works) and 

makes readers differently aware of how it functions as a means of (dis)connection. 

According to Patrick Greaney, poetry 

supplants any purely quantitative function that might be attributed to speaking in 

favor of virtuality, because its operation is not one of substitution (of a word for a 

thing, of an absent language for a present one, of an essentialist for a frivolous 

language) but…of transposition and transfiguration that reveals something absent 

or virtual within what is present. (54) 
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In the case of a realist poetics, it is the excess of prejudice and complacence that is 

brought into conversation with the absent presence of complicity. I will engage with 

Howells’s reviews and prefaces in order to establish how poets worked within and 

beyond Howells’s view of creating socially embedded literary forms. In contrast to Henry 

James, whose prefaces to the New York edition of his novels are firmly established as 

critically significant texts for theorizing about the realist novel, Howells’s reviews and 

prefaces have not received similar scholarly attention.30 I will also bring Howells’s own 

poetry into my discussion of the work of his protégés when it is stylistically and 

thematically relevant. The poets whom Howells promoted offered their own 

interpretations of what realism should, could, and could not do but each nevertheless 

represents a different aspect of Howells’s legacy. 

Although Howells started his career as a poet—his first publication was the poem 

“Andenken” in the Atlantic Monthly of 1860—many critics assume that he only became a 

realist once he became a novelist. I contest this assumption in the first chapter, 

“Redefining Howellsian Realism(s): The Explosive Ethics of Class and Racial Inequality 

in Howells’s 1890s Poetry.” I claim that poetry allowed Howells to make different 

visceral statements that do not just describe complicity but actually perform it. Although 

Howells’s novelistic characters are complex and contradictory, the voicing of poetry 

creates a different engagement with the conflicting yet overlapping sentiments of guilt, 

anxiety, indecision, and passivity. In the tight juxtapositional space of poems, these 

realities become more visible as subject positions to be occupied by readers while they 

have to navigate a landscape where narrative is intentionally unmooring. Howells’s 

30 The exception is Rob Davidson’s The Master and the Dean: The Literary Criticism of Henry James and 
William Dean Howells, in which he argues that “James and Howells more frequently wrote their criticism 
as an indirect response to one another” (5). 
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poems in a sense operate like William James’s the “fringe,” the psychological concept 

that acknowledges that all our experiences result from a being-in-relation narrative. What 

we perceive and believe emanates from a host of associated concepts that calibrate a 

contingent here and now. The different scale of poetry, which provides depth and range 

in concentrated but not obviously overarching ways, makes interpretative and affective 

stakes less coherent but also more urgent. As a result, the experience of complicity 

becomes more detailed and fraught. Moreover, the inherent abstraction of poetic form 

prohibits readers from gaining unambiguous access to the lives of others. Poetry thus 

assesses and critiques but attempts not to venture into appropriation by highlighting the 

partiality of representation. My focus will be on poems that represent the most fraught 

aspects of 1890s life—the Haymarket Crisis that made rampant xenophobia visible in 

“November. – Impression.,” the fault lines of democracy in “The King Dines,” charity in 

“Labor and Capital,” and lynching in “Statistics.” I will compare these poems with how 

Howells discusses similar themes in his novels and journalism. 

In the second chapter, “From Local Color to Modernist Poet: Revisiting Emily 

Dickinson’s Critics in the 1890s,” I turn to the first poet that Howells discussed as 

relevant for realism. Although Dickinson was the only poet that Howells did not actively 

correspond with—her work was published posthumously in the 1890s—she played a 

crucial role in Howells’s thinking about the relationship between poetry and realism. 

Publishing a review of Dickinson’s Poems in the January 1891 issue of Harper’s New 

Monthly Magazine, Howells (who had been approached by Mabel Loomis Todd to 

introduce Dickinson to an American audience) proved one of the few reviewers who 
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could look beyond the aesthetic unusualness of Dickinson’s poetry.31 Most critics were 

struck with the difference of the metaphorical density of Dickinson’s work as a self-

enclosed type of New England local color curiosity. Howells, however, recognized that 

Dickinson’s poetry could function as a way to understand the increasing insularity of 

American society and remedy it. This chapter provides an answer to the question why 

Dickinson, who in the early twentieth century was often hailed as a proto-modernist, was 

only popular for a very short period in the 1890s. Although critics recognized the 

modernity of Dickinson’s poems, they misread it as another version of New England 

local color, meaning literariness for the sake of literariness in order to illustrate moral 

superiority. The growing prejudice against the New England heritage of the Fireside 

Poets eventually drowned out Howells’s voice and his astute and prescient comments 

about the social value of Dickinson’s poems thus became invisible. 

Howells was also the one who launched the career of Paul Laurence Dunbar, the 

first African American poet who rose to popularity in the nineteenth century. According 

to some critics, however, Howells at the same time destroyed it because he only praised 

Dunbar’s dialect poetry that is laced with racial stereotypes. My aims in the third chapter, 

“Paul Laurence Dunbar’s Movement through Racial Stereotypes: Dialect Poetry as a 

Naturalist Space of Interpretative Indeterminacy,” are twofold. First, I will argue that 

Howells’s promotion of Dunbar’s dialect work was an 1890s exploration of how one 

validates the racially particular without reaffirming stereotypes or assuming that the 

particular represents the only worthwhile expression of African American subjectivity. 

31 According to Buckingham, Howells attended readings of Dickinson’s poetry before he wrote his review. 
In late November 1890, Lilian Whiting writes about a literary reception hosted by Louise Chandler 
Moulton. Apart from Howells, the following other influential literary critics attended as well: Nathan 
Haskell Dole, James Jeffrey Roche, and Arlo Bates (43). 
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Second, Dunbar’s poetry should not be seen in opposition to his naturalist prose but 

productively catalyzes its recursiveness and indeterminacy. Dunbar’s prose is often 

viewed as transcending racial/racist stereotypes in its naturalism that emphasizes 

repetition and moments of racial illegibility that are compounded by class and 

environment. Whereas his dialect poetry is often viewed as caught within the confines of 

black inferiority, Dunbar uses poetic form to destabilize racist stereotypes. His poems are 

disorienting because they often start in medias res and include layered perspectives that 

make it almost impossible to determine who is saying what. Dunbar thus utilizes the 

presumed hyper-knowability of racial stereotype to foreground that the African American 

experience more accurately functions as an impenetrable site of paradox. 

Like Dunbar, Kentucky native Madison Cawein used poetic form to explode 

clichés related to social inequality. Cawein, however, tackled the romanticization of the 

South as a literal and ideological space of promise. In “The Realist Reinvention of the 

South: Aesthetic Violence in the (Human) Nature Poetry of Madison Cawein,” I argue 

that Cawein’s stark poems on Southern violence—particularly lynching—and his haunted 

Southern landscape poems unsettle disregard of Southern horrors. After the Civil War 

ended, the South was often viewed as a new West—a space in which the American 

experiment of democracy could be revitalized. The problem with this perception was that 

the myth of the West as blank space allowed for the erasure of violence and systemic 

racism. Cawein’s poetry offers new democratic promise because it counteracts cultural 

amnesia by offering a new approach to detail that is disorienting and reveals the 

hypocrisy behind Southern local color. The most popular 1890s form of Southernness 

was the Plantation tradition, which was characterized by nostalgia and detailed 

45 



	

 

  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

  

  

 

 

  

 

 

  

descriptions of Southern lavish landscapes that made stereotype seem real. In Cawein’s 

poetry, however, detail itself becomes a sprawling force that unsettles interpretative 

habits. His minutely descriptive scenes often feel overcrowded and empty, sad, and rank 

and thereby question the purported realist nature of Plantation tradition tropes that 

continuously skirt Southern guilt and suffering. 

In the last chapter, “Stephen Crane and the Poetics of the Mob: Realism and 

Poetic Form in the 1890s,” this project comes full circle but also exceeds the realist 

trajectory that has been presented so far. In comparison to the critical work on Crane’s 

prose, his poetry still hardly receives sustained scholarly attention. If Crane’s poetry is 

discussed at all, it is never seen as an aspect of his realist investment. Both Howells and 

Crane would disagree although Crane’s fusion of realism and rebellion is more ominous. 

Like Dickinson, Crane was associated with the faddish nature of the fin de siècle. 

Whereas Dickinson’s work was framed as an aesthetic fad, Crane actively confronted its 

darker, sociological equivalent: the mob. In Crane’s first poetry volume, The Black 

Riders and Other Lines (1895), the mob often functions as subject matter, poems 

formally embody mob dynamics, and the poetry critically engages with how people 

participate in mobs. When comparing Crane’s poetry to his prose, especially his 

exploration of mob-psychology in the Civil War narrative The Red Bad of Courage 

(1895), it becomes clear that the inherently more abstract and partly dehumanized and 

generalized nature of poetic form embodies and critiques mob-behavior more viscerally. 

Crane’s poems always include a deeply unsettling and ominous emotional undercurrent. 

This excess was intended to create a renewed awareness of social responsibility but its 

unusualness also inhibited in-depth interpretative engagement. Whereas Howells still 
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attempted to salvage democratic potential, Crane emphasized the destructive limits of 

majority rule. According to Howells, poetry “is nothing but higher knowledge” and that 

higher knowledge is what makes us see the “idea” of that “which in life left us 

indifferent, or repelled us” (Criticism and Fiction, 51, 38). Although a realist poetics has 

not been acknowledged as a category of value to study social relations, it functions as a 

meaningful way to revitalize and critique the idea of the promise of democratic inclusion. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

Redefining Howellsian Realism(s): 
The Explosive Ethics of Class and Racial Inequality in Howells’s 1890s Poetry 

I’m not in a very good mood with “America” myself. It seems to me the most grotesquely 

illogical thing under the sun; and I suppose I love it less because it won’t let me love it 

more. I should hardly like to trust pen and ink with all the audacity of my social ideas; 

but 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. 

(Howells to Henry James, 10 October, 1888, 272) 

Few people are aware that up to the early twentieth century William Dean 

Howells, realism’s staunchest and most (in)famous theorist and novelist, was also known 

and respected as a poet. He wrote poetry throughout his life, and his first publication was 

the poem “Andenken” in the January 1860 edition of the Atlantic Monthly.1 As Edwin H. 

Cady notes, Howells most likely started to write his late poetry in 1889-90 (in 

conjunction with A Hazard of New Fortunes), which appeared between 1891-1916.2 

1 Susan Goodman notes that when James Russell Lowell, the editor of the Atlantic Monthly, met Howells in 
Boston, he “quizzed him like a schoolmaster and admitted to delaying the publication of ‘Andenken’ until 
he could be sure it was Howells’ own work and not a translation of Heine” (53). Howells’s juvenilia do not 
display the same intricacies of his 1890s work but his earlier poems do sometimes offer glimpses of his 
more mature style. 
2 Critical responses to A Hazard of New Fortunes were very positive. Annie R. M. Logan praised Howells’s 
“outward and inward vision,” emphasizing an “expansion of sympathy” (“Mr. Howells’s Latest Novel,” 
Nation, 5 June 1890, 454-55). William James enjoyed the “number of characters, each intensely individual, 
the observation of detail, the everlasting wit and humor.” James topped this off by foregrounding the 
“entire Americanness of it” and writing “(The book is so d_d humane!)” (William James to William Dean 
Howells, 20 August 1890 in The Letters of William James, ed. Henry James, The Atlantic Monthly Press, 
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Howells mainly published poem clusters in Harper’s New Monthly Magazine—“Moods” 

in March 1891, “Monochromes” in March 1893, “Stops of Various Quills” in December 

1894, and “Pebbles” in September 1895—and the collected volume Stops of Various 

Quills in 1895. Howells contributed seven poems to Edmund Clarence Stedman’s 

influential An American Anthology, 1787-1900 (1900).3 As Julie Bates Dock notes, 

Howells’s poetry was well received in his own time. Stedman called Howells’s poems 

“most original” and infused with a type of social guilt and haunting as they “sound in 

truth like a cry to the shore” (Julie Bates Dock, 229). Others called the poems contrived 

and the reviewer for The Independent accordingly classified them as “artificial echoes 

from Ibsen” (18). R. H. Stoddard, however, considered Howells’s poetry as productively 

channeling modern energies of symbolism and social activism. Stoddard writes that 

Howells’s poems’ “abiding sense of an awful and inevitable fate, their keen realisation of 

the startling contrasts between wealth and poverty, their symbolical grasp on the great 

realities of life and death, and the consummate skill of the artistic setting are all pervaded 

with something that recalls the paintings of Mr. G. F. Watts or the visions of Miss Olive 

Schreiner” (quoted in Muirhead, 176).   

The decade of the 1890s was an exceedingly productive period for Howells, 

which saw him publish over twenty-eight books, an eclectic mix of novels, nonfiction, 

short stories, and poetry. Much of his literary production during this time—regardless of 

1920, 298). Horace Scudder wrote that Howells had finally adjusted “the ethical and aesthetic glasses with 
which he views life, so that they have the same focus” (“Mr. Howells’s ‘Hazard of New Fortunes,’” Critic, 
11 January 1890, 564). I would rather argue that Howells is increasingly becoming aware of the gaps and 
fissures between the aesthetic and the ethical and that these points of varying and inconclusive overlap are 
most viscerally foregrounded in his poetry. 
3 The poems included are: “Change” (“Stops of Various Quills” and SVQ), “From Generation to 
Generation” (“Monochromes” and SVQ), “Hope” (“Pebbles” and SVQ), “If” (“Monochromes” and SVQ), 
“Judgment Day” (The First Book of the Author’s Club, 1893), “Vision” (“Pebbles” and SVQ), and “What 
Shall It Profit?” (Harper’s New Monthly Magazine, February 1891 and SVQ). 
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genre—was considered by Howells as examples of realism. Responding to a reader who 

had praised his 1893 “Monochromes” in a letter, Howells wrote that he was “glad that 

that they appealed to you as good pieces of realism; it is hard for people to understand 

that realism excludes nothing that is true” (Life, 2: 34-35). Poetry is thus not at odds with 

realism but Howells’s realist poetics does provide implications for how reality is 

constructed and perceived and how it functions ethically. What is especially important is 

Howells’s emphasis on realism’s unwillingness to “exclude[].” By this he meant that 

although realism is often predominantly associated with prose, it has many genre-diffuse 

manifestations. The most important thing for Howells seems to be a critical investment in 

how realities are shaped in conjunction with the ordinary. Realism has furthermore rather 

consistently been criticized as a literary modality of at best fraught inclusivity that 

predominantly reaffirmed middle-class values. The many details in prose create the false 

impression of objectivity although there are always perspectives that exceed 

representation. The very density of descriptive prose details that allow us to enter 

imaginative scenes convincingly also becomes a site of inattention since in life we tend to 

disregard what we are already familiar with. Poetry, however, redirects our attention to 

how exclusion works and asks readers to take responsibility for it. 

Howellsian realism can best be understood as the trials and tribulations of moral 

feeling. More specifically, realism forges and problematizes patterns of sympathetic 

involvement. Howells’s novelistic realism mainly constitutes a struggle between social 

groups and individuals as they relate to each other. By presenting characters whose flaws 

are recognizable and result from complex circumstances, realist writers attempt to make 

the “other” less of an abstraction so that more inclusive bonds of belonging can be 
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established. Realist prose is thus the genre of sociality-coming-into-being through an 

aggregate of perspectives. Howells, however, from the beginning realized that realism 

comes with its own limits because its prose descriptions often came to be associated with 

a type of transparency. In his realist manifesto, Criticism and Fiction, Howells wrote that 

when “realism becomes false to itself, when it heaps up facts merely, and maps life 

instead of picturing it, realism will perish too” (15-16). Although prose because of its 

large social canvas allows readers to analyze relationships among people, its description-

driven approach came to be viewed as this dreaded “heap[ing] up” of facts. Howells’s 

definitions of realism, however, always subtly refer to a “picturing” quality: “[r]ealism is 

nothing more and nothing less than the truthful treatment of material” and “the study of 

individual traits and general conditions as they make themselves known to American 

experience” (38, 61). In other words, both definitions emphasize a subjective refraction 

of experience. “[T]ruthful” is a relative term that can mean many different things to many 

different people but functions as “ful[l]” meaning to the person who experiences life. 

Readers are thus encouraged to recognize the contingency of their own position and 

others’, which will hopefully lead to more sympathetic understanding. Moreover, there is 

a complicated blending of the passive and active in the phrase “make . . . known.” 

Although the “individual traits and general conditions” function as the subject of the 

sentence and are associated with agency, there is an absent presence that qualifies the 

seeming independence of the subject. The process of “mak[ing] [life] known” is routed 

through the deeply subjective, creative, yet biased affordances of language itself. 

Consciousness of how language shapes our perceptions is therefore crucial in order to 

keep realism “truthful” and this is exactly what a realist poetics offers. 
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A realist poetics illustrates how our perceptions come into being by enacting the 

process of thought itself instead of offering ways of thinking, which tends to be the case 

in prose. Poetry’s intensity is more directed toward language itself and its connotative 

aura as a way to reassess life. With their viscerally immediate juxtapositions of words, 

phrases, lines, and stanzas, poems foreground and perform the multidimensional 

meanings of conflicts and contiguities that reside in the very medium we use to give 

shape to our reality. Poetry, the genre of language coming-into-being, thus shows the 

process behind interpretative choices that are inherently contingent and plural. In other 

words, a realist poetics shows how people’s reality is often already a form of complicity 

in terms of exclusion and puts pressure on the intellectual and sympathetic scope of the 

other. It refocuses our attention to how individual perceptions are inherently plural and 

contradictory although we choose to experience them as singular. As such, poetry makes 

us continue to question assumptions that prose realism had introduced. Prose realism’s 

focus on the ordinary was initially shocking and new but once this approach itself became 

common, which by its very nature occupies an interpretative space within the barely 

actively perceived, its conscious rerouting of expectations became less effective. A realist 

poetics, however, continues the conversation that mainly took place through prose, 

including: does more detail unambiguously create familiarity? What does the familiar 

mean? What kind of detail makes realism vibrant? What happens when forces of social 

alienation and illegibility rather than the promise of connection become the topic of 

realist exploration? By highlighting that reality constitutes a relative point of intersection 

with other alternative realities, poetry presents a type of awareness that is critically self-

reflexive. 
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As a result of this difference between the affordances of prose and poetry, the 

question of complicity becomes newly and differently activated. Especially guilt was a 

dominant affect in the late nineteenth century as social upheaval with regard to class and 

race seemed to make America come apart at its democratic seams. This becomes clear 

from Howells’s letter to Henry James in which he attempts to question and broaden 

interpretative dimensions about the nature of America by resorting to the ironic potential 

of quotation marks. These indicate that the U.S. currently occupies an amorphously 

negative position with regard to the equally unstable “civilization” traditionally projected 

onto it. These quotation marks, however, leave unclear which shifting interpretative 

grounds constitute “America” and “civilization.” Howells’s emphasis on his own 

complicity—he enjoys “luxury” while he addresses the problem of social inequality— 

only partly occupies the negativity inherent in the quotation marks. The category of “not” 

is essentially very indeterminate and leaves many question marks that could lose their 

effectiveness because of their unspoken nature. Moreover, the introduction of Howells’s 

“I” creates a fraught sense of distance and sameness in terms of social responsibility. 

Although Howells’s admission should translate into awareness of how everyone 

participates in creating and maintaining inequality, it also makes him a target for 

polarization that turns attention away from self-criticism on the part of the reader. If this 

person who has so much does not change his ways—despite feeling guilty or seemingly 

only offering his guilt—how are others supposed to behave? Guilt can, however, also 

function as a catalyst for change. Howells after all once wrote that “a bad conscience is 

the best thing a man can have,” because it ideally functions as a starting point for 

reassessment (W. D. Howells as Critic, 468). Poetry, however, does not just focus on the 
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affective depth of guilt. Its affordances more directly and viscerally indicate what this 

guilt means, how it works, and how it results from interpretative positionalities in 

language and consciousness that can be routed differently. 

The efforts of Cady, who collected Howells’s late poetry in Pebbles, 

Monochromes, and Other Modern Poems, 1891-1916 (2000), have gone virtually 

unnoticed. In his introduction, Cady argues that Howells’s poetic legacy “changes 

American history” because it significantly alters “the history of the modern tradition” 

(xi). This bold and provocative claim has not been taken up in terms of what poetry 

means for realist form and ethics. A realist poetics is, however, part of a larger 

intellectual tradition that emerged in the 1890s. Considering the emphasis on dynamic 

particularity—at the philosophical heart of realism lies an investment in shifting versions 

of sympathetic humanity-in-(dis)connection—Howells’s realist poetics functions as an 

aesthetic parallel to the rise of psychology as envisioned by William James.4 His 

approach to psychology emphasized connections between body and mind, the importance 

of inconclusion, and the agency, contingency, and plasticity of thought. One of the most 

direct relationships between psychology and realism can be found in Howells’s 1901 

article, “A Psychological Counter-Current.” Writing about romanticism as the ghostly 

double lurking within realism, Howells argues that the “psychologistic, which is the finer 

analogue of realistic” “gave realism whatever was vital in it, as now it gives romanticism 

whatever will survive it” (873). Howells does not explain in detail what the 

4 In “On the Ideologies of Poetic Modernism, 1890-1913: The Example of William James,” Frank 
Lentricchia argues that the Harvard collective of James, George Santayana, and Josiah Royce 
“[c]ollectively defined the shapes and limitations of what would come to be understood as poetic 
modernism in the United States” (220). Lentricchia argues that James’s attack on theory as merely 
abstraction, his emphasis on heterogeneity, viewing historical work as a “present act,” and his belief in 
irreducible ideological plurality created the groundwork for many modernist, poetic practices (244-45). 
Lentricchia, however, does not look at how these concepts interact with literary form. 

54 



	

 

    

  

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

																																																								
               

              
           

          
               

     

“psychologistic” means, but poetry, the genre to which he returned in the 1890s, and 

William James’s theory of psychology offer useful avenues for unpacking this concept. 

By looking at these modes of experiential organization, we get more insight into how 

realism investigates how and why the real comes into being as a space of contact in 

which sympathy is always at question.5 

The connections between William James and Howells are unexpectedly 

predominantly routed through poetry. Howells reviewed James’s 1890 Psychology in 

positive terms and equated it with poetry, writing that James has “a poetic sense of his 

facts” (324). James in his turn favorably reviewed Howells’s 1890s poetry and called 

Stops of Various Quills “well forged – no fumbling and no spatter.” He also praised 

Howells as being a “weighty phenomenon, taking length, breadth, depth, and superficial 

area all into account” (Life in Letters, 5 January 1895, 57). This quotation seems curious: 

Howells’s status as “weighty” is not directly explained by “length, breadth, depth, and 

superficial[ity],” terms that refer to form rather than content. These dimensions do, 

however, provide the conditions for weight to enter the picture. They thus point to 

James’s focus on the importance of relationality and reflection on it as the crux of 

existence. In the chapter “The Perception of Reality,” James explores the 

multidimensional aspects at the heart of what we often perceive to be a self-evident form 

of reality. Questioning the presumed objective nature of reality, James argues that “the 

sense of reality, is a sort of feeling more allied to the emotions than to anything else” 

5 The relationship between Howells and Henry James has always received more attention than his 
relationship with William. William and Howells, however, had a lively, intimate relationship. They avidly 
read and commented on each other’s work. In the summer of 1890, William wrote to Henry that with 
Howells’s A Hazard of New Fortunes, “your Tragic Muse, and last but by no means least, my Psychology, 
all appearing in it, the year 1890 will be known as the great epochal year in American literature.” The 
James Family, edited by F. O. Matthiessen, Random House, 1974, 333-34. 
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(284). In other words, what people often separate as inside and outside is less 

straightforward than it seems. By emphasizing “sense” and “feeling,” James foregrounds 

that reality is actually more of a subjective construct than people often believe. As such, 

James opens up space for human agency instead of presenting reality as some objective 

realm that people are subjected to. 

James, moreover, points to the instability of language itself as one of the most 

crucial building blocks for creating an equally contingent reality despite impressions of 

objectivity and singularity. He concludes that “[t]he word ‘real’ itself is, in short, a 

fringe” (320). The fringe, which refers to a dynamic aura of relationality that surrounds 

concepts and experiences, played a pivotal part in James’s understanding of psychology 

but also maps onto the multiple reiterations of Howells’s realism.6 True to James’s 

interest in association as constitutive of human experience, when defining the fringe he 

does justice to his own position in a complex analytic network of thought. In exploring 

the “fringe,” he first quotes Immanuel Kant: “‘[w]hatever … our concept of an object 

6 Most critical engagements that focus on William James and Howells are routed through pragmatism. In 
“Those Other Selves: Consciousness in the 1890 Publications of Howells and the James Brothers,” Thomas 
Galt Peyser argues that Howells and the Jameses shared a “conception of the self as an increasingly 
fragmented and momentary entity” (35). The difference, however, is that the Jameses celebrated this while 
Howells’s efforts “were concentrated on restraining consciousness” (33). I, however, argue that Howells 
turned to poetry to dive more deeply into the messy contradictory nature of consciousness. In “A Hazard of 
New Fortunes: Howells and the Trial of Pragmatism,” Sarah B. Daugherty again focuses on the negative 
aspects of pragmatism. She mainly argues that pragmatism, which is about adaptive equilibrium, is at the 
heart of the “absence of malice” in Howells’s characters (172). The critical piece that is the most 
acknowledging of Howells’s constructive openness to the instability of the inconclusive is Emily Fourmy 
Cutrer’s “A Pragmatic Mode of Seeing: James, Howells, and the Politics of Vision.” She argues that 
William James and Howells share a “pragmatic mode of seeing” that “acknowledged, even embraced, the 
‘slipperiness’ of vision, the possibility that sight was subjective and unstable, at the same time that it 
affirmed the significance of the visual sense in perceiving an external reality. This pragmatic mode was, 
therefore, operational and contingent, finding its truth in action, consequences, and practice” (261). 
Although I share this emphasis on the contingent, my focus is not on the visual but on the meaning making 
and diverting possibilities of language. Cutrer does point out that Howells acknowledged that “words are 
better able to denaturalize that which is seen” (274). She does not, however, delve into how genre affects 
this. Cutrer’s conclusion that Howells’s pragmatic mode of seeing is a “prelude to touch” is intriguing, and 
partly gestures toward my engagement with sympathy (275). Cutrer, however, does not take this idea 
further nor problematizes the limits of intimacy. 
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may contain, we must always see outside of it in order to attribute to it existence.’” James 

continues that this “‘stepping outside’ of it is the establishment either of immediate 

practical relations between it and ourselves, or of relations between it and other objects 

with which we have immediate practical relations” (297). In other words, the “real” does 

not have an isolated existence, it only manifests as a result of contact with a related 

otherness with which it partly overlaps. A realist poetics exactly offers this opportunity to 

“step[] outside”: fraught juxtapositions of language refocus attention on the 

representative media that create experience and thereby make people newly aware of the 

partiality of what they acknowledge to see. Howells in his realist fiction continuously 

addressed contemporary volatile themes—including urbanism, disparity, labor unrest, 

and divorce—without offering solutions. This form of realism often works on a macro 

level that allows us to get acquainted with larger groups of people and analyze their 

behavior as a result of historical, cultural, and social contexts. A realist poetics functions 

on a micro, more distinctly psychological, level that familiarizes readers with the 

complicated fringe surrounding reality as just one alternative that harbors many different 

possibilities. 

Many critics, however, still harbor so-called fringeless assumptions about realism 

and think it only truly came into being with Howells as a novelist. According to Howells, 

poet James Russell Lowell, who experienced the peak of his influence in the 1860s, was 

“almost the greatest and finest realist who ever wrought in verse” (Editor’s Study, 65). 

What determined Lowell’s realist value for Howells were his 1848 Bigelow Papers, 

satiric poems in which a New England dialect speaker, the down-to-earth Hosea Bigelow, 

criticizes the Mexican War. The combination of humor, the common, and poetry seemed 
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key for Howells in defining realism as offering access to the everyday from a self-

conscious, “all-round perception.” According to Howells, Lowell is a humorist “who 

beyond other men sees both sides of every question and is haunted by the consciousness 

of the absurdity that lurks in all aspects of human affairs” (“Editor’s Study,” June 1891, 

319). In other words, the kind of humor Howells appreciates is that which exposes 

contradictions within assumptions. Howells, moreover, associates such psychological 

openness to uncomfortable difference with poetry: “especially if he be a great poet, no 

idea presents itself simply, but with a rich variety of color, and with endless implications” 

(320). By exploring and activating the connotative fringe of language as its main focus, 

poetry’s self-consciousness thus does not merely move inward but radiates outward in 

encouraging readers to reassess their perceptions of reality. Howells here comes close to 

equating poetry with thought itself, which held a uniquely agentive position in James’s 

work. Making the bold and unusual claim that “the thoughts themselves are the thinkers,” 

James argues that our being consists of an ever-mutable stream of consciousness instead 

of highlighting a type of overarching subjectivity that drives our thought (83). Howells’s 

realist poetics in effect indeed reveals the plurality of thought and reality. His poems also 

emphasize that subjects have agency to select connotative fringes (which materialize in 

dense juxtapositions), more importantly to select differently and anew in interpretative 

combinatory efforts.      

Nineteenth-century poetry’s function as an indicator of the workings of individual 

and social consciousness had, however, changed profoundly toward the close of the 

century. Whereas poetry used to be the genre of choice for culturally involved reflection, 

this role was taken over by prose-related media as the nineteenth century came to a close. 
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Jacob Riis’s 1890 How the Other Half Lives is perhaps one of the most famous instances 

of late nineteenth-century social activism with its photojournalism depicting the slums of 

New York City. Few people, however, have noted that Riis’s muckraking efforts were 

framed by part of James Russell Lowell’s 1848 “The Parable”7: 

“With gates of silver and bars of gold 
Ye have fenced my sheep from their father’s fold; 
I have heard the dropping of their tears 
In heaven these eighteen hundred years.” 

“O Lord and Master, not ours the guilt, 
We build but as our fathers built; 
Behold thine images, how they stand, 
Sovereign and sole, through all our land.” 

Then Christ sought out an artisan, 
A low-browed, stunted, haggard man, 
And a motherless girl, whose fingers thin 
Pushed from her faintly want and sin. 

These set he in the midst of them, 
And as they drew back their garment-hem, 
For fear of defilement, “Lo, here,” said he, 
“The images ye have made of me!” 

This poem maps onto Christian Socialism, a form of religious social activism that saw 

capitalism as the root of evil. The poem revolves around misconceptions about being a 

Christian—the speaker takes “images” literally as references to religious artwork— 

whereas people who are poor and vulnerable are considered lacking in human worth. 

Although Lowell’s poem is intended to make people aware of their hypocrisy, it also 

seems to be a bleak remnant of the social power that poets like Lowell wielded before the 

Civil War. The imaginative contours of “A low-browed, stunted, haggard man” are 

7 After reading How The Other Half Lives, Lowell wrote the following to Riis: “I have read your book with 
deep and painful interest. I felt as Dante must when he looked over the edge of the Abyss at the bottom of 
which Gergon lay in ambush . . . .I found it hard to get asleep the night after I had been reading it” 
(Jackson, 143). 
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paradoxically too familiar and abstract and start to function almost as a symbol of poverty 

that has become eerily empty. Together with its very obvious Christian overtones, the 

poem seems powerful and stilted at the same time. Its message of Christian care is a 

perpetually necessary one but it lacks what James argues is crucial for what we perceive 

to be real, which is “whatever excites and stimulates our interest” (295). In other words, 

things need to peek our intellectual curiosity and emotional investment and forms of 

representation are major catalysts for this interest. More importantly, James asserts that 

“if we wish to keep [our attention] upon one and the same object, we must seek 

constantly to find out something new about the latter” (94). In How the Other Half Lives, 

this newness constituted the immediacy and particularity of form, meaning photography 

and statistics, in contrast to the overly familiar poetic “images” in Lowell’s poem. Riis 

went into the actual slums with his camera and thus allowed a middle-class audience an 

unprecedented look inside the lives of what often before remained rather abstract objects 

of poverty.8 

Howells’s late poetry, like the following “Materials of a Story” first published in 

December 1891 in Harper’s New Monthly Magazine, deals with similar concerns as 

Lowell’s poem and Riis’s photojournalism but activates a different affective vantage 

point. Howells’s poem materializes the interpretative fringe that is the absent-present 

reason for why the aforementioned representations of poverty are still in need of being 

called attention to: it shows how abject carelessness turns the plights of real people into 

8 Although Riis’s work has often been interpreted as another form of middle-class voyeurism, Gregory S. 
Jackson argues that Riis’s magic lantern performances of tenement imagery formed what he calls an 
“aesthetics of immediacy.” Arguing for a combination of realism and the “sentimental tradition of 
Protestant homiletics” in Riis’s work, Jackson notes that Riis’s reliance on allegory creates “social 
environments immediately present” that function as “experiential templates or moral scripts for [the 
viewers’] own lives” (129). Although Riis uses older paradigms, their combination with the immediacy of 
the visual made them newly relevant.  
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mere chitchat and points of callous judgment. Whereas Lowell and Riis show the results 

of such behavior, Howells poetically narrativizes how it comes into being: 

I met a friend of mine the other day 
Upon the platform of a West End car; 
We shook hands, and my friend began to say 
Quickly, as if he were not going far, 
“Last summer something rather in your way 
Came to my knowledge. I was asked to see 
A young man who had come to talk with me 
Because I was a clergyman; and he 
Told me at once that he had served his time 
In the state-prison for a heinous crime, 
And was just out. He had no friends, or none 
To speak of; and he seemed far gone 
With a bad cough. He said he had not done 
The thing. They all say that. You cannot tell 
He might not have been guilty of it. Well, 
What he now wanted was some place to stay, 
And work that he could do. I managed it 
With no great trouble. And then, there began 
The strangest thing I ever knew. The man, 
Who showed no other signs of a weak wit, 
Was hardly settled in his place a week 
When he came round to see me, and to speak 
About his lodging. What the matter was 
He could not say, or would not tell the cause, 
But he must leave that place; he could not bear 
To stay. I found another room, but there 
After another week he could not stay. 
Again I placed him, and he came to say 
At the week’s end that he must go away. 
So it went on, week after week, and then 
At last I made him tell me. It appears 
That his imprisonment of fifteen years 
Had worn so deep into the wretch’s brain 
That any place he happened to remain 
Longer than one day in began to seem 
His prison and all over again to him; 
And when the thing had got into this shape, 
He was quite frantic till he could escape. 
Curious, was not it? And tragical.” 
“Tragical? I believe you! Was that all? 
What has become of him?” “Oh, he is dead. 
I told some people of him, and we made 
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A decent funeral for him. At the end 
It came out that his mother was alive— 
An outcast—and she asked our leave to attend 
The ceremony, and then asked us to give 
The silver coffin plate, carved with his name, 
And the flowers, to her.” “That was touching. She 
Had some good left in her infamy.” 
“Why, I don’t know! I think she sold the things, 
Together with a neck-pin and some rings 
That he had left, and drank....But as to blame.... 
Good-morning to you!” and my friend stepped down 
At the street crossing. I went on up town. 

What in a prose version would most likely be a seemingly ephemeral moment of 

indifference now takes up the entire interpretative space of the poem. Poetic form 

concentrates its power; magnifies its repetitions; and creates a more visceral portrait of 

the traumatized ex-convict than a long prosaic portrait could. The poem presents the story 

of disregard toward a former prisoner as a list-like affair that seems devoid of any 

sympathetic connectivity or self-reflexivity. The title works in multiple ways: it is satiric 

about how other people’s misery is viewed as just a “story” with a beginning, middle, and 

end that is merely meant to be entertaining. It, however, also indicates how we can never 

get a coherent picture of the complexities that shape other people’s lives as the poem 

perpetually remains in the plural “materials”-stage. Although the “Story” for the poem’s 

speakers is a narrative of criminal failure, for the poem’s readers it exposes the speakers’ 

unfeeling nature. In other words, Howells reveals the dynamics behind why just appeals 

to help the poor are unsuccessful because they paradoxically become part of an overall 

human fabric of disregard that presupposes a dismissive type of commonness.  

Although for the speakers this is a story about the physical imprisonment of a 

young man, the poem reveals an equally insidious type of imprisonment, namely a 

general lack of human feeling for the complex reality of others as a point of complicity. 
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Even a “clergyman” cannot be trusted to have a humane approach toward life when he 

talks to others. Although he repeatedly finds new lodgings for the former criminal and 

provides for his funeral, he seems far less capable to extend this type of care in the verbal 

realm. He immediately violates the sanctity of his religious oath by recounting the young 

man’s despair as a piece of gossip. Although the two men are supposed to be “friend[s],” 

they do not enquire after each other’s wellbeing and only communicate because of 

someone else’s misery. The story functions mainly as a potential mind puzzle for the 

speakers: “[c]urious” literally comes before the sympathy and empathy that are 

commonly part of the term “tragical.” The poem gains in its acerbic nature by its sudden 

and startling shifts: the young former convict’s being “far gone” from the perspective of 

the speaker does not culminate with his social isolation but with a “bad cough.” This 

searing lack of perspective, however, only becomes clear for readers who ironically 

might have engaged in similar acts of human objectification. The pivotal line, “But as to 

blame,” is surrounded by a fringe of ellipses. Although one would expect a question 

mark, there is none because no one really wants to ask this question and have to realize 

that we all carry some type of responsibility. The story’s seeming aftermath—a 

dismissive recounting of a grieving, destitute mother who sells her deceased son’s 

possessions for alcohol—rather functions as its beginning and refers to a structural lack 

of opportunity that drives people to desperation. Although the speaker judges the mother, 

he does not pause to question how his own and his friend’s behavior contribute to the 

problem, which will only continue as the poem ends with an opening salutation “‘Good-

morning to you!’” The nonchalance of the final line with the speaker going “up town” 

suggests that the insensitive behavior displayed throughout the poem is the basis for 
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social climbing, a view that mainly positions others as competitors. It also functions as an 

indirect jab at the difference between the theory of caring and its practice, or knowledge 

coming from its proverbial ivory tower and real life behavior.  

Studies of Howells’s writings on realism are similarly riddled with interpretative 

blind spots, especially when it comes to poetic concerns. James W. Simpson collected 

Howells’s “Editor’s Study” columns (1886-92, Harper’s New Magazine) but writes that 

“[r]elatively few important substantive statements relate to poetry” and continues that for 

the most part the poems that Howells quotes are “not matters likely to cause controversy” 

(xxxviii).9 Howells’s poetry criticism, however, plays a crucial role in determining what 

realism is and how it operates, more importantly in determining its complexity and 

fluidity. For example, Howells uses “poet” interchangeably for realists predominantly 

known for their prose, like Björnstjerne Björnson and Émile Zola.10 The reason why 

Howells calls these authors poets lies in their treatment of detail. Howells writes about 

Björnson: “[h]e does not concern himself with detail, nor with general statement, but he 

makes some one expressive particular serve for all introduction and explanation of a fact” 

(Criticism and Fiction, 105). By using the term “expressive particular,” which refers to a 

sense of the representative that is explicitly part of a larger, dynamic whole, instead of 

“detail,” which has connotations of the myopic, Howells again seems to be moving in the 

9 This lack of supposed radicalness in Howells’s work is predominantly the result of retroactive criticism. 
In his own time, Howells was both branded as an anarchist and as too bland. In the January 1902 Forum 
article “Mr. Howells as a Critic,” Brander Matthews said the following about the “tiny tome called 
‘Criticism and Fiction’”: “To many placid creatures of habit, the publication of this little book was very 
like the explosion of a bomb in a reading-room; and the reverberation has not yet died out” (“Introduction,” 
Criticism and Fiction, 8). 
10 Howells often contextualized Björnson’s work within the poetic: “he is, above all, a poet, . . . one of the 
chief of those great Norsemen of our time who have led their poetry back not only to the life but to the 
language of the people” (Criticism and Fiction, 103). In “Émile Zola,” an article published in the North 
American Review a few weeks after Zola’s death in 1902, Howells wrote that Zola is “a poet of such great 
epical imagination, such great ethical force” (Criticism and Fiction, 156). 
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direction of James’s fringe as an important underlying factor for realism. Moreover, 

poetic structures of language represent this contingent “expressive particular[ity]” the 

most, as James notes: 

[t]he rhythm of language expresses [that thought is sensibly continuous], where 

every thought is expressed in a sentence, and every sentence closed by a period. 

The resting-places are usually occupied by sensorial imaginations of some sort, 

whose peculiarity is that they can be held before the mind for an indefinite time, 

and contemplated without changing; the places of flight are filled with thoughts of 

relations, static or dynamic, that for the most part obtain between the matters 

contemplated in the periods of comparative rest. (24, 29) 

Poetry, the genre of rhythm and pause, more emphatically materializes “resting-places” 

that are filled with contingent contact zones that are also “places of flight.” Whereas 

prose obviously has a rhythm of its own, the scale on which it operates changes readers’ 

interpretative labor. Prose is more geared toward narrative synthesis, a process that 

encourages us less to pause at every sentence. Poetry, however, attempts to explore ideas 

and human rationales through a language that is intentionally halting and invested in 

continuous re-routings. 

But how do these shifting grounds between prose and poetry work? The poem 

“Materials of a Story” already illustrated “[t]he thin wall, in Howells’ mind, between a 

narrative poem and a poetic narrative” (Kirk and Kirk, William Dean Howells, 139-40). 

Although prose and poetry have different affordances, they work as mutually constitutive 

factors of realism. The psychology that poetry foregrounds does and should affect the 

patterns of social connectivity that realist prose materializes. A striking example of this 
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relationality comes from A Hazard of New Fortunes (1890), the novel Howells was 

writing as he was working on his poetry and about which he in 1912 said that “[f]or 

breath and depth I still think it my best book” (Criticism and Fiction, 381).11 In this 

representation of New York life—seen from the perspective of the middle-class couple, 

Basil and Isabel March—Howells continuously incorporates scenes of social inequality 

that interrogate and reinterpret the contours of the familiar. This novel, however, has 

often been criticized as not radical enough. Miles Orvell, for example, claims that the 

Marches actually do not change as a result from their exposure to poverty and inequality 

(111). This purported lack of change might paradoxically exactly be where its radicalness 

lies. Russ Castronovo argues that the text’s notorious ambiguities illustrate how Howells 

“attempts to pinpoint the instant when consciousness is altered and even revolutionized” 

(80). Such an approach represents the difficulty of changing one’s habits on the mere 

basis of exposure. Castronovo even inadvertently points to James’s words about 

Howells’s fiction. James writes he appreciates the “fidelity with which you stick to the 

ways of human nature, with the ideal and the unideal inseparably beaten up together so 

that you never give them ‘clear’” (The Letters of William James, 12 June 1891, 308). In 

the September 1890 “Editor’s Study,” Howells said something similar but with an 

emphasis on ethics: “one is never quite sure about vice and virtue: they fade wonderfully 

into and out of each other, they mix, and seem to stay mixed, at least around the edges” 

(274). Although Howells is not making an argument for relativism, he attempts to make 

11 According to Daugherty, especially William James had encouraged Howells while writing A Hazard of 
New Fortunes to give “his characters free rein, with less intervention by the narrators and commentators 
whose moralizing had constrained his earlier fiction” (167). Poetry, however, requires a different and often 
more viscerally active experience from its audience. 
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people aware of the often messy plurality of human existence so their judgment will be 

more contextually grounded and accepting.  

A Hazard of New Fortunes in its prose complexity works toward creating an 

environment in which ambiguity and multiple incomplete stories need to be pieced 

together as grounds for people’s actions. In the following scene, however, Howells seems 

to engage with the limits of the accumulation of prose descriptions and challenges 

interpretative patterns of linearity: 

[The Marches] drove accidentally through one street that seemed gayer in the 

perspective than an L road. The fire-escapes, with their light iron balconies and 

ladders of iron, decorated the lofty house fronts; the roadway and sidewalks and 

door-steps swarmed with children; women’s heads seemed to show at every 

window. In the basements, over which flights of high stone steps led to the 

tenements, were green-grocers’ shops abounding in cabbages, and provision 

stores running chiefly to bacon and sausages, and cobblers’ and tinners’ shops, 

and the like, in proportion to the small needs of a poor neighborhood. Ash barrels 

lined the sidewalks, and garbage heaps filled the gutters; teams of all trades stood 

idly about; a peddler of cheap fruit urged his cart through the street, and mixed his 

cry with the joyous screams and shouts of the children and the scolding and 

gossiping voices of the women; the burly blue bulk of a policeman defined itself 

at the corner; a drunkard zigzagged down the sidewalk toward him. It was not the 

abode of the extremest poverty, but of a poverty as hopeless as any in the world, 

transmitting itself from generation to generation, and establishing conditions of 
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permanency to which human life adjusts itself as it does to those of some 

incurable disease, like leprosy. 

Reading this excerpt as an example of middle-class policing, Amy Kaplan argues that 

“[t]his panorama of contiguous objects absorbs the poor into a naturalized cityscape 

overflowing with sights and noises but devoid of full human figures or speech” (53). In 

other words, Howells does not do justice to an embodied experience of poverty. Although 

the poor are emphatically not described as a dangerous menace, they nevertheless remain 

abstract entities for whom nothing needs to be done and are associated with 

“permanency.” Kaplan concludes that the speaker’s commentary at the end of the 

quotation has “the same effect as its content; it frames the fragmented background in the 

natural, unchanging order of things.”12 I would rather argue that it partly foreshadows 

what a realist poetics can do differently as a corrective and additional mode of vision and 

interpretation. 

The details in A Hazard of New Fortunes intentionally partly do and do not 

coalesce: this is indeed not a scene of “the extremest poverty” but it should not be 

dismissed because it is probably more widespread and systemic. By using a rather flat, 

matter-of-fact style, Howells seems to criticize and illustrate a sense of complacency, or 

how “human life adjusts itself,” to human inequality by turning the poor into abstract 

inconveniences. Although the lines seem to blur into an overly familiar story of poverty, 

Howells undermines our expectations. When looked at more closely, the ostensible 

elements of fabricated plenitude (as a justification for disinterest) described in the 

12 A Hazard of New Fortunes has often been criticized, as John William Crowley notes, for the “‘failure’ of 
formal coherence” due to its episodic character (19). Although critics, like Crowley himself, have read this 
presumed “failure” as a “mark of imaginative engagement with social realities too intractable for realistic 
treatment,” none point to a link with poetry as a further development of and meditation on this 
phenomenon. 
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quotation rather morph into underlying stories of lack. For example, the “abounding in 

cabbages” indirectly refers to a scarcity of more nutritious food and behind the “garbage 

heaps [that] filled the gutters” lies the narrative that poor people function as the refuse of 

a society that cannot be bothered with them. Howells continuously activates subtle 

oppositional narratives within this list-like environment that because of its potentially 

endlessly inclusive nature also paradoxically becomes something readers will start to lose 

attention for. The oppressive and repressive nature of such descriptive processes is both 

poetically embodied and criticized by how Howells describes the presence of the law: 

“the burly blue bulk of a policeman defined itself at the corner.” The passivity of this 

phrase and its “burly blue bulk” alliteration quite emphatically slow down the reading 

experience, which invites rereading. The policeman thus materializes in an amorphously 

recursive but also menacing fashion. Although lower-class neighborhoods are often seen 

as natural hotbeds of crime that necessitate policing, Howells here redirects interpretative 

habits of complacency by using poetic techniques. By making the policeman a “bulk[y]” 

metaphorical roadblock and point of contingency, Howells encourages readers to 

question what is and should be a social “matter of fact.” The policeman literally and 

metaphorically seems to be out of place since poverty does not equal crime as was often 

assumed. Specific and inherently complicated scenes depicting social inequality like this 

in A Hazard of New Fortunes are located within sprawling larger narrative networks that 

allow for a dispersion of attention and therefore potentially lose in urgency. Howells’s 

poems, on the other hand, turn these scattered poetically infused moments in prose into 

interpretative units of their own. 
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Although critics like John William Cowley have argued that “after Hazard 

Howells turned inward and backward” in terms of social outspokenness, this assumption 

needs to be revisited (19). This lack narrative is partly a result of a retroactive emphasis 

on Howells’s presumed conservatism in addition to omission of his work in non-

novelistic genres—poetry and journalism. During the fin de siècle, Howells wrote a 

number of very socially critical journal pieces in which he explores the psychology of 

sympathy. In “The Nature of Liberty” (Forum, September 1895), Howells guides readers 

to a new, more complicated understanding of freedom. Howells acknowledges that he too 

initially thought of liberty as an abstract political construct. He, however, redefines it as a 

“human right,” qualifies it as “constantly a social affair, a pecuniary affair, an economic 

affair,” and concludes that it can only emanate from a type of safety that allows for the 

“responsibility of self-sacrifice” (402, 405). Liberty is thus reimagined as a communal 

and socially conscious practice. In “Who Are Our Brethren?” (Century, April 1896), 

Howells reminds Americans that their narrow focus on individualism has made them lose 

sight of their Christian duty to universal brotherhood. In this article, Howells does not 

merely try to convince his audience through analysis. He emphatically makes his readers 

complicit in their lack of understanding by using an incriminating “we” perspective: 

When we meet an unknown fellow-man our instinct, if not to “heave half a brick” 

at him, is to have nothing to do with him because we do not know him; we wish 

to shun and to shirk him. But if we meet an unknown fellow-man in good society, 

we behave decently to him, because the ideal of society is equality among guests 

and between hosts and guests. We have to suppose that he is something like 
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ourselves or he would not be in good society; and so we consent to endure him. 

(934) 

By revealing the underlying hypocrisy of judging people’s merit based on class markers 

although America was supposed to be a meritocracy, Howells materializes the unspoken 

in order to change it. He thus uses a form of uncomfortable intimacy, the recognition of 

flaws in ourselves, to create sympathy. 

This notion of uncomfortable intimacy as a critical point of psychological 

intervention reaches its apex in Howells’s late poetry. Similar to James’s theory, 

Howells’s poetry materializes the connotative auras in sites of inequality that have eerily 

become just a part of life for most people. As such it does not necessitate any closer 

inspection, especially in terms of complicity. Focusing on the most volatile issues of the 

1890s, class and race, I will read “November. – Impression.,” “The King Dines,” “Labor 

and Capital,” and “Statistics” as viscerally engaging with these issues. “November. – 

Impression.,” functions as a critique and illustration of mob mass subjectivity that 

surrounded the 1886 Haymarket Affair during which men were executed for their 

anarchist beliefs. Instead of just counteracting hysteria in an ironic way, which Howells 

did in his prose, in his poetry he dissects its affective practice with a sense of aesthetic 

distance. In “The King Dines,” Howells frames a scene of poverty in Boston, the epitome 

of American democracy, as a result of human perspective and therefore responsibility. 

People, however, tried to naturalize poverty as a result of abstract forces. “Labor and 

Capital” approaches the dangers of appropriation and patronizing that accompany a 

bourgeois help culture. The image of a poor man in the poem therefore perpetually 

remains out of interpretative grasp. Finally, I will read “Statistics” as Howells’s most 
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poignant engagement with race, more particularly the extreme violence of lynching. In a 

style that is in conversation with Ida B. Wells’s A Red Record (published the same year 

as “Statistics”), Howells questions the very texture of facts and knowledge that are used 

to dehumanize people. 

Howells’s Realist Poetic Response to the Haymarket Affair 

Throughout the 1880s and 1890s, Howells consistently engaged with questions of 

social inequality: he was the driving force behind getting Henry Demarest Lloyd’s, “The 

Story of a Great Monopoly,” a harsh critique of the Standard Oil Company, published in 

the Atlantic Monthly in 1880 and he promulgated what Deborah J. Coon calls a “pacifist” 

type of evolutionary anarchism. Although anarchism is usually viewed as a cataclysmic 

type of revolutionary practice, Coon explains that there was also a “communitarian” 

version that emphasized “the possibility for each human freely and spontaneously to 

work out his or her own ideals in concert with others working out similar ideals” (86). 

Howells was indeed interested in Fabian socialism, admired Leo Tolstoy’s work, and 

wrote a positive review of Laurence Gronlund’s The Co-operative Commonwealth 

(1884), which are all expressions of this different type of anarchism.13 These are also 

works of literature that function like exposés in which alternative versions of reality gain 

in persuasion by an emphasis on facts. 

Howells’s belief in American justice, civilization, and the authority of researched 

evidence were, however, seriously undermined by the series of events associated with the 

13 In December 1898, The Philistine ran an advertisement for Fabian Socialism quoting Howells: “One sees 
socialism advancing all about him. It may be years before its ascendency; on the other hand it may be but a 
short time. A slight episode may find our nation heading on the road to the ideal commonwealth” (32). The 
review of Gronlund’s book can be found in the following “Editor’s Study,” Harper’s New Monthly 
Magazine, April 1888, 801-6. 
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Haymarket Affair in Chicago on 4 May 1886. A peaceful labor rally during which people 

protested for an eight-hour workday ended in disaster when an unidentified person threw 

a bomb instantly killing one police officer and mortally wounding six more.14 Jeffory A. 

Clymer classifies Haymarket as the first modern terrorist event in America because of its 

unprecedented violence and how it spawned fear and created an us versus them dynamic 

that pitted a foreign, anarchist other against Americans. Clymer notes that the bombing 

pierced through American ideals of democracy because it connected American labor 

violence with terrorism in Europe; the use of dynamite increased the scale of destruction 

and offered anonymity to the bomb thrower; and the rise of the mass media made the 

event omnipresent for a wide audience (36). In other words, the issue at stake was how 

Haymarket showed how America was unwilling to take responsibility for its own 

democratic failures.      

In a 1912 article on Haymarket, Floyd Dell, reporter for The Masses, argued that 

there was no bomb throwing but rather “bomb-talking” (quoted in Clymer, 60). 

Haymarket was surrounded by discourse that was sprawling, incorrect (there were very 

few eye witnesses but there was an excessive amount of often incorrect news), and 

extremely polarizing. The eight men who were eventually convicted for the bombing, 

August Spies, Adolph Fischer, Samuel Fielden, George Engel, Michael Schwab, Oscar 

Neebe, and Louis Lingg, were put on trial for fitting a preconceived notion of a 

terrorist—most of them were foreign born—and because they all had used anarchist 

language. As Carl Smith points out, “the majority of the 136 exhibits entered into 

14 As Clymer notes, about 2,000 people had gathered near Haymarket Square to protest against police 
brutality. Officers had shot and killed at least two striking laborers outside the McCormick factory the day 
before. As people started to disband, a bomb exploded and in the chaos that followed police officers shot 
their own people as well as civilians (33). 
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evidence by the state at the anarchists’ trial were words the indicted men had spoken or 

published in the years leading up to the Haymarket bombing” (62). When coming from 

people who could be perceived as threats, words came to be conflated with acts. Most of 

the men were nowhere near the site of the incident but they were nevertheless sacrificed 

in order to forcibly create a sense of national cohesion. During a period of economic and 

social turmoil, suspicion of an outside agent is often a common response. Clymer terms 

this process an evasion of history: fear of and hatred against a selected group of foreign 

others detracted attention from the deeply embedded social and political issues at hand 

and the farce that was the actual trial (56). Ironically, this purported evasion of history is 

at the same time the most poignant and accurate historical representation of events in late 

nineteenth-century America.   

Howells played an important role in Haymarket because he was one of the few 

people who publicly spoke out against the injustice of convicting people for their 

beliefs.15 Considering the extreme responses of hatred against the convicted men—Garlin 

claims that after the execution, future president Theodore Roosevelt burnt an effigy of the 

hanged (14)—an appeal by a respected literary figure seemed worth a chance to 

reintroduce reason. The defendant of the anarchists, Roger A. Pryor, indeed asked 

Howells to make a public plea. Howells consequently wrote an open letter entitled 

15 According to Sender Garlin, Howells asked George W. Curtis, editor of Harper’s Weekly and the author 
behind the “Editor’s Easy Chair” in Harper’s New Monthly Magazine, and famous abolitionist author John 
Greenleaf Whittier to sign a petition in support of the anarchists. They both declined (8). Coon points out 
that William James also refused his support because he classified Haymarket as “mob violence” instead of 
a labor issue (it was 1890s American imperialism that turned James into an activist who was, like Howells, 
invested in combating the abstract, big powers in society) (Courtship with Anarchy, 60). The people who 
did side with Howells were William Mackintire Salter, an independent scholar-philosopher, a leader in the 
Chicago branch of the Society for Ethical Culture and friend and in-law of William James, lawyer Robert 
Ingersoll, Henry Demarest Lloyd, John Brown Jr., John Swinton, the radical journalist who had interviewed 
Karl Marx in 1880, and Joseph Buchanan, a labor editor and trade union organizer in Colorado (Coon, 74 
and Garlin 11). In the United Kingdom, William Morris and George Bernard Shaw protested (Goodman, 
282). Cady notes that poet Stuart Merrill also supported Howells during Haymarket (Pebbles, xxii). 
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“Clemency for the Anarchists” in the New York Tribune on 6 November 1887. The tone 

of Howells’s writing is—as the situation seems to require—rational and factual. He 

implores his audience to make use of their democratic privilege to petition the Supreme 

Court for “mitigation” of the death penalty. He does not claim that the anarchists are 

innocent and instead foregrounds the unjust nature of the proceedings: “[the Supreme 

Court] did not affirm the propriety of trying for murder men fairly indictable for 

conspiracy alone; and it by no means approved the principle of punishing them because 

of their frantic opinions, for a crime which they were not shown to have committed” (Life 

in Letters, 399). It is important to note that to say that people are “fairly indictable” does 

not mean agreeing to any type of punishment. Howells points out that a case could be 

made for “conspiracy,” a responsibility he wants to leave to the lawmakers, but the death 

penalty is grossly out of proportion. Howells, however, did not succeed in mobilizing 

Americans to rally behind justice and four men were hanged on 11 November 1887.16 In 

an intensely bitter letter, “A Word for the Dead,” dated the day after the hangings but 

which Howells never sent to the Tribune, he blames the whole American nation for 

committing “an atrocious and irreparable wrong,” namely a “political execution” (The 

Realist at War 74, 76). America had thus become the antithesis of what it was supposed 

to be: a successful experiment in rational democracy. 

Howells’s decision not to send the second letter has often been interpreted as a 

sign of his cowardice and realism’s overall inability to confront more violent examples of 

social injustice. A more generous reading offers a different narrative: in an already 

fraught social environment, adding fuel to the fire seemed pointless. The men were 

16 As Clymer notes, originally seven men were condemned to hanging while Oscar Neebe was sentenced to 
fifteen years of hard labor. Days before the execution, the sentence of two men was commuted to life 
imprisonment. Louis Lingg committed suicide in his cell (34). 
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already dead and a presentation of factual evidence had been blatantly ignored. Would a 

letter that harshly confronted America with the ugly truth that this had been a “trial by 

passion, by terror, by prejudice, by hate, by newspaper” do any good? (Realist at War, 

74). Howells had already encountered a lot of abuse for merely asking for mercy for the 

convicted and the second letter, which combines biting sarcasm with downright outrage 

over the executions, would most likely alienate people even further.17 The letter is still 

important, however, because it functions as a negative from which the poem, “November. 

– Impression.,” developed. “A Word for the Dead” focuses on exposing bias by 

emphatically showing a ludicrously creative re-working of facts. Howells sarcastically 

notes that one of the convicts was located “at two points, a block apart, when the bomb 

was thrown, and [was] found … doubly privy to the act upon this bold topographical 

conceit” (Realist at War, 75). Howells associates this warped dynamic twice with poetry: 

“it remained for a poetic brain to imagine this, and bring its dream yesterday to homicidal 

realization” and “I hope [State’s Attorney Grinnell] has not suffered too keenly from the 

failure to realize his poetical ideal in the number of Anarchists hanged” (The Realist at 

War, 74, 76). Although the poetic is here associated with a toxic sense of unrealistic 

excess, Howells actually used his “poetic brain” to write a critically reflexive type of 

poetry. Faced with the dilemma that creating a more traditional, sequential narrative had 

failed and critically echoing the type of hysterical excess that characterized the reports on 

17 Cady points out that Howells kept a clipping file that had a note in his hand that read “Et tu, Brute?” The 
clipping ran: “Mr. Howells, the novelist, has set himself up in opposition to the Supreme Court of the 
United States and of Illinois, and says he doesn’t believe the anarchists had a fair trial.” “Happily it doesn’t 
much matter what Mr. Howells believes on this point. . . . It is high time for mere sentimentalists, the 
friends of the condemned and others, to stop prating about the unfairness of the trial. . . . It was fair, and its 
result was just” (Realist at War, 72). An author in Life wrote: “Has our Boston friend followed Tolstoi so 
far as to have become a non-resistant? If so, how long may we expect him to keep personally clean and 
wear boiled shirts?” (Realist at War, 73). 
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Haymarket similarly seemed pointless, poetry unexpectedly surfaced as a consciousness 

altering alternative. 

Howells never directly touched upon Haymarket in his prose but he seems to do 

so in the poem entitled “November. – Impression.,” which was first published as a stand 

alone piece in Harper’s New Monthly Magazine in November 1891. He seems to build a 

verbal monument to the executed men and offers a muted and abstract analysis of the 

process of complicity.18 Referring to Michael Warner, Clymer notes that Haymarket was 

one of the first events that created a “mass subject,” in this case a toxic type of majority 

rule. Howells, however, in a 15 January 1888 letter to Hamlin Garland wrote that: 

You’ll easily believe that I did not bring myself to the point of openly befriending 

these men who were civically murdered for their opinions without thinking and 

feeling much, and my horizons have been indefinitely widened by the process . . .I 

am reading and thinking about questions that carry me beyond myself and my 

miserable little idolatries of the past. (Garlin, 21) 

In other words, Haymarket made Howells emphatically look beyond the comfort but also 

exclusionary practices of the masses. This shift becomes clearest in poetry, a genre that is 

often associated with private vulnerability. Coming from Howells’s pen, however, 

18 Critics have argued that the streetcar riot scene in A Hazard of New Fortunes resonates with Haymarket. 
Garlin points out that nine days after the executions, Howells wrote to Salter that he had suggested 
publishing a book “embodying expressions of sympathy and protest from those who made them, and a 
narrative of the efforts of the clemency committees . . . . I will be glad to contribute a letter” (20). Howells 
negotiated with Francis Fisher Browne, editor of The Dial, but nothing came of the initiative. In Harper’s, 
Howells’s poem (which does not offer any direct reference to Haymarket) is intriguingly positioned 
between two different forms of historicization. It is on the one hand bookended by an article on the letter 
exchange between Charles Dickens and Wilkie Collins, thus turning private affairs into a public spectacle 
in an attempt to create an ultimate form of knowability. “November. – Impression” instead explores and 
performs the discomfort of unknowability. The poem is followed by “Stonewall Jackson,” a favorable 
article about the Southern general written by a Northern journalist. Although the Civil War had been a 
breaking point in U.S. history, the romance of reunion became a rallying point as more current and 
presumably more foreign forces came to be seen as threats to American identity. “November. – 
Impression.” literally locates a metaphorical bloody encounter with otherness as taking place within. 
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“November. – Impression.” subtly blends the private and public and performs how 

associative or “[i]mpression[istic]” behavior (the driving force behind representations of 

Haymarket) creates its own logic that is always partial and contingent.19 Unlike the 

letters, the poem is not primarily about judgment but offers an analysis of how mass 

subjectivity comes into being. Poetic form allows Howells to trouble dichotomies that 

usually are at the heart of polarizing mass narratives and implies how easy one can get 

swept up in forms of extremism: 

19 In W. D. Howells and Art in His Time, Clara Marburg Kirk traces Howells’s familiarity with 
impressionism as a painting genre proper and as a mode of interpretation that intersects with realism. As 
Kirk points out, Howells personally knew many early Impressionist painters, including William Morris 
Hunt, John La Forge, and George Fuller (xiii). Providing a new perspective on the contingencies of the 
everyday, La Forge explicitly connects his art to realism: “I aimed at making a realistic study of painting, 
keeping to myself the designs and attempts, serious or slight, which might have a meaning more than that 
of a strict copy from nature” (51). La Forge thus explicitly dissociates realism from some universal type of 
the objective. On the contrary, what makes his art realistic is its framing as subjective. In the cultural 
imagination of the late nineteenth century, impressionism was, moreover, often compared to poetry. A 
critic talking about French painter Jean-Baptiste-Camille Corot wrote: “[t]he outward facts—a distant farm 
house, a bare heath, a country road, a pool by its side, some ordinary trees—are lifted into the soul and 
transfigured, and then set down on his canvas, clad ‘in the light that never was on sea or land’ . . . He is a 
poet” (52). The unifying element between poetry and impressionism seems to be its foregrounding of the 
potential of suggestiveness. Howells, moreover, used the term impressionism throughout his career. He 
called a collection of sketches and thought experiments, Impressions and Experiences (1896). He also 
explicitly referred to impressionism in his 7 May 1898 review of Stephen Crane’s short story collection 
Open Boat in Literature: 

[Stephen Crane] has in a very unusual degree the power of bringing a scene, no matter what, 
before our eyes by a few graphic phrases. His subjects are not always interesting; it is his way of 
presenting them that is everything. In this respect he resembles those painters who care little for 
the subject but more for the method of their art, and are called for want of a better term, 
Impressionists. To this extent, with his carefully chosen details, his insistence on the main theme, 
and his avoidance of irrelevance, Mr. Crane is an Impressionist, and not a mere descriptive writer. 
His book must not be regarded as a collection of short stories. They are incidents rather than 
stories, and are selected, not for their dramatic interest, which the author apparently wishes to 
exclude, but as a vehicle for the telling touches in which he paints aspects of nature, or analyses 
human nature . . . The sketches are complete in themselves . . . nor do they seem to contain raw 
material that might be further developed. (Kirk, 231) 

Howells here displays dissatisfaction with the term impressionism itself, not because of the technique of 
going beyond “mere descrip[tion]” but because it is not usually associated with social aspects. According to 
Howells, Crane “analyses human nature” as moments with internal complexity. 
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November. – Impression. 

A weft of leafless spray 
Woven fine against the gray 
Of the autumnal day, 
And blurred along those ghostly garden tops 
Clusters of berries crimson as the drops 
That my heart bleeds when I remember 
How often, in how many a far November, 
Of childhood and my children’s childhood I was glad, 
With the wild rapture of the Fall 
Thrilling from me to them, of all 
The ruin now so intolerably sad. 

On the surface, this poem merely seems to represent a further undisclosed, personal 

narrative of loss against a desolate looking natural scene. Brad Evans, the only 

contemporary scholar who briefly addresses Howells’s poetry in conjunction with his 

prose, seems to give another apparently equally self-enclosed interpretation by 

emphasizing aesthetic form as a main concern. According to Evans, Howells’s 1890s 

poetry shows his “engagement with the period’s aestheticism” and he reads “November. 

– Impression.” as “an exercise in style” (122, 124). This “exercise in style” functions, 

however, as a crucial element of the social implications of the realist movement toward 

materializing, complicating, and deconstructing modes of observation. 

The main reasons for reading “November. – Impression.” in a more socially 

expansive way lie in Howells’s concatenated use of detail. His most explicit poems on 

social injustice, “The King Dines” (which places a homeless couple in Boston Common, 

the symbolic center of American democracy) and “Labor and Capital” (which offers 

stubbornly incomplete glimpses of an underpaid worker) are prefaced, as Cady notes, by 

the word “Impression.” Although Howells did not group these poems together in Stops of 

Various Quills, they speak “strongly to one another” (Pebbles, 173). According to the 
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OED, the noun “impression” has the following meanings: “[t]he action involved in the 

pressure of one thing upon or into the surface of another; also, the effect of this”; “[t]he 

effective action of one thing upon another; influence; the effect of such action; a change 

produced in some passive subject by the operation of an external cause”; “[a]n effect 

produced on the senses; a sensation, or sense-perception, in its purely receptive aspect”; 

“[a]n effect, especially a strong effect, produced on the intellect, conscience, or feelings”; 

“[a] notion, remembrance, or belief, impressed upon the mind; hence esp., a somewhat 

vague or indistinct notion remaining in the mind as a survival from more distinct 

knowledge.” In other words, impression seems close to the Jamesian fringe since there is 

a process of contact that is both concrete and ephemeral. James indeed uses “impression” 

in Psychology to connect the physical and psychological, particularly how visual 

encounters transfer into knowledge, memory, and habit: “one condition of attending to a 

thing was the formation from within of a separate image of that thing, which should, as it 

were, go out to meet the impression received” (250). James thus theorizes contact as a 

mode of comparison, whereas Howells’s poems unfold the partiality of the term 

impression and literally perform that we actively need to “go out [of our accustomed 

interpretative orbits] to meet the impression received.” 

The three poems are, moreover, set in the same season: like “November. – 

Impression.,” “The King Dines” takes place in November and although “Labor and 

Capital” does not explicitly refer to this month, the poem is set in winter. Although 

“November. – Impression.” is seemingly abstract, the inclusion of this particular month 

pulls it into a more recognizably socialist dynamic due to its association with the other 

two poems that clearly deal with American inequality. November functioned as temporal 
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shorthand for American democracy because of its association with Thanksgiving. This 

holiday was introduced nationally in 1863 by Abraham Lincoln as a means to rebuild 

community in a country torn by the Civil War. All three poems, however, are haunted by 

how unstable the American impression of a democratically inclusive common ground had 

become. Thanksgiving was orchestrated to celebrate material prosperity—the harvest— 

and created the myth of a multicultural society as it joined Puritan settlers and Native 

Americans in a fictional account. In the ironic opening of “A Word for the Dead” (the 

anarchists were executed in November), Howells writes: “[i]t seems of course almost a 

pity to mix a note of regret with the hymn of thanksgiving for blood going up from 

thousands of newspapers all over the land this morning” (73). The quintessential 

American holiday of Thanksgiving thus becomes re-inscribed with violence and 

exclusion. Ironically, despite Howells’s belief in American democracy, its celebrated 

beginnings had always already been contextualized within stories that either erased settler 

colonial violence against Native Americans or rewrote it as justified acts of self-defense. 

As becomes clear from Howells’s letter, in the 1890s the cultural vortex of Thanksgiving 

would not only include the “blood” of the racial other, but the foreign anarchist other, 

who needed to be sacrificed to displace America’s internal rifts.20 

“November. – Impression.” is riddled with overlapping images of connection that 

are designed to leave holes in interpretational space: these speak toward to the 1890s 

hysterical atmosphere in which people jumped to conclusions while Howells analyzes 

this phenomenon with distance but also acknowledges its lure. The poem continuously 

20 As Smith notes, this comparison between the anarchists and bloodthirsty Native Americans was 
prevalent during Haymarket. This was a particularly lively metaphor because during the trial, Native 
American leader Geronimo was captured near the Arizona-Mexico border. As Smith notes, like “the feared 
and hated Indians . . . the anarchists were hostile and dangerous savages who only understood force and 
who had no justifiable claim to American space” (150-51). 
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shuttles between details that emphasize the difficulty and the impossibility of 

disentanglement and thereby implicate Howells and the readers in strands of social 

narratives with which people often did not want to associate. “November. – Impression.” 

triangulates the interpretative setting of “those ghostly garden tops,” which in itself 

already includes a haunting space of alternative realities that intrude upon the present, 

between the enmeshed nature of “weft” and “woven” and the looseness of “blurred.” As 

such these details do not only gesture to the desolation in the aftermath of scenes of 

excess but also point toward mob dynamics: swept away by seemingly self-obvious but 

distorted stereotypes about anarchistic “otherness,” Americans coalesced around a 

questionable affect of hatred that blurred judgment and individual responsibility. The 

interpretative shifting between apparent doubles and what lies beyond is even repeated in 

the poem’s color and sound schemes: the opening scene is situated in “gray,” which 

emerges from a combination of black and white, colors that symbolize lack of presence 

and oversaturation in differing contexts. The tripling rhyme—“spray,” “gray,” and “day,” 

the only one in the poem—sonically moves within and beyond binaries and contributes to 

the poem’s overall pattern of partial reiteration. This dynamic does not only refer to how 

America keeps repeating its bloody past but also indicates that depending on historical 

context, the narrative of “otherness” is dangerously amorphous. In their attempt to 

exclude consciously constructed uncivilized others, Americans belie their own 

democratic principles.    

Toward the end of the poem, the issue of knowledge as a catalyst toward change 

and development becomes specifically questioned through Howells’s use of “Fall.” This 

word visually catches the reader’s attention since it is the only capitalized one in the 
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poem. “Fall” does not only refer to a season of harvest that turns out to be “ruin[ous]” but 

also gestures toward the expulsion of man from paradise, which accompanied mortality 

and free will to use the knowledge of good and evil. The lines “With the wild rapture of 

the Fall / Thrilling from me to them, of all” literally divide the speaker’s previous 

“glad[ness]” from his present “sad[ness]” but also insert a dangerous equality between 

them. The emotional response of “wild rapture” to the poem’s “ruin” becomes a 

“[t]hrilling” connection between generations that signifies a certain “intolera[nce],” but 

how this takes shape remains a matter of debate. For the majority of 1890s Americans the 

“wild rapture” that “[t]hrill[ed]” them in response to the Haymarket Affair was a 

vengeful frenzy that merely perpetuated already existing forms of “intolera[nce]” that 

haunted American democracy. The poem thus partly illustrates how the dynamics of 

community can become destructive. The “Fall” in that case refers to the knowledge that 

the accused were innocent of the Haymarket bombing. They nevertheless fell prey to the 

“wild rapture” of exorcising the “other” that was scapegoated for social problems, which 

concomitantly turns “Fall” into sin. The ghostly image of a barren tree that starts the 

poem, in such a reading becomes a metonymic reference to the gallows used to execute 

the Haymarket convicts. By using a natural image to refer to murder and withholding its 

larger contours, Howells not only refuses to make the anarchists’ death a spectacle but 

also implies that although such behavior can be part of the human dynamic it still needs 

to be consciously projected and enacted.    

The late nineteenth century, however, was also a period that witnessed an attempt 

to frame and guide outrage at social injustice in a more productive way. It was after all, 

the first period in American history that saw the rise of many charitable organizations for 
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social relief, ranging from temperance to feminism to racial inequality. For Howells, 

“wild rapture” also refers to his increasingly doubtful belief in meaningful renewal that 

could combat the “sad ruin” of American intolerance. Such an attitude would connect 

Americans with the “[t]hrilling” vibrancy of altruism, which, as Susan Goodman notes, 

was “a relatively new addition in the English lexicon” and became Howells’s “personal 

catchword because it spoke to the need for self-sacrifice and allowed for participation ‘by 

the people’” (286). But what if this “participation,” as was the case in the Haymarket 

Affair, merely perpetuates existing systems of exclusion? In the June 1886 “Editor’s 

Study,” Howells seemed more optimistic and called for “that perfect toleration which was 

the only virtue left for the Americans to invent” (27). As became clear in the last decades 

of the nineteenth century, which witnessed violent racial and social clashes, “perfect 

toleration” was not only something that Americans were often painfully lacking in but 

might not be desirable in the first place. To tolerate someone or something signifies a 

heavily qualified form of permission that seems to point toward expansive circles of 

inclusion but in reality keeps hierarchical power dynamics in place. 

Due to its compressed nature that creates juxtapositions that are more 

immediately jarring, poetry seems to be the genre that allows Howells to approach the 

most unsettling realizations. It takes particular forms of exclusionary violence to create a 

common and Howells invites readers to be more actively engaged in the matter of 

thinking through and embodying democratic patterns that have become laced with a lack 

of democracy. Although the poem seems to end on a very pessimistic note, the “ruin” is 

“intolerably sad,” meaning that the Haymarket Affair was a social breaking point that one 

wants to suppress, the temporality of “now” introduces some promise. Although Howells 
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acknowledges that he does not seem to see a way out of the current situation, there is still 

the hope that the future might bring a different narrative. Moreover, the final lines of 

“November. – Impression.” gain a new meditative complexity if they are contextualized 

within the final words of August Spies just before he dropped from the gallows: “The 

time will come when our silence will be more powerful than the voices you strangle 

today” (Smith, 277). In his realist prose, Howells questioned the inclusivity that is ideally 

embedded within the plurality of democracy, but his more “silence[d]” realist poetics 

engages with this question differently. Moreover, silence is relative. The anarchists might 

have been literally silenced but their presence continued to shape American society. 

Although the poetry moves inward in terms of more abstract descriptions and its 

strategically placed line breaks that interrupt the logical flow of syntax, it also moves 

outward and questions what the costs are of the qualified inclusivity that characterized 

American democracy in the 1890s. 

“The King Dines” and the Framing of Fractured Democratic Space 

In “November. – Impression.” Howells approached the unacknowledged dark 

sides of the common by materializing the lure and danger of mass subjectivity as an 

abstract and toxic presence while remaining distant from it. “The King Dines” (Stops of 

Various Quills, 1895), however, directly confronts his 1890s audience with another form 

of middle-class complicity: how the stigma of the lower classes is an active result of 

framing. Although lower-class people were often classified as inherently lesser, this is an 

assumption that is actively formulated by middle-class people who attempt to protect 

their privileges. As Clymer points out, matters of inequality manifested violently at the 

end of the nineteenth century. According to the 1890 census, “America’s most affluent 1 
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percent earned more than the aggregate income of the poorest 50 percent and controlled 

more capital than the remaining 99 percent.” Moreover, because of the regular disruption 

of boom and bust cycles, “between 23 and 30 percent of the workforce was out of work 

every year in the turn-of-the-century decades” (21). The problem of poverty indeed 

seemed an omnipresent conundrum in the fin de siècle. Scribner’s ran a series on “The 

Poor in Great Cities” in 1892 and 1893, which emphasized that “awakening is not 

needed. Every thinking man has thought upon this matter.” Instead the authors make 

suggestions about approaches that come from people who have “actual experience among 

and keen sympathy with the poor” (“The Poor in Great Cities: Introduction,” 401).21 But 

is it really true that awakening was not needed? Knowledge does not necessarily translate 

into affective involvement and 1890s society was characterized by indifference to the 

poor and warped associations that were self-serving. The poor were often associated with 

a type of brutality that was seen as inherent to the lower classes instead of an effect of 

demeaning circumstances. In other words, the position of the poor became a battleground 

for one of the main precepts of James, who argued that “[t]ruth happens to an idea” 

(Peyser, 30). Howells makes this dynamic visible in terms of the constructed “[t]ruth” of 

poverty. Although emphasis on environmental factors removes blame from the poor, it 

ironically also allowed for the skirting of individual responsibility. Howells, however, 

21 Scribner’s published nine articles on poverty. In volume 11, “The Social Awakening in London,” by 
Robert A. Woods, “Children of the Poor,” by Jacob A. Riis, and “Life on New York Tenement-Houses as 
Seen by a City Missionary,” by William T. Elsing. In volume 12: “Among the Poor of Chicago,” by Joseph 
Kirkland, “A Riverside Parish,” by Walter Besant, and “A School for Street Arabs,” by Edmund R. 
Spearman. In volume 13: “The Poor in Naples,” by Jessie White Va. Mario and “The Work of the Andover 
House in Boston,” by William Jewett Tucker. The concluding piece in volume 14 was “The Prevention of 
Pauperism” by Oscar Craig. The last article includes some questionable assertions, including restrictions on 
immigration (poverty is literally seen as a foreign evil), a denial of the impossibility of lower-class laborers 
to make a living (“[t]he productive classes should not be identified with even ‘the poor’”), and a refusal to 
take communal responsibility for inequality (Craig puts the blame on abstract forces or individual 
inequality by calling the poor “handicapped in the race by some incumbrance or inefficiency”) (120).   
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reinserts human agency as a determining force in larger social dynamics, thereby in 

poetry materializing and going beyond one of James’s adages that he later verbalized in 

Pragmatism (1907): the “world is full of partial stories that run parallel to one another, 

beginning and ending at odd times. They mutually interlace and interfere at points, but 

we cannot unify them completely” (quoted in Lenttricchia, 228). Although James makes 

the stories agents here, they are actively crafted and continuously rewritten by people 

depending on their needs. 

This struggle between the personal and the public is also pivotal in the most 

famous late nineteenth-century poetic engagement with poverty: Edwin Markham’s “The 

Man with A Hoe” (1899). As Cary Nelson points out, this poem became “one of the 

anthems of the American labor movement,” but its influence did not stop there as John 

Timberman Newcomb notes that it was “perhaps the best-known single poem in the 

world between 1890 and 1910” (15, 77). Markham’s poem was inspired by “Man with a 

Hoe,” an 1862 painting by French artist Jean-François Millet. It depicts a French peasant 

despondently leaning on his hoe while working a rough, muddy piece of desolate 

farmland. According to Cecelia Tichi, this painting “stunned and haunted Markham,” 

who wrote in a letter that he was not looking at a “mere peasant” but “a symbol of the 

toiler, brutalized through long ages of industrial oppression” (131)22: 

22 Markham’s strong response to Millet’s painting is chronicled in his correspondence: 

At the exhibition I stood before the painting, absorbing the majesty of its despair, the tremendous 
import of its admonition. I tarried an hour before the thing, the power and terror of it growing 
upon my heart, the endless piety of it burning all the time into my soul. It came to me with a dim 
echo in it of my own life. It came with pitiless pathos and mournful grandeur – came beating at 
my heart, its silence shouting an impeachment and a prophecy. 

The picture is more terrible to me than anything in Dante. It is just as hopeless, and its scene is 
more real, more human. I saw in it the slow, sure, awful degradation of man through endless, 
hopeless and joyless labor. (quoted in Richard Allan Davidson, 77) 
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Bowed by the weight of centuries he leans 
Upon his hoe and gazes on the ground,  
The emptiness of ages in his face,  
And on his back the burden of the world. 
Who made him dead to rapture and despair,  
A thing that grieves not and that never hopes.  
Stolid and stunned, a brother to the ox? 
Who loosened and let down this brutal jaw? 
Whose was the hand that slanted back this brow? 
Whose breath blew out the light within this brain? 
Is this the Thing the Lord God made and gave 
To have dominion over sea and land; 
To trace the stars and search the heavens for power; 
To feel the passion of Eternity? 
Is this the Dream He dreamed who shaped the suns 
And marked their ways upon the ancient deep? 
Down all the stretch of Hell to its last gulf 
There is no shape more terrible than this — 
More tongued with censure of the world’s blind greed — 
More filled with signs and portents for the soul — 
More fraught with menace to the universe.  
What gulfs between him and the seraphim!  
Slave of the wheel of labor, what to him 
Are Plato and the swing of Pleiades? 
What the long reaches of the peaks of song,  
The rift of dawn, the reddening of the rose? 
Through this dread shape the suffering ages look; 
Time’s tragedy is in the aching stoop; 
Through this dread shape humanity betrayed,  
Plundered, profaned, and disinherited,  
Cries protest to the Powers that made the world.  
A protest that is also a prophecy.  
O masters, lords and rulers in all lands,  
Is this the handiwork you give to God,  
This monstrous thing distorted and soul-quenched? 
How will you ever straighten up this shape; 
Touch it again with immortality; 
Give back the upward looking and the light; 
Rebuild in it the music and the dream,  
Make right the immemorial infamies,  
Perfidious wrongs, immedicable woes? 
O masters, lords and rulers in all lands 
How will the Future reckon with this Man? 
How answer his brute question in that hour  
When whirlwinds of rebellion shake all shores? 
How will it be with kingdoms and with kings — 

88 



	

      
   
   
 

     

 

 

   

  

 

  

   

 

 

 

   

  

 

 

																																																								
              

       
       

                 
               

            
           

With those who shaped him to the thing he is — 
When this dumb Terror shall rise to judge the world.  
After the silence of the centuries? 

The poem, with its brutal description of “A thing that grieves not and that never hopes. / 

Stolid and stunned, a brother to the ox?” was an indictment against the dehumanizing 

forces of capitalism and became an instant sensation. As Paul Sorrentino notes, although 

“many identified with Markham’s depiction of capitalistic exploitation of labor, others 

criticized his poetic ability and his demagoguery.” Sorrentino continues that there was so 

much controversy about the poem that the San Francisco Examiner “carried a full page 

of letters of praise and parodied refutations each day for six months” (62).23 Gavin Jones 

associates the power of the poem with its relationship to human vulnerability to abstract 

forces. Jones argues that “Markham rechanneled a key trope of naturalistic fiction – the 

power of unstoppable environmental forces to reduce humans to animals – to represent 

the power of exploitation and deprivation to destroy intelligence, culture, and spirituality” 

(70). This emphasis on “environmental forces,” however, also made the poem less critical 

toward middle-class privilege than it could be. As Nelson argues, “The Man with the 

Hoe” engages in a consistent and “relentless othering of the worker,” which made the 

poem “widely acceptable at the time and earned it partial acceptance within the dominant 

culture’s literary canon for so long. As a mute object of sympathy, the worker has no role 

in establishing the meaning of his suffering” (17). In other words, the hierarchy between 

the haves and have nots is even further entrenched instead of questioned. 

23 John Timberman Newcomb chronicles the publication history of “The Man with the Hoe.” First 
published in the San Francisco Examiner on 15 January 1899, it gained a national audience in May in 
McClure’s. On 27 May, Doubleday & McClure brought out The Man with the Hoe and Other Poems, 
which reached its fourth printing in August. “The Man with the Hoe” was translated into forty languages 
and reprinted perhaps ten thousand times in books and periodicals. The poem was widely quoted in 
sermons, political speeches, and public debates, and praised by prominent figures from William James to 
William Jennings Bryan to future Vice President Thomas Marshall (77). 
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“The King Dines,” however, materializes that assumptions about the poor as 

lesser are exactly that: assumptions. Howells wrote in laudatory terms about “The Man 

with the Hoe,” claiming that it “is magnificent. It is impressive in the highest degree and 

reeks with humanity and morality” (praise page of the 1920 Doubleday, Page & 

Company edition of Markham’s Gates of Paradise and Other Poems: The Fourth Volume 

of Verse, 142). Markham’s poem is indeed important for exposing the extremely 

detrimental effects of generations of poverty. Its criticism is, moreover, more subtle than 

Nelson assumes. As Newcomb points out, “Markham makes it impossible for the reader 

to blame the victim for his own dehumanization, turning the harshness of these 

descriptions into a rhetoric of interrogation: ‘Who made him dead to rapture and despair . 

. . ?’ ‘Whose breath blew out the light within his brain?’” (78). Yet there are 

interpretative omissions in Markham’s poem that Howells approached differently in “The 

King Dines.” Markham’s use of “who” remains conveniently amorphous. Most middle-

class readers would identify the blameworthy “who” as the captains of industry while not 

necessarily thinking of themselves. Moreover, Markham’s emphasis on an agricultural 

laborer and the use of “masters, lords and rulers” create a foreign feudal setting that 

seems far removed from American urban life and democracy. Set in the symbolic 

heartland where American democratic subjectivity originated—Boston Common—“The 

King Dines,” however, emphatically focuses on exclusions that fringe American 

democracy because they seem to be at the heart of it: 

The King Dines 

Impression 

Two people on a bench in Boston Common, 
An ordinary laboring man and woman, 
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Seated together, 
In the November weather 
Slit with a thin, keen rain; 
The woman’s mouth purple with cold and pain, 
And her eyes fixed as if they did not see 
The passers trooping by continually, 
Smearing the elm leaves underfoot that fall 
Before her on the miry mall; 
The man feeding out of the newspaper 
Wrapped round the broken victuals brought with her, 
And gnawing at a bent bone like a dog, 
Following its curve hungrily with his teeth, 
And his head twisted sidewise; and beneath 
His reeking boots the mud, and the gray fog 
Fathomless over him, and all the gloom 
Of the day round him for his dining-room. 

“The King Dines” redirects the habitual harshness projected onto the poor as James 

illustrated it: “we shall see how inveterate is our habit of simply using our sensible 

impressions as stepping-stones to pass over to the recognition of the realities whose 

presence they reveal” (155). Impressions, or what we visually perceive, are always partial 

and biased. In other words, we extrapolate toward a desired reality instead of actually 

acknowledging the murky complexities of the real. Although in the 1890s, animalistic 

comparisons and gothic images were indeed used to describe the “laboring man and 

woman,” Howells indicates that they are far from self-evidently “ordinary.” 

In “The King Dines” Howells not only emphasizes the constructed nature of 

negative assumptions associated with the poor, he uses poetic complexity to point to the 

middle-class’s blindness to their own complicity. The poem mobilizes the violence that is 

deeply embedded in the physical and ideological space of Boston Common, or American 

democracy. Although the laboring man literally occupies “Boston Common,” he is 

outside of the ideological sphere of freedom and prosperity for all that it supposedly 
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represented. The title of the poem “The King Dines” is deeply ironic as America was 

imagined to be a space in which class privilege due to birth circumstances was not 

supposed to exist. The title can be read in multiple ways and Howells intends to keep this 

multiplicity in place in order to unsettle the seemingly rigid contrasts that readers easily 

fall into. The U.S. was supposedly founded in opposition to the feudalistic structure of 

Europe and American laborers were imagined to be able to rise to the top by their own 

hard work. In other words, everyone was supposed to become “King” of their own 

destiny. This obviously did not happen: in the 1890s people were unemployed on a large 

scale and if they did have a menial job (or rather multiple jobs) they often could not make 

ends meet. The labor that Howells wants us to focus on is not necessarily the physical 

labor of the poor since the “what” of poor people’s lives had been adequately 

documented. The “how,” however, was still a matter of debate that people were reluctant 

to enter in the form of a narrative of complicity. Howells addresses this problem by 

revealing the mental labor of the middle classes to compartmentalize the poor as 

inherently separate and undeserving of similar privileges. 

Howells indicates that in 1890s American society ideology and reality were 

increasingly separated by gaps in experience when it came to the lower classes. In this 

light, the title “The King Dines” potentially carries a very biting undertone. The “King” 

can also refer to the speaker, supposedly a middle-class observer. Middle-class subjects 

in a sense “Dine[]” on the dehumanized poor because their gruesome contrast allows 

them to feel more deserving of their own privilege. Self-improvement and equality are 

idea(l)s that Americans mentally enjoy “din[ing]” on but the actual laborers themselves 

were more often confronted with poverty: the only “dining-room,” which represents 
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middle-class domesticity, the “ordinary” laborer can enjoy is a hard bench outside. In an 

attempt to redirect impressions, Howells partially mimics existing patterns but also subtly 

undermines them. The poor woman is (as was often the case) reduced to Gothicized 

facial parts—her “mouth purple” and “eyes fixed”—while the man is animalized by 

being likened to a “gnawing dog”: “Following [a bent bone’s] curve hungrily with his 

teeth, / And his head twisted sidewise.” Although the few elements that are used to create 

an impression of the woman are negative, they are also a result of circumstances (she is 

in pain and is cold) and they therefore say very little about her as a person. And who 

would not eat ravenously if famished? This does not make a person animalistic. 

Howells’s presentation of the middle-class mass, the “passers trooping by continually,” 

moreover, indicates why people cannot make accurate assumptions because they literally 

do not stop to see what is before them. This awareness is indirectly inserted into the 

descriptions of the woman’s stare, which emphasizes a lack of interpersonal and 

interpretative contact. The woman’s eyes are “fixed as if they did not see” (emphasis 

added); this does not mean that she does not see. For the middle-class observer, the “as 

if” functions as a willful projection that confirms a lack of human depth in the poor. For 

Howells, however, the same phrase constitutes a negation of this common expectation. 

There is complex consciousness in the poor although the middle class often chooses to 

disregard it. Moreover, the complexity of “as if” turns the poor woman into an active 

observer. As such, the figure of the poor becomes haunting in a different way: the middle 

classes did not want to become objects of contempt because they stood by and accepted 

social inequality as just a fact of life. Howells, however, introduces this option turning 

the gaze back onto the middle classes. 
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“Labor and Capital”: Howells and the Political Economy of Charity 

After discussing the toxic qualities of mass subjectivity as a means of violent 

purging of difference and the selfish nature of depicting the poor as lesser, Howells 

completed his “Impression” trilogy by turning to another extreme: the danger of 

assuming and wanting to know the poor (which can lead to a desire to possess them) in 

exchange for charity. Although the concept of charity is seemingly absent from “Labor 

and Capital” (SVQ, 1895)—which depicts a horse and the “Company’s man” who drives 

the animal—in my reading of the poem, it functions as a ghostly undercurrent. Around 

the time that Howells wrote “Labor and Capital,” he published the article “Tribulations of 

a Cheerful Giver” in Century in June and July of 1895. Howells here uses multiple 

approaches—irony, logic, and self-criticism—to analyze how America had developed in 

such a way that being a good Christian who dispenses charity started to equate bad 

citizenship because it supposedly promoted pauperism. Although America was 

commonly positioned in terms of exceptionalism when it came to inequality, Howells had 

already in the July 1888 “Editor’s Study” revealed that this was a lie: “the relations of 

capital and labor in our free democracy are about as full of violence as those in any 

European monarchy” (143). This “violence” did indeed erupt spectacularly in the 1890s, 

a time during which labor and capital went head to head with each other resulting in 

massive and bloody strikes and riots.24 Apart from loss of life and increased social 

tension, there were also other forms of violence that accompanied this development. 

24 For example, in 1892 there was the Homestead Steel Strike during which laborers attempted to prevent 
the management of forcing so-called “yellow-dog contracts” on all workers, which forbid employees to be 
a member of a labor union. On 1 May 1894, the day that was meant to commemorate the workers who died 
during the Haymarket Affair, a demonstration in Cleveland Ohio turned into a riot as the unemployed 
condemned city leaders for ineffective poverty relief measures. There was also the Pullman Strike in 1894 
during which railway workers went on a national strike in response to a reduction in their wages. As David 
Ray Papke notes, thirty people were killed in response to the riots and sabotage that caused $80 million in 
damages (35-37). 
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These were mainly interpretative of nature and revolve around fallacies of judgment and 

sympathy that Howells confrontationally verbalized in the June Century article: “Of 

course it does seem a little absurd to give to him that asketh, when you do not know what 

he is going to do with the money, and when you do not know whether he has not come to 

want by his own fault, or whether he is really in want” (183). In other words, charity had 

become a matter of business that seemed to be more about the position of the giver than 

the receiver. 

At the end of the nineteenth century, Howells became more actively interested in 

questions of interpersonal sympathy and the socialist cause. As Clara and Rudolf Kirk 

note, Howells explored Christian Socialism in the late 1880s and early 1890s (“Howells 

and the Church of the Carpenter,” 185). Proponents of this movement saw Jesus Christ as 

the moral exemplar of charity and they believed that the root cause of inequality was 

greed, which in turn was inextricably connected to capitalism. Realism as a genre was 

supposed to function as a contact zone of sympathetic knowledge that could answer Leo 

Tolstoy’s question in his 1886 Que Faire?—which translates “what are you going to do 

about it?” According to Richard T. Ely, whose The Social Aspects of Christianity (1889) 

Howells reviewed in the February 1890 “Editor’s Study,” Tolstoy’s question was to be 

answered in the following way: “[w]e must come into real, living contact, into a sort of 

oneness with people before we can give to them and receive from them needed help” 

(196). This incentive to “come into real, living contact,” however, was far more 

complicated than initially assumed because it required self-criticism. As James notes, 

“knowledge about a thing is knowledge of its relations. Acquaintance with it is limitation 

to the bare impression which it makes” (34). In other words, “living contact” is inherently 
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reciprocal and is the opposite of just giving alms as a means to avoid getting to know the 

poor as people instead of mere embodied examples of poverty. In “Tribulations of a 

Cheerful Giver,” Howells explores the messy connections between capitalism and charity 

as ghostly doubles in an analytic sense. In “Labor and Capital,” however, poetic 

representation becomes more amorphous and performs how readers willfully remain in 

an “acquaintance” stage. As Howells notes, “[t]he whole spectacle of poverty, indeed, is 

incredible. As soon as you cease to have it before your eyes, – even when you have it 

before your eyes, – you can hardly believe it, and that is perhaps why so many people 

deny that it exists, or is much more than a superstition of the sentimentalists” 

(“Tribulations,” June, 184). How does one indeed represent a reality that in its very 

essence seems to be an unreality? 

“Tribulations of a Cheerful Giver” is an exposé that aims to teach about the 

complications of charity by direct confrontation and logical deduction. Howells expertly 

reveals the ridiculousness behind the idea that the poor are secretly rich, while analyzing 

the problem using the middle-class’s own capitalist logic: “[b]eggary appears to me in its 

conditions almost harder than any other trade; and from what I have seen of the amount it 

earns, the return it makes is smaller than any other” (July, 420). In other words, it simply 

does not pay. The problem of a lack of sympathy, however, does not necessarily lie with 

knowledge itself but what kind of function this knowledge serves. Verbalizing what 

middle-class people think about the poor but are too polite to overtly express, Howells 

mocks their hypocrisy: “[l]et us refuse [the poor] kindly, and try not to see them; for if we 

see their misery, and do not give, that demoralizes us. Come, I say; have not we some 

rights, too?” Charity has come to be about givers who want to see a return on their money 
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and fear to be duped by charlatans who merely pretend to be wanting. What is blatantly 

absent from this warped reasoning is any social responsibility for inequality. Howells, 

however, goes beyond merely judging and acknowledges his own complicity. He wants 

to give to the poor but realizes he often cannot overcome his own discomfort with the 

otherness of poverty and charity as a calculated and self-congratulatory act. As such, 

Howells aligns with James who indicated that there “are innumerable consciousnesses of 

want, no one of which taken in itself has a name, but all different from each other” (31). 

Although James’s point is accurate, Howells shows that such “consciousnesses of want” 

could also be appropriated by the middle classes as an excuse to keep their privilege in 

tact. After all, there are hierarchies of “want” and the concept itself cannot be bandied 

about without a significant context. In “Tribulations of a Cheerful Giver,” Howells 

explores the numerously routed “wants,” or lacks, of sympathy in the middle class. This 

article, however, also starts to function as a meta-comment on the affordances of realist 

prose to engage with these “innumerable consciousnesses of want” and indirectly makes 

space for “Labor and Capital,” which emphasizes that certain “want[s]” constitute 

unwarranted, possessive demands.   

Interestingly, the status of the real and its relationship to the affordances in prose 

realism surface multiple times in “Tribulations of a Cheerful Giver.” Howells’s remarks 

also point to how poetry can achieve a complimentary type of realist awareness. 

Although readers want to be touched by knowledge in order to think and feel differently 

about topics, poverty exudes a very uncomfortable intimacy. After giving a disabled poor 

person money, Howells acknowledges he feels disgust when the man rubs him with his 

stump “as if to prove that it was real” in an attempt to thank him (419). Too much 
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intimate information thus seems unsuccessful as a way to create sympathetic allegiances 

although realist prose has traditionally gained its strength from an accumulation of such 

details. Howells, however, points out that a middle-class need for knowledge of the poor 

is also off-balance and often remains superficial and abstract. Looking at an old, poor 

woman who sits on the street begging, Howells stands by “her trying to imagine her short 

and simple annals: a dim, far-off childhood in some peasant hut, a girlhood with its 

tender dreams, a motherhood with its cares, a grand-woman’s motherhood with its pains 

– the whole round of life” (183). In its supposed super-representativeness, which implies 

a close resemblance to most people’s lives, this imagined history also becomes totally 

vapid. This story merely lists banalities that do not bring us any closer to the lived reality 

of this woman. That is, however, also the point in the current discussion of charity. The 

poor should not have to narrativize the how and why of their misery, which introduces 

another form of subjection and adds insult to injury. “Labor and Capital” takes this 

insight even further: not only does the “Company’s man” remain a mystery but Howells 

shows us how this disregard works on the level of aesthetic and ethical choice. 

“Labor and Capital” shows a side of the question of giving that is absent from 

“Tribulations of a Cheerful Giver.” Howells does not focus on the withholding of charity, 

instead he describes how the poem’s subject might not want or need it. Moreover, the 

poem embraces the illegibility of the poor man who illustrates how he is both inside and 

outside of the realm of “Labor and Capital.” The man is a laborer whose capital is his 

horse that helps him perform his undisclosed job. This relationship encourages the man to 

take good care of his animal. Yet for the “Company” the horse is also the more important 

“Capital” (the horse costs less and never complains about what it gets) whereas the man 
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is just a random piece of exchangeable “Labor” who might rebel against his destitution. 

Finally, and most importantly, the poem presents what kind of “Labor and Capital” goes 

into reading the poor as human subjects. Although many readers would merely want to 

capitalize on the “Company’s man” as an abstract subject of potential charity who can be 

dismissed, Howells breaks through this habitual reading by showing how aesthetic and 

ethic energies are displaced but not erased: 

Labor and Capital 

Impression 
A spiteful snow spit through the bitter day 
In little stinging pellets gray, 
And crackling on the frozen street 
About the iron feet, 
Broad stamped in massy shoes 
Sharpened and corked for winter use, 
Of the huge Norman horses plump and round, 
Dragging each heavy fetlock like a mane, 
And shaking as they pull the ponderous wain 
With wheels that jar the ground 
In a small earthquake, where they jolt and grind, 
And leave a span-wide track behind: 
And hunched upon the load 
Above the Company’s horses like a toad, 
All hugged together 
Against the pitiless weather, 
In an old cardigan jacket and a cap 
Of mangy fur, 
And a frayed comforter 
Around his stiffened chin, too scant to wrap 
His purple ears, 
And in his blinking eyes what had been tears, 
But that they seemed to have frozen there ere they ran, 
The Company’s man. 

The poem partly becomes jarring not because the “Company’s man” is a poor laboring 

body but because there are elements of worth that keep seeping through the descriptions 

of destitution. Despite the shabby appearance of the “Company’s man,” there is 
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unexpected beauty and resilience in him. The poem performs, however, how the middle 

class feels entitled to possess the interpretative dimensions of the poor. This becomes 

especially clear in the attempt at empathetic projection onto the “Company’s man”: “And 

in his blinking eyes what had been tears, / But that they seemed to have frozen there ere 

they ran.” This moment of symbolic sentimentalism—the “tear” might not have been 

there in the first place and it does not necessarily signal sadness—becomes the most 

poignant critique of an empty performance of sympathy.  

Whereas prose realism is mostly geared toward giving access to characters’ trains 

of thought and creating context for their behavior, in “Labor and Capital” Howells 

attempts to keep the “Company’s man” almost unassailable. Being poor, one is already a 

point of judgment, a canvas that is inscribed with existing prejudices of bad behavior and 

being undeserving. Howells goes against such expectations by representing the 

“Company’s man” through interpretative layers that unsettle narratives of vulnerability: 

the biting winter weather bounces off of him and his horse is a source of pride and 

strength. As such, Howells seems to revisit thoughts he expressed in his December 1888 

“Editor’s Study.” In this editorial, Howells argues against the idealization of the have 

nots of society: “truth, which has succeeded to the highest mission of romance, paints 

these victims as they are, and bids the world consider them not because they are beautiful 

and virtuous, but because they are ugly and vicious, cruel, filthy, and only not altogether 

loathsome because the divine can never wholly die out of the human” (169). In “Labor 

and Capital,” however, this question of how to access the “divine” in every human being 

becomes a dilemma. Moreover, classifying people as “victims” comes with interpretative 

violence that immediately usurps more positive and empowering sites of difference and 
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value. In the poem, the horses seem to thrive at what they do and are properly rewarded 

for their efforts: they look well-fed being “plump and round,” they are properly attired 

“[i]n burnished brass and shining leather bound,” and even their heavy movements are 

aestheticized: “dragging each heavy fetlock like a mane.” By reimagining each “fetlock” 

as a “mane,” the speaker literally turns the perspective upside down and moves away 

from the “dragging” motion of reality and substitutes it with an effortless flow. These 

loving descriptions of detail seem to be in direct contrast to the “Company’s man,” who 

is grotesquely likened to a “toad.” Horses are after all easier to aestheticize and value 

because they do not demand anything from us. Unlike poor people, they cannot point 

toward our own lack as feeling subjects. Howells’s specific choice for toad, however, 

also opens up other interpretative possibilities. Due to the fairytale of the toad and the 

prince, this animal also represents untapped potential and harbors an unexpected 

attractiveness and complexity. 

“Labor and Capital” in a sense represents a resisting subject. Despite the 

speaker’s attempt to focus on the man “as [he is],” we do not seem to get beyond the old, 

tattered pieces of clothing that barely cover him: we merely see “frayed” layer after layer 

emerge, which does not tell us anything substantial. Readers can reasonably project 

poverty onto the subject because of the ratty clothes that he is wearing. His profession, 

however, which relies on outdoor activity, requires clothes that you should not care about 

tearing or getting dirty. The question of need is therefore far more complicated than 

meets the eye. Especially the contrast between the appearances of the horse and the man 

raises questions. Is this man more invested in his horse by choice or is “Capital” more 

invested in it? Howells leaves this question unanswered and it is this very space of filled 

101 



	

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

and fringed absent presence that poetry uniquely foregrounds. Although in “Tribulations 

of a Cheerful Giver” he points out that it requires “courage” to ask for charity, we should 

not jump to conclusions based on mere appearances (420). Howells in this poem, 

however, also illustrates that ethics and aesthetics overlap when people make judgments. 

We appreciate what we find appealing—the horse because of its powerful beauty—and 

we tend to have less generous readings of the poor because they look unkempt. “Labor 

and Capital” undoubtedly includes ugliness and is partly an indictment against the 

exploitation of “Labor” by “Capital.” It is also, however, an indication of how capital 

resides within labor even though it falls short of middle-class expectations of 

respectability. Although Howells obviously was a fierce proponent of giving to those that 

ask, the poor have a right to their independence and pride. This opens up the possibility 

that the man might not want charity. 

The potentially most confrontational moment in the poem that speaks to the 

unknowability of the poor takes place when the speaker seemingly tries to humanize “the 

Company’s man” by projecting tears into his eyes: the man “blink[ed]” and before the 

tears materialized on his face they “seemed to have frozen there ere they ran.” This 

imagined attempt at sympathetic identification takes place in the two lines in the poem 

that are the longest. The poem’s voyage into sympathetic hyperbole is literally a 

longwinded and unrealistic performance, which is partly due to the insertion of the 

archaic “ere.” Although tears are habitually associated with sadness and misery, they 

might just have been provoked by the inclement weather. The tears that are “frozen” can 

therefore also be read as referring to the gaps that structured 1890s society and required 

middle-class citizens to grieve for poverty as an abstraction or view it automatically as a 
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lack that needed to be remedied. The final line can, however, be read in a defiant mode: 

there is a clear sense of identity coming forth because the man seems proud to do what he 

does. He should not primarily be pitied to be a “Company’s man,” he rather owns it. We 

never know what this term exactly means, and being a cog in a larger capitalist wheel is 

undoubtedly part of it. There is, however, far more to being a “Company’s man” than just 

that. This realization of deeper complexity with regard to the poor also qualifies the 

attempt at the end of the poem to project emotion onto the “Company’s man.” The final 

lines can point to the danger and limitations of empathy: the audience imagining tears 

does not signal a meaningful moment of sympathetic exchange. Emotion itself is not 

necessarily an entry point to improved social relations. In its own way, it can function as 

much as a form of possession as economic exploitation, especially when it is the result of 

projection. Being part of the middle class, Howells’s engagement with the interpretative 

sphere and reality of the poor is always tinged with questions of appropriation. It is 

Howells’s acknowledgement of this possessive possibility, however, that allows him to 

find nuance and complexity. This concern about knowledge and appropriation became 

even more fraught when Howells wrote about one of the most historically violently 

othered communities within the American population, meaning African Americans. 

Howells’s Critical Poetic Engagement with Lynching 

Howells’s discussion of race in general has been a topic of much controversy. The 

major tenor, however, is that his criticism of Charles Chesnutt and Paul Laurence 

Dunbar, as well as his own novel about racial passing, An Imperative Duty (1891), 

reaffirms racially stereotypical patterns. Howells has especially been criticized for not 
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providing room for black anger.25 Whereas recently these views have been challenged as 

being more complex (if not redeeming), Howells’s engagement with lynching has 

remained largely invisible because it took place in his last unpublished manuscript, “The 

Home-Towners” (1918), and in a genre that is often left out of the realist mainstream: his 

1890s poetry, meaning his 1895 poem “Statistics,” first published in the grouping 

“Pebbles” in Harper’s New Monthly Magazine (September 1895, 520).26 Sarah B. 

Daugherty, the only scholar who discusses “The Home-Towners,” mentions the lynching 

scene (which is not seen but overheard) but only compares it to a scene in An Imperative 

Duty. Rhoda, the protagonist who looks white but has recently discovered she has 

African American blood, “runs through the streets of the black neighborhood and is then 

overwhelmed by the emotionally intense church service.” Daugherty concludes that in 

“both cases, auditory confusion becomes a trope for the metaphysical chaos created by 

25 Criticism on Howells and race is extensive and will be discussed in more depth in the chapter on 
Howells’s engagement with the poetry of Paul Laurence Dunbar. Scholars have particularly focused on 
Howells’s criticism of Chesnutt’s anger-fueled The Marrow of Tradition (1901), which he described as 
“bitter, bitter” (881). Nancy Bentley emphasizes that the foregrounding of such entrenched negative 
emotion runs counter to Howellsian realism: “[t]o reveal oneself as bitter is to reveal oneself as black, and 
to be a black author is to be racially excluded from the detached objectivity that is Howells’s prerequisite 
for Realist analysis” (301). Although scholars have accused Howells of reading selectively, they seem to be 
doing something similar. Howells points out that Chesnutt’s novel ends with a potential moment of 
interracial forgiveness. After losing her own child to the stubbornness of her white half-brother, his mixed-
race sister nevertheless urges her African American husband, a doctor, to save her white nephew. 
Howells’s own disapproval of bitterness is similarly contextualized within a moment of sympathy: “If the 
tables could once be turned, and it could be that it was the black race which violently and lastingly 
triumphed in the bloody revolution at Wilmington, North Carolina, a few years ago, what would not we 
excuse to the white man who made the atrocity the argument of his fiction?” (881). Although Michael A. 
Elliott acknowledges the messiness of this response, he still reads for Howells’s biased erasure: “Howells 
seeks to signal his sympathy for Chesnutt’s political sentiment, but only if he can simultaneously distance 
himself and the realist project from the emotion, confrontation, and possible violence that could surely 
result from the racial politics that Chesnutt’s novel depicts” (301). Is Elliott, however, right in viewing 
Howells’s response as a cop-out? Chesnutt includes but eventually does not foreground or unambiguously 
promote violence. Neither Howells nor Chesnutt advocated race warfare and both their projects can be 
accommodated by the dynamic affects of realism, which questions what and how we know. Although there 
are differences between Howells and Chesnutt, this does not turn realism into an aesthetically and 
emotionally sanitized “Realism.” 
26 The other poems include: “The Burden,” “Hope,” “Sympathy,” “Vision,” “Reward and Punishment,” and 
“Parable” (“Statistics” was the final piece in this seven-poem cluster). In these poems, Howells addresses 
the main pressure points of late-nineteenth-century America, ranging from class inequality, the problem of 
Christian charity, and the limits of sympathy and self-criticism. 
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racial difference” (68). Although “chaos” is indeed at the heart of both episodes, the 

lynching scene in “The Home-Towners” functions differently and should be analyzed for 

its complexity in its own particular narrative context. 

The destabilization in “The Home-Towners” is more visceral because Howells 

attempts to re-acquaint us with racial violence. Especially in a cultural paradigm like 

lynching, which was often characterized as an unstoppable but justified rage toward the 

fabricated inherent criminality of African Americans, literally offering another 

perspective that did not automatically lock into existing mental stereotypes was 

necessary. Jacqueline Goldsby talks about the “cultural logic” of lynching, meaning a 

“networked, systemic phenomenon indicative of trends in national culture.” Goldsby 

especially refers to the nascent modernism of capitalism, which objectifies people, and 

the aesthetics of realist fiction as its presumed focus on objectivity normalized lynching 

violence (5-6). Goldsby thus excludes realism in her study as a generative category “to 

prompt one to rethink what is known about lynching and to consider how one knows it” 

(8). I, however, argue that in “The Home-Towners,” and particularly in the poetry of 

“Statistics,” Howells explicitly contextualizes and materializes the fringes of what seem 

to be stable markers of meaning. As such, he seems to follow a similar pattern as Ida B. 

Wells, who in her A Red Record: Tabulated Statistics and Alleged Causes of Lynching in 

the United States, 1892-1893-1894 (1895) de- and reconstructs the knowledge of 

lynching.  

In addition to its physical, emotional, and psychological trauma, lynching 

constitutes a crisis of representation. As Gordon Fraser notes, lynchings were “invariably, 

and necessarily public: witnessed, photographed, recounted in print and by word of 
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mouth” (366). At the same time, as Goldsby notes, quoting Michael Rogin, they also 

constitute a “motivated forgetting”: “[t]hat which is insistently represented becomes, by 

being normalized to invisibility, absent and disappeared” (27). Where in this paradox, 

Toni Morrison called lynching a “metaphor of itself,” is there room to engage with its 

visceral materiality and its damning relation to American society? (quoted in Goldsby, 

42). In “The Home-Towners,” Howells does not depict the uncontainable violence of 

lynching through graphic, visual details, but rather uses aural witnessing.27 We follow the 

experiences of editor and would-be writer, Lucius Rayburn, who travels South, to St. 

Augustine, Florida, to recuperate from the mental pressure in the North. In a scene in 

which Rayburn is “happy and full of hope if not of faith” he suddenly hears the sound of 

a racially mixed mob. He soon realizes that he is aurally witnessing a lynching: “The 

exhorting became a wild shouting, then a screaming, imploring, protesting; in the 

different notes of a voice which he knew for a black voice, at times drowned by a roar of 

white voices, but breaking through them, and then ceasing” (83). Choosing sound over 

image, Howells quite literally forces readers to newly pay attention to lynchings as sound 

actively requires mental visualization. Whereas conventional representations of lynching 

mainly focus on African American victimization and humiliation, Howells’s scene shifts 

the reader’s focus to the energy of black protest. The desperate agency that inhabits the 

string of verbs, the “shouting,” “screaming,” “imploring,” and “protesting,” would be less 

prominent in a visual representation that was intended to subject the black person. As 

Goldsby notes, the “reproducibility” of lynchings made and hid their significance (22). 

27 Goldsby starts her chapter “A Sign of the Times: Lynching and Its Cultural Logic,” with the effect on an 
African American of listening to a sound recording of the February 1893 lynching of Henry Smith in Paris, 
Texas (12-15). Especially the sounds unnerved the man as they made the lynching more present, personal, 
and alive. 
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On the one hand, the most graphic details were foregrounded in reports while matter-of-

fact-like “shortened wire reports telegraphed across the country” quite emphatically 

“diminished the violence to a point of inconsequence” (65).28 By focusing on voice, an 

actively dynamic black voice, Howells refuses to habitually replicate what Saidiya 

Hartman calls “scenes of subjection,” which refers to the combined horror and pleasure 

that mastery over the subjected black body generates. Howells’s indirect mode of 

approach also forces readers to step away from complacently consuming such “scenes of 

subjection.” 

Howells shows awareness of the violence of representation itself and attempts to 

provide room for the interpretative otherness of lynching so that its relationship to 

American society can be approached critically. Many white critics, however, could not 

acknowledge the full extent of Americans’ complicity. Lynchings were both hyper-

visible as acts and spectacularly invisible as deeper problems of American life. 

Lynchings were often staged as major festivities that were promoted, documented in so-

called lynching postcards, and charred remains of lynching victims were collected as 

souvenirs by what Wells calls “relic hunters” (116). The representations of lynchings in 

the mass media and the general cultural imagination were, however, painfully reductive: 

lynchings supposedly only involved white, lower-class Southerners and were a legitimate 

28 References to lynching in the 1890s in Harper’s are almost completely absent. In February 1889, in the 
column entitled “Monthly Record of Current Events,” an example of lynching is mentioned in the section 
“Disasters.” On December 8, “the sheriff of Birmingham, Alabama, fired into a mob advancing on the jail 
with the intention of lynching a murderer confined therein, killing nine persons and wounding thirty” (493). 
Or rather, the lynching itself is not problematized but attention is brought to the rather unusual attempt of 
law enforcers to stop the lynching. This “[d]isaster” is furthermore contextualized within other naturalized 
mishaps. The “Monthly Record of Current Events” starts with a brief description of deaths associated with 
a riot in Peru, a presumably uncivilized space in which such excessive violence was not uncommon, 
followed by deaths due to “yellow fever” in Jacksonville, Florida, a fire in Germany, and a storm in France. 
Lynching thus becomes just something that is an unfortunate part of life that we cannot control and is 
relegated to the exotic otherness of the South, which functions as America’s internal Peru. 
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type of punishment for the rape of white women by black men. In “A Strong Note of 

Warning Regarding the Lynching Epidemic” (1903), William James initially echoes 

these common excuses to refute them: lynchings take place because of a “‘deplorably 

mistaken sense of justice’” and they are attributed to “‘love of bloodshed’” (170). 

Lynching thus seems to be within the realm of the irrational that cannot be combated by 

reason. James, however, also emphasizes that lynching is a custom, an acquired practice 

that can be changed: “[t]hey agree on the belief that any accused negro is their perquisite 

and property, and that to burn him is only the newest form of the white man’s burden” 

(172, emphasis added). By defining lynching as a type of belief, a mental practice, James 

indicates that racial prejudice is not just some matter of fact but is actively constructed.  

James thus starts to question some established myths about lynching, but he nevertheless 

keeps the civilized/uncivilized North/South dichotomy in tact. He ends his letter with the 

following haunting forecast: “we shall have negro burning in a very few years on 

Cambridge common and the Boston public garden.” The North, however, was equally 

complicit in providing the mental and emotional geographies of indifference that enabled 

lynching. 

The late-nineteenth-century critic and activist who most vocally exposed the 

workings of complicity within the practice of lynching was Ida B. Wells. In A Red 

Record (1895) (published the same year as Howells’s “Statistics”), Wells with analytic 

rigor presents the complex realities behind lynching: that they were premeditated crimes 

against African Americans and fueled by irrational, excessive, and hard to resist mob 

violence. Critics, including Goldsby, Jean M. Lutes, and Simone W. Davis, have amply 

illustrated that Wells “taught her contemporaries how to read politically” by 
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deconstructing the rhetoric used to represent lynchings (Davis, 77). While meticulously 

documenting the statistical reality of lynching by quoting numbers and passages from 

white newspapers, mostly the Chicago Tribune, Wells rewrites what we know about 

lynching. She takes short, decontextualized quotations that merely focus on the 

completed act of lynching and offers the history behind them, giving a name and 

experiential reality to the African American victims while highlighting the crime of 

lynching, not the criminality of African Americans. In other words, by re-contextualizing 

factual material, she proves that only a very minute and biased aspect of a complex 

process has been presented as the only form of reality. With the information presented in 

this way, the lie of rape becomes spectacularly dismantled as men, women, and children 

are ruthlessly and sadistically killed because of the crime of their blackness. By 

reintroducing the names of lynch victims and listing them, Wells, moreover, erects a 

lyrical monument of remembrance that intersects with but also radiates outward of the 

racist verbal logic of listing that was intended to contain, diminish, and dehumanize 

African Americans into just meaningless details. 

Wells’s efforts have been called a parody of American social sciences and an 

exposé of the rhetoric of presumed “reportorial objectivity” by means of collage 

(Goldsby, 82; Lutes, 458; Davis, 77). I, however, argue that Wells engages in strategies 

that are akin to a realist poetics. The term “collage” has overtones of the visual, which in 

the context of lynching was already such an overly saturated space of violence. If poetry 

becomes the interpretive lens through which we view Wells’s artistry, the consciousness 

and referentiality of language itself, in pauses that are laced with Jamesian fringes, 

becomes central. Moreover, the realist component adds complexity to the open secret of 
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lynching. It was indeed the use of realist practices that partially allowed lynching to be 

woven into the common. Realism at its core, however, also interrogates the shifting 

grounds between knowledge and sympathy that could question this insidious process of 

normalization. Although Wells and Howells did have very different stakes and positions, 

bringing them together under the rubric of a realist poetics indicates how cultural 

vortexes intersect and diverge and have the potential to change in their contact zones. 

This approach not only reinforces the stickiness of rhetoric but also historicizes its 

seemingly more abrupt idiosyncrasies. 

Howells’s “Statistics” can be read as approaching the disappointment of 

Reconstruction and includes possible references to lynching. Moreover, “Statistics” in its 

title, style, and subject matter resonates deeply with Wells’s A Red Record. Navigating a 

cultural landscape in which the violence of lynching created its own suffocating logic, 

Howells uses poetical techniques of repetition and juxtaposition to speak of frustrating 

historical circularity. African Americans had been subjected to slavery in the past and 

systemic racism continued into the present. With its focus on the seemingly less 

obviously contextualized detail, Howells’s poetry remains fluid and allows for multiple 

levels of positionality. “Statistics” is representative of Southern bias, deeply critical of it, 

and there is acknowledgement of being at a loss about how to move forward. Howells’s 

“Statistics” is perhaps one of the most uneven poems in his oeuvre and this can be read as 

a form of failure but in its bold acknowledgement of failure it paradoxically also partly 

starts to transcend it: 

Statistics 

So many men, on such a date of May, 
Despaired and took their hopeless lives away 
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In such an area, year after year; 
In such another place, it would appear 
The assassinations averaged so and so, 
Through August after August, scarce below 
A given range; and in another one, 
March after March, it seems there were undone 
So many women still about the same, 
With little varying circumstance in their shame; 
Burglaries, arsons, thefts, and forgeries 
Had their own averages as well as these; 
And from these figures science can discern 
The future in the past. We but return 
Upon our steps, although they seem so free. 
The thing that has been is that which shall be. 

Dark prophet, yes! But still somehow the round 
Is spiral, and the race’s feet have found 
The path rise under them which they have trod. 
Your facts are facts, yet somewhere there is God.    

There is distinct cultural context for reading this poem as an engagement with racial 

violence. Howells showed his support of the African American community when he 

became one of the sixty white liberals who signed a document that ratified the creation of 

the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People on 12 February 1909 

(Goodman, 409). Howells would have met the seven prominent African Americans 

involved in the organization, including W. E. B. Du Bois and Ida B. Wells.29 Although 

the disparity between the number of white and African American voting members 

gestures toward appropriation, Howells used poetic space to attempt to navigate its 

potential dangers. Positioned as a white, genteel man of letters, Howells might have felt 

more anxious about speaking on behalf of African Americans than the white laboring 

poor because their marginalization and vulnerability were even more profound. The 

29 Wells, however, was extremely critical of the NAACP in her autobiography. She thought that it lacked in 
radical potential, mainly because it was not led by an all black committee (Waldrep, 52). 
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oblique nature of Howells’s poetry, however, echoes the way that African Americans 

themselves approached the trauma of lynching. 

When it comes to literary representations of lynching, they have often been 

approached from a poetic angle by African American writers such as Paul Laurence 

Dunbar in “The Haunted Oak” (1900) and James Weldon Johnson in “Brothers” (1917). 

In Dunbar’s poem, in which the oak recounts the horror of the act of lynching, nature is 

used as a means of indictment. Since lynchings often only generated perfunctory modes 

of regret in a white audience, nature itself is enlisted to utter sympathy and disgust about 

the lynching of a “guiltless victim.” Keeping images of the lynched victim at bay in the 

poem, Dunbar instead focuses on exposing white criminality—despite being masked, the 

lynchers are identified as the “judge,” “doctor,” and “minister.” Dunbar thus makes large 

swaths of America complicit in lynching. Weldon Johnson introduces a speaking mob 

and speaking victim in the poem “Brothers” but also constantly blurs these roles as the 

victim puts the blame of any perceived depravity onto the sadistic systemic inheritance of 

slavery. The poem ends with the white speaker being doubtful of the deeply incriminating 

nature of the victim’s last words: “Brothers in spirit, brothers in deed are we”? Although 

the white population attempted to exclusively project brutality onto African Americans to 

justify their violence, lynching affirmed that the presumed civility of the white population 

was merely a front. Lynching, a violent moment of rupture during which normally law-

abiding citizens meticulously planned and committed murder, seems to map onto the 

abstract, condensed, and indirect nature of poetry. Foregrounding impressions that are 

more decontextualized, poetic interpretations of lynching structurally emphasize partial 

representation. As such, readers cannot unambiguously inhabit these scenes of horror and 
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need to question their status as what Goldsby calls a “knowable event” (69). Howells’s 

“Statistics” predates Dunbar’s and Weldon Johnson’s poetic engagements with lynching. 

Howells’s emphasis on “facts” as data with unexpected fringes, meaning that their 

supposed objectivity can be manipulated to different ends, makes his poem similar to 

Wells’s efforts. Whereas Dunbar and Weldon Johnson focus on emotional complexity 

and the effects of lynching, Howells’s “Statistics” engages with interpretative causality 

by looking at the dynamics of numbers and complacency.     

The central figure in Howells’s “Statistics” is the “spiral,” which can refer to the 

messy entanglements of guilt and responsibility that lynching represents. The actively 

condoned practice of lynching was the ultimate failure of Reconstruction: people refused 

to see lynching as an American problem and often just characterized it as a Southern one. 

The North categorically looked the other way claiming that it was not within their right to 

intervene. In Howells’s poem a recognizable South or the term lynching never occur. 

This does not necessarily have to be a sign of disregard. As Goldsby notes, a “complex 

history of racial violence is concealed by our increasingly restricted use of the term 

‘lynching.’ Like an archive, the word functions to denominate the violence, ordering and 

fixing its meanings in ways that delimit our capacities to interpret it” (11). The word 

“lynching” thus makes as much invisible (the real causes) as it makes visible (the 

presumed causes). The poem’s connotative constellation of details of nature (the place 

where lynchings often took place) and criminality (the supposed reason for the violence), 

however, point to lynching and force readers to mentally insert it, approach it, and 

acknowledge it. As such, Howells partly replicates the toxic pars pro toto dynamic that 

fostered the condoning of lynching and redirects it. By omitting the term lynching and 
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disrupting its automatic associations by changing the order and the relationships between 

familiar concepts, Howells encourages us to see anew. Moreover, by focusing on a 

cyclical sense of time, Howells implies that lynching is a reality that affects the entire 

United States. Lynchings usually took place in the spring and summer, the “May,” 

“August after August,” and “March after March” of the poem, as becomes clear from 

Wells’s record for 1894: of the 197 lynchings, 133 took place between March and 

September (152). The many figures of doubling in “Statistics”—the anaphoric “In such,” 

the repetition of words like “year after year” and “August after August”—signal that the 

subject of the poem is continuous and not some isolated incident. Lynching came out of 

systemic racism and was not due to the craziness of some lower-class white folk. It also 

refers to the traumatic loop of time and space that accompanies these “assassinations,” a 

word that undoes the euphemistic deflection of premeditated crime inherent in the term 

lynching.  

“Statistics” seems uncannily close to Wells’s interrogation of the bias of 

culturally constructed facts. Although the poem’s two opening lines—“So many men, on 

such a date of May, / Despaired and took their hopeless lives away”—seem to refer to 

suicide in more general terms, they open up a staggering realm of interpretative 

possibility that resonates with the many parallel violent energies that go into lynching. 

The poem partly can be read as a reaffirmation of racist conventions: the middle lines of 

“Statistics” refer to a steady number of women who are “undone” and therefore 

introduces the old excuse of retaliation in response to the rape of white women by black 

men. The African American men asked for it so to speak so their presumed act of rape 

could be read as suicidal. The speaker points out, however, that this was a fabricated 
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excuse: the amount of rapes will remain “still about the same” because there is no direct 

correlation between sexual crimes and lynching. The murder of African American men, 

moreover, does not solve anything: the frightful example of lynched bodies cannot deter 

potential sex offenders because lynch victims often were not rapists. By linking 

references to rape with minor crimes—“Burglaries, arsons, thefts, and forgeries”— 

Howells affirms the alternative statistics that Wells gives in A Red Record. In her 

“Lynching Record for 1894” the “offenses charged for lynching” only concern rape in 45 

of 134 cases (148-53). Wells’s document is a genre-crossing endeavor in which the list 

gains lyric potential. The record for 1892 partially reads: “Rape, 46; murder, 58; rioting, 

3; race prejudice, 6; no cause given, 4; incendiarism, 6; robbery, 6; assault and battery, 1; 

attempted rape, 11; suspected robbery, 4; larceny, 1; self defense, 1; insulting women, 2; 

desperadoes, 6; fraud, 1; attempted murder, 2; no offense stated, boy and girl, 2” (87). 

Detail here becomes a new revolutionary medium. The stark lack of explanatory power of 

facts like “no cause given” and “no offense stated, boy and girl” is meant to unsettle the 

audience from their habit of not paying attention, a mode of being that is partly 

represented by the traditionally droning quality of the list. 

Howells’s minimalist approach in reworking racialized preconceived notions has 

similar unexpected maximal result as the opening lines can also be read as being actively 

critical of the South. The act of lynching was indeed a “hopeless” one: why would 

anyone openly and gleefully torture and murder another human being? Howells refuses to 

believe that the abstract, impersonal, and collective nature of mob violence erased 

individual responsibility. This aspect is represented in the overwhelming nature of “So 

many men,” which without an immediately noticeable verb seems to become a generative 
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force in itself. The speaker, however, emphasizes the perpetrators’ manhood and agency: 

they “[d]espaired and took their hopeless lives away” (emphasis added). What was more 

pressingly at stake, however, was the question of African American self-possession. 

Reports and images of lynchings kept circulating in American culture and kept re-

inscribing the violence, keeping it alive and making an increasing number of people 

witnesses and complicit. One of the most gruesome lynchings, the murder of Henry 

Smith in 1893, was biasedly archived in the pamphlet “The Facts in the Case of the 

Horrible Murder of Little Myrtle Vance and Its Fearful Expiation at Paris, Texas, 

February 1st, 1893.” As Wells, points out, however, this document omitted that Smith was 

an “imbecile” and the child was not raped (92). Howells’s poem also offers alternative 

knowledge since it does not represent the full atrocious nature of lynching: bodies were 

burned and mutilated and parts of victims were taken home as trophies. In “Statistics,” 

the formal patterns of repetition with regard to temporal and spatial dislocation seem to 

echo the material and spiritual dislocation of the lynch victims’ body parts: they become 

ghostly recurrences that haunt the poem and America at large but do not permanently 

lock the people who died in graphic details of subjection. 

“Statistics” does not seem to be obviously racialized except for the introduction of 

the “Dark prophet” in the final lines. The connection between “assassinations” and the 

allusion to rape already offers the seemingly hidden presence of race. The future of 

America as a humane nation depends on how African Americans will be treated: if they 

will be accepted as social equals, the “Dark prophet” can become a dark angel of 

redemption. If not, the “Dark prophet” becomes an angel of revenge that reveals the 

hypocrisy of American democratic principles. The speaker wants to believe in the 
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progress of racial uplift because life cannot remain simply cyclical and there is also a 

movement upward: “somehow the round / Is spiral, and the race’s feet have found / The 

path rise under them.” These lines, however, also point to a truth that Wells emphasized: 

lynching was often the result of white jealousy with regard to African American material 

progress.30 Uplift as such does not unambiguously function as a potential remedy against 

racial violence but unexpectedly becomes an integral part of it. Similarly, the hopeful 

note the poem ends on is not without ambiguity. The speaker appeals to “God” at the end, 

but any intervention, both human and divine, remains tentatively located in a remote and 

fleeting “somewhere.” This ambiguity is directed at inspiring action on the part of the 

reader in terms of interpretative effort: the audience is asked to practice on earth what is 

humanely just but is commonly only associated with divine justice. Readers are tempted 

to stay on the sidelines and rely on others to embody the humanity and compassion that 

God represents because it would entail the “fact” of a very direct confrontation with the 

South. Like Wells, Howells foregrounds and destabilizes “facts” that have been used to 

justify lynching while keeping the interpretative whole of such excessive deeds in 

interpretative flux through his realist poetics of indirection and multiplicity. This shifting 

of interpretational grounds in terms of social responsibility is exactly what is at stake in 

Howells’s 1890s poems and makes realism more responsive to the social dilemmas of 

class and race than commonly acknowledged. 

30 Wells’s investment in lynching activism started when three of her close male friends, Thomas Moss, 
Calvin McDowell, and Wil Stewart were found dead in Memphis, Tennessee. As Jacqueline Jones Royster 
notes in her introduction, the “men had owned and operated the People’s Grocery Store, a store in 
competition with a grocery owned and operated by a white man” (2). 
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Realism Redux 

The responsiveness in a realist poetics is not just a reflection of reality but an 

interrogation of existing beliefs that construct it. Race and class issues were not 

unfamiliar topics in American literature, especially prose realism, but the way in which 

they were presented often did not get to the heart of the matter in terms of complicity and 

causality. Their representation in realist fiction often made them both overdetermined and 

underdetermined at the same time. Showing how the proverbial “Other Half” lives is one 

thing, but constructing a literary method that unveils how their othering happens and how 

we can reroute our interpretative habits is another. In other words, a realist poetics 

explores and reveals the multivalence of our beliefs as contingent and contradictory. 

Belief was also a central concern for William James: “[e]veryone knows the difference 

between imagining a thing and believing in its existence, between supposing a 

proposition and acquiescing in its truth. In the case of acquiescence or belief, the object is 

not only apprehended by the mind, but is held to have reality. Belief is thus the mental 

state or function of cognizing reality” (284). This “cognizing,” however, in Howells’s 

view of a realist poetics, or prose realism’s psychology, includes doubt and inquiry, 

which James saw as the “true opposites of belief” (285). According to James, “[i]n both 

these states the content of our mind is in unrest, and the emotion engendered thereby is, 

like the emotion of belief itself, perfectly indescribable in words.” “[U]nrest,” however, 

functions as a generative mode in a realist poetics, which formally unsettles connections 

between words and their denotations and connotations and thereby offers avenues for 

changing beliefs. The potential that lies in a realist poetics is paradoxically indeed 

“indescribable in words” (emphasis added). It rather lies in the contingent aspects that 
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words and their interpretative auras form while in contact with each other as temporary 

anchor points for ethical assessments.    

Many people similarly still have narrow assumptions about the focus of realism: 

the common. In an interview, Howells directly addressed how this belief is a false one: 

“Realism does not mean preoccupation with the common things of life,” he says. 

“That was the initial misunderstanding of its opponents, and it still persists. On 

the contrary, realism makes all things its province, the uncommon as well as the 

every-day affairs of human existence, tragedy, disaster and crisis as well as the 

small round of daily events, but as these predominate, lead up to the climaxes and 

away from them again, their cause and result, realism holds that they, and not the 

momentary arrests of life, should be most important in the fiction that aims to 

reproduce that life with faithfulness.” (A. Schade van Westrum, “Mr. Howells on 

Love and Literature,” Lamp 28, February 1904, Interviews with William Dean 

Howells, 72) 

Howells here talks about the inclusivity of realist “fiction,” about how what seems to be 

the “small round of daily events” is both “cause and result” of a many-sided existence 

that includes but also exceeds the “momentary arrests of life.” Howells ultimately 

privileges an overarching sense of the representative but it entails a complicated and 

interrelated mosaic of experiences that balances out in a contingent and constructed 

common. Realism has often fallen victim to diverse modes of simplification that 

paradoxically conflate “the small round of daily events” with a “momentary arrest[] of 

life” that does not merit attention. This does not, however, mean that “arrests”—moments 

of attention and pause because of their less familiar or representative contours—have no 
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significant role to play in realism. The apparent opposition that Howells sketches 

between the “small round of daily events” and the “momentary arrests of life” actually 

merges into a complicated social dilemma of sympathetic ambiguity that is routed 

through poetry. Although many critics have already affirmed that the “reproduc[tion] [of] 

life with faithfulness” in realist literature constitutes a complicated narrative effort that 

questions and explores cohesion, no one has looked at how poetry features within and 

changes this story. The affordances of poetry, however, question the very interpretative 

materiality of language itself as a mediating reality. As such it functions as the practical 

equivalent to the psychological difference-in-connection that James theorized. Although 

interpretative habits give structure to our reality, they constantly need to be interrogated. 

This becomes eminently clear in the case of Emily Dickinson, the first poet Howells 

promoted as offering critical insight into America’s atrophying self-consciousness. 

Dickinson’s poetic language, however, was not read on its own, perception-shifting 

terms, but was dismissed as another form of stultifying New England local color work. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

From Local Color to Modernist Poet: 
Revisiting Emily Dickinson’s Critics in the 1890s 

Indeed, I should call the present American work, North and South, thorough rather than 

narrow. In one sense it is as broad as life, for each man is a microcosm, and the writer 

who is able to acquaint us intimately with half a dozen people, or the conditions of a 

neighborhood or a class, has done something which cannot in any bad sense be called 

narrow; his breadth is vertical instead of lateral. (William Dean Howells, Criticism and 

Fiction, 67) 

In a late nineteenth-century literary milieu that critic Edmund Clarence Stedman 

(in)famously termed “The Twilight of the Poets” (Century, September 1885), the initial 

1890s publication of Emily Dickinson’s unconventional poetry created an unforeseen stir. 

Arguing that contemporary poetry was overly dedicated to form and taking issue with a 

narrow interpretation of realism, Stedman claims that 

rising above mere introspection and analysis, poetry must be not so much a 

criticism, as the objective portrayal and illumination, of life itself, - and that not 

only along the uneventful, quiescent flow of rural existence, but upon the tides of 

circumstance where men are striving for intense sensations and continuous 

development. (797)  

In other words, 1890s poetry had seemingly lost its relevance, in the sense of being an 

“objective portrayal and illumination” of the experiential complexities of American 

existence. This affective gap, however, temporarily seems to have been filled by 

Dickinson’s first series of Poems, which appeared on 12 November 1890, and was 
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exhausted within four weeks. In order to keep up with the overwhelming demand, 

Roberts Brothers had to publish six editions within three months. This enthusiasm on the 

part of America’s reading audience was paralleled within the critical establishment: no 

fewer than 591 reviews were written in response to the three series of Dickinson’s poetry 

published between 1890 and 1896. Critics praised Dickinson’s work for its “remarkable 

vividness of description” and its “extraordinary terseness and vigor,” qualities that 

resonate with Stedman’s recommendations (Critic, 11 October 1890, 9; Nation, 27 

November 1890, 42).1 Despite the initial wave of enthusiasm, however, reviewers had 

difficulty categorizing Dickinson’s poetry. Was it regional poetry? Was it modern? 

According to Marietta Messmer, a study of Dickinson’s reception in this period 

“constitutes a challenge to the very concept of ‘critical reception’” as most reviewers 

seemed to reach an interpretative endpoint in the concept of idiosyncrasy itself (302).2 

1 Publication information concerning the 1890s reviews of Dickinson’s work will sometimes be provided 
within parentheses and at other times will be included within the text. All the material comes from Willis J. 
Buckingham’s Emily Dickinson’s Reception in the 1890s: A Documentary History, and the page numbers at 
the end of each citation refer to this book. 
2 The most sustained attention to Dickinson’s 1890s reception can be found in Klaus Lubbers, Emily 
Dickinson: The Critical Revolution. Lubbers charts Dickinson’s “waning popularity” and argues that 
Dickinson’s poetry was either praised or damned along the lines of a form versus content debate. Lubbers 
points to readings that have a local color element and argues that the dominant arbiters of literary taste 
favored “rhyme, transparent imagery, logical succession of thought” (58). Dickinson’s idiosyncratic work 
did not adequately satisfy these poetic expectations. Lubbers does not, however, point to local color as a 
cultural prism that contributed heavily toward Dickinson’s short-lived popularity. In “Poetry Readers and 
Reading in the 1890s: Emily Dickinson’s First Reception,” Buckingham contests the notion that Dickinson 
was badly received in the 1890s. Buckingham argues that late nineteenth-century reviewers responded to 
Dickinson’s work affectively: the words “genius” and “sympathy” were used often, but these terms did not 
carry much currency in contemporary criticism. In “Reviewers’ Despair: The Politics of Dickinson’s 
Critical Reception During the 1890s,” Marietta Messmer argues that Dickinson’s reception was affected by 
geographical and gender concerns. Reviewers from New York—the new, dominant literary center of the 
United States—were more negative than those from Dickinson’s home ground of New England, the old 
center of literary vibrancy. Dickinson thus fell victim to the desire of the new literary establishment to 
disassociate itself from the old order. Messmer also notes that female critics were far more positive than 
male critics, but because of their marginal position, these women’s voices did not leave a lasting 
impression. 
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Idiosyncrasy indeed literally became the interpretative context to read 

Dickinson’s poetry because after the first series of the poems appeared, her work became 

a short-lived “Boston fad,” as Caroline Kirkland points out in a 12 February 1891 article 

in Figaro (118). Being “so suggestive, so original and so imperfect,” as Kirkland notes, 

Dickinson’s poems fit the artistic taste of New England, which was characterized as 

“self-absorbed, self-analyzing.” As Jennifer L. Fleissner notes, a fad represents the “latest 

rage” that is “bound to be superseded by the very logic of the ‘newest thing’ that 

conferred its legitimacy in the first place”; the fad thus “often operates as the limit of 

historical knowledge” (129, 124). The distribution of the 591 late nineteenth-century 

reviews illustrates this faddish burst of critical interest followed by fewer and fewer 

reviews as the decade progressed: 261 were written in 1891, following the 1890 first 

series of Dickinson’s poems, while the rest of the years varied between 84 and 5 reviews, 

following the 1891 and 1896 series of the poems and the 1894 selection of the letters. 

What does it mean to speak about Dickinson’s fin-de-siècle impact as a “fad”? One way 

to begin to address this question is to turn to the significance of locality, specifically New 

England Boston, as providing a context not only to discuss the reception of Dickinson’s 

poetry but also to raise larger questions about the starting and vanishing point of 

modernism. 

The reason why Dickinson’s poetry was not lastingly heralded as a modernist 

precursor in the 1890s has traditionally been located within an antagonistic relationship 

between her aesthetics and the literary preferences in the late nineteenth century. In his 

1989 introduction to the 1890s reviews, Willis J. Buckingham, while quoting Barton Levi 

St. Armand, points out that Dickinson was contextualized within a backward- (instead of 
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a forward-) looking mode: she fit into the “renewed vogue for New England ‘antiquities’ 

of all kinds” (xvi). In other words, Dickinson was initially pigeonholed as a local color 

writer, a quaint voice from New England during a period that Alan Trachtenberg has 

famously described as the “age of incorporation” (233). In the 1890s, Dickinson was 

mostly compared to New England male poets who were her 1860s contemporaries, and 

the most frequently mentioned one was Ralph Waldo Emerson. A poem entitled 

“Success” that Dickinson had published anonymously in A Masque of Poets (1878) was 

“almost universally attributed to Emerson” (Boston Evening Transcript, 15 December 

1890, 60). The qualities in Dickinson’s work that reminded critics of Emerson were its 

brevity and abstraction: her poems “reveal her as an Emersonian several shades more 

concise and oracular than Emerson” (Nation, 1 October 1891, 200). Emerson’s concision 

was often contextualized as the final product of a New England development that had 

started with the early work of the Fireside Poets—Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, John 

Greenleaf Whittier, Oliver Wendell Holmes, James Russell Lowell, and William Cullen 

Bryant. Their work was seen as largely outdated by the 1890s due to its didacticism, but 

these poets’ later, more abstract style previews a modernist approach. This latter 

development was, however, not highly valued by late nineteenth-century critics because 

it seemed to transform New England moral superiority into an exclusionary aesthetic 

aloofness. Buckingham thus argues that Dickinson did not feature as a major voice at the 

close of the nineteenth century because modernism had “to reach fuller self-

understanding” and that she was not helped by a new group of “realist” critics (xvi, xviii). 

Until literary critics equipped themselves with more sophisticated modes of formalist 

reading (à la New Criticism), Dickinson would be seen as a “New England ‘antiquit[y].’” 
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My chapter takes issue with Buckingham’s interpretation of Dickinson’s critical 

reception in the 1890s. Many reviewers did in fact acknowledge the modern complexity 

of Dickinson’s poetry with some writing that “so much is implied, so much left just 

unsaid” while others wrote that the terseness of her style was as acute as a “single and 

irresistible needle-touch” (Amherst Literary Monthly, June 1891, 151; Nation, 27 

November 1890, 42). Rupert Hughes, one of the very few critics who actually used the 

term, argues that Dickinson is so “modern” because of “the audacious homeliness of 

many of her tropes,” meaning that they “bring the idea home” (Godey’s Magazine, 

November 1896, 501). This paradoxical combination of a seemingly simple “homeliness” 

and a thought provoking “home” is at the root of why Dickinson became less popular in 

the 1890s. The accepted local color interpretation of New England style and character 

was “abstract thought,” which was termed its “essence” (Author, 2 November 1896, 503). 

Although this abstraction anticipated modernism, in the cultural imagination of the 

1890s, a New England poetics was increasingly dismissed and pathologized as self-

absorption and was accompanied by a negative, retroactive reading of Emerson’s 

“mannerism” as mere eccentricity (Atlantic Monthly, January 1892, 283). It was thus a 

narrow reading of local color that made late nineteenth-century reviewers unable to 

contextualize Dickinson lastingly within a modern outlook. Only one critic, William 

Dean Howells, who was the nineteenth century’s most prominent realist and cultural 

arbiter of taste, recognized the social relevance of Dickinson’s poetic form as a critique 

of and potential re-explorative force for American democracy. Howells thus had a more 

complex understanding of New England local color in which the stylistically minute does 

not signify “singular insulation,” but rather a density that requires interpretative 
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unpacking and self-questioning on the part of the reader (Outlook, 25 January 1896, 454). 

Unfortunately, Howells himself came to be seen as outdated in the 1890s, and his 

provocative insights in which he connected New England local color and the modern 

grew neglected. 

The feature most 1890s reviewers pointed to as modern was Dickinson’s 

minimalist aesthetic, which in later years indeed came to be interpreted as one of the 

more distinctive formal aspects of literary modernism. In a June 1895 review for the 

Midland Monthly, Mary J. Reid notes that Dickinson foresaw 

that the last thought of the century would be – condensation; that artists would be 

discovering how small a number of lines might be employed in the delineation of 

the human figure, novelists would attempt to draw their characters with the few 

swift strokes of Chaucer, and, above all, poets would strive to render a drama or a 

whole epoch in two or three stanzas. (444) 

As Reid’s incorporation of Chaucer indicates, the modern never constitutes an absolute 

break with what went before, but rather functions as a complex reinterpretation of past 

forms. The 1890s reviews of Dickinson’s poetry do not show a monolithic sense of 

dismissal or misunderstanding of the new in terms of “condensation”—it is a stylistic 

trend that characterizes the “lines” of visual artists, “novelists,” and “poets” alike. These 

critical responses rather denote a palimpsestic layering of opinions that arose out of the 

period’s entangled main cultural currents. Dickinson’s modernity was recognized and 

praised in the late nineteenth century, but the interpretative lens through which this 

occurred—local color, the realist subgenre of the geographically particular— 

paradoxically made her poetry’s formal innovative work both visible and invisible at the 
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same time. More specifically, due to Dickinson’s biography, she was presented as an 

Amherst recluse, and through her choice to write poetry, a genre that by its nature was 

perceived as being more private than prose, she seemed to continue a very particular New 

England tradition. Dickinson’s poetry reminded the audience of the poetic local color of 

New England at its worst—a seemingly verbal and ideological obsession with 

individualist form—and it was therefore perceived as outdated within a decade of its 

initial publication. 

The term local color, which is used predominantly for short stories or novels but 

also applies to poetry, implies a sense of the circumscribed minute. As June Howard 

notes, it refers to the cultural specificity of small communities located outside of urban 

centers and “articulates its distinctiveness and announces its importance” (122). This 

distinctiveness mostly concerns dialect, cultural practices, and geographical uniqueness. 

Local color has been redefined many times over the past years and is the meeting point of 

various contrasts. According to Richard H. Brodhead, one of the most prominent early 

local color scholars in the field, the genre functioned as an important mode of “literary 

access” because “the experience of the socially marginalized became a literary asset” 

(117). At the same time, he links local color to a mode of containment by associating it 

with bourgeois privilege and nostalgia. Brodhead terms local color “vacationistic prose,” 

meaning that it functions as a mental retreat from urban stress, and argues that it 

represents a social need for “cultural elegy.” According to Brodhead, local color performs 

“the work of memorializing a cultural order passing from life at that moment and of 

fabricating, in the literary realm, a mentally possessable version of a loved thing lost in 

reality” (125, 120). In the 1890s, a period preoccupied with what the reviewer for the 26 
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September 1896 Chicago Journal called the fear of “overcivilization,” local color 

literature promised a glimpse into the supposed authenticity of a life that was relatively 

unmediated by the stress and homogenizing effects of city life (484). This notion of a life 

apart from modernity was, however, always a fiction, and recent local color scholarship 

has more emphatically contested the imagined self-enclosed nature of the geographical 

fringe. 

Local color’s emphasis on immersing one’s self into a circumscribed moment of 

otherness through the technique of framing—an outsider enters a local community at the 

beginning of the story and leaves at the end—has often made the relevance of and 

interaction with larger social realms less obvious. Hsuan L. Hsu notes, however, that 

being “constructed from the outside in,” the local can only be viewed as such when it is 

contextualized within a larger scale environment (38). According to Hsu, local color 

stories such as Sarah Orne Jewett’s The Country of the Pointed Firs (1896) incorporate 

traces of international contact through foreign mementoes that unsettle a provincial 

reading of New England as isolated and antiquarian (39). Carrie Tirado Bramen goes a 

step further by arguing that there is “no ideological position intrinsic to locality” (152): 

local color functions as a modern American aesthetic of diversity. As Bramen notes, it is 

a “locus for a variety of ideological positions that articulate the relation between city 

and country for a local and/or a national audience” (125). Location thus rather mediates a 

continuous range of positions of relationality but is not unequivocally defined by it. Such 

a view is indeed already foreshadowed by Howells, who argues that “for all aesthetic 

purposes the American people is not a nation, but a condition” (quoted in the October 

1891 review, “Americans and Their Books,” London Daily News, 218). America is thus 
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both a geographical space and a state of mind that continuously needs to be re-interpreted 

in order to accommodate the diversity that lies at its democratic heart. 

Dickinson’s 1890s reception is intriguing because it shows all these different 

facets of local color and it shows the genre’s unexpected limits as a context of reception. 

Dickinson’s audience indeed regarded her literal and poetic environment as a cultural 

souvenir that made her legible but this presumed legibility constantly blurs the 

interpretative lines between the local and familiar and the non-local and unfamiliar. In the 

first essay dedicated to Dickinson, published in the Christian Union on 25 September 

1890, Thomas Wentworth Higginson contextualizes Dickinson within the local color 

work of other female poets such as Celia Thaxter (1835-94) “on her rocky island” and 

Jean Ingelow (1820-97) “by her English cliffs” (4). This category, however, also seems 

inadequate since Higginson writes that Thaxter and Ingelow “never drew a sea picture in 

stronger lines than this secluded woman in her inland village.” Although Thaxter’s and 

Ingelow’s work is valued for its descriptive power, their poetry lacks an intensity that 

comes from an introspective, or “inland,” quality.3 Instead, critics tended to align 

Dickinson’s poetry with Mary E. Wilkins Freeman’s local color fiction. Many entitled 

their reviews of Dickinson “A New England Nun,” after Freeman’s 1891 short story of 

the same title. Freeman’s use of New England local color was a more stylized form of 

local color, one more self-consciously attentive to form and densely descriptive yet 

minimalist, a style that seemed to preview modernism. As the author of “New England in 

3 Paula Bernat Bennett argues that women’s 1890s local color poetry displays a proto-modernist quality. 
Bennett notes that women poets such as Margaret Deland (1857-1945) engage in the “local specifics of 
sensory experience, free of any metaphysical reading of nature itself.” Deland “places the full burden” of 
“‘meaning’ on its ability to capture the aesthetic order of the world” (188-89). The natural detail in this type 
of poetry is minimalist and functions as a rich interpretative world on its own. One might say the same 
about Dickinson’s nature poetry. 
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the Short Story” notes, Freeman’s prose exemplifies a presentation of the minute that is 

the opposite of narrowness: “Miss Wilkins, with her passion for brevity, her power of 

packing a whole story in a phrase, a word, although she gives her characters full rein 

sometimes, naturally relies chiefly upon her own condensed report of persons, incidents, 

and things” (Atlantic Monthly, June 1891, 847). Although Dickinson’s and Freeman’s 

styles resonated, due to what the writer of the Packer Alumna called our time’s “passion” 

for “personalities,” 1890s reviewers predominantly used Freeman’s story of an unmarried 

young woman who turned recluse to culturally, not stylistically, contextualize Dickinson 

(December 1891, 252). 

In the 1890s, local color simultaneously functioned as an interpretational space 

of the outdated and renewal by means of further intensification. Howells explicitly 

articulated the idea that localized detail can open up unexpected dimensions and 

connections in Criticism and Fiction, his 1891 realist manifesto. Howells argues that 

despite the supposed limits of local color in terms of geographical setting, it is “as broad 

as life”: “each man is a microcosm, and the writer who is able to acquaint us intimately 

with half a dozen people, or the conditions of a neighborhood or a class, has done 

something which cannot in any bad sense be called narrow; his breadth is vertical instead 

of lateral” (67). Although Howells’s use of “microcosm” promises a similar yet 

differently scaled complexity for representations of life, his turn to a “vertical” breadth 

implies a more condensed and intrinsic type of difference. In the anonymous June 1891 

Atlantic Monthly article entitled “New England in the Short Story,” Howells’s distinction 

between a “vertical” and “lateral” breadth is mapped onto a North/South division. The 

author notes that there are only two periods of interest for local color literature: “the first 
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is when the country is virgin soil for the novelist; the second is when the soil, in 

agricultural phrase, is worn out” (845). The South and Southwest were associated with 

the unexplored, while New England, the ideological birthplace of American democracy 

and culture, had already supposedly been thoroughly mapped by the “historian, the 

political economist, the sociologist, the philosopher, the novelist.” According to the 

author, New England’s seemingly inescapable typicality nevertheless opened up new 

territory for local color writers since it allowed them to “expend art upon the nice details, 

to individualize, to discriminate, to disclose distinctions which the casual observer may 

overlook” (845-46). Although in the 1890s local color fiction was praised for its detail-

oriented “individualiz[ation],” or “vertical” depth, the closely associated but subtly 

shifting interpretative grounds of the verbs “to individualize, to discriminate, to disclose” 

nevertheless re-introduce a “lateral,” or expansive quality to the genre. 

This interpretative “lateral” richness was mainly associated with local color prose. 

The male tradition of New England poetry, however, was predominantly associated with 

a reductive type of “inward thought.” As such this context contributed toward foreclosing 

the modernist aesthetic potential in Dickinson’s poems, which was deeply socially 

invested and not just a matter of formal innovation (Boston Daily Traveller, 22 

November 1890, 23). Until the 1870s, poetry, especially narrative poetry, was the most 

popular and critically acclaimed genre and was mainly seen as the domain of New 

England authors like Longfellow, Whittier, and Emerson. By the end of the nineteenth 

century, however, the poetic landscape had changed significantly both in the turn away 

from long narrative poems and in an increasing divide between popular poetry and 

critically acclaimed poetry, which was expected to be genteel. Both these changes made 
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poetry seem increasingly divorced from prose realism’s emphasis on the common, which 

had replaced poetry as the nineteenth-century’s most important genre. Elizabeth Renker, 

moreover, notes that the very nature of the genteel itself increasingly came to be viewed 

as “desiccated” (135). Stedman gives a good summary of this state of affairs: 

In brief, our lyrics of the past had the virtue of simplicity, but were less 

noteworthy for imagination; those which have succeeded them fail equally in 

poetry’s highest attribute, and their interest is due less to simplicity than to art – 

the art which, being a substitute for imaginative vitality, runs into artifices and 

mere technique. (794) 

The late nineteenth century did not witness a dearth of poetry; on the contrary, it was a 

productive time, but much poetry in print did not meet contemporary expectations about 

the poetic, which Stedman here equates with new forms of “imagination” instead of mere 

literary whims. Exquisite form thus still needed to be associated with profound thought, 

otherwise it was seen as stilted. Whereas the majority of the 1890s critics were “satiated 

with the polished monotony of much of the verse of today,” Dickinson’s poetry was 

partially welcomed because it combined stylistic idiosyncrasy with “original thought” 

and “insight” (Art Amateur, May 1891, 135; Boston Saturday Evening Gazette, 

November 1890, 33). 

Although Dickinson’s poetry fit the intense 1890s desire to “seek new forms, and 

new outlets for universal thought and emotion,” her modernity was misread as a “strange 

product of [New England] overcivilization” (Home Journal, 24 June 1891, 157; Chicago 

Journal, 26 September 1896, 484). In Dickinson’s case the “condensed” outlines of her 

poetry came to be associated with a specific, overdetermined form of New England 
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provincialism: socially alienated and outdated eccentricity. Longfellow, Whittier, and 

Lowell had been politically vocal in the years leading up to the Civil War and during its 

onset. Their poetry emphasized that the North had a morally divine obligation toward 

humanity in eradicating slavery—even if doing so required violence. As the Civil War 

intensified, however, and the massive loss of lives became apparent, these writers 

increasingly became disillusioned. Their poetry became less political—or recognizably 

social—and they instead turned to the seemingly apolitical space of nature, or they 

explored moral and philosophical questions in an overtly didactic fashion while using 

abstract language.4 As a New England poet who was a near contemporary of the Fireside 

Poets, Dickinson worked in a genre that increasingly came to be identified with a de-

contextualized interiority that was reductively familiar. As the reviewer of the 29 

December 1894 Hartford Courant notes, Dickinson functions as an “example of the New 

England type of character, running to recluse ways, to imaginative mysticism, childlike 

naivete and literary expression for the expression’s sake” (397). Especially the last 

comment—“literary expression for the expression’s sake”—refers to an aesthetic of self-

enclosure, which had become a pejorative expectation with regard to New England 

poetry. 

The critique of Dickinson’s poetry as a flight from history into a hermetic world 

of mysticism and childlike innocence is symptomatic of the growing dissatisfaction in the 

late nineteenth century with the legacy of New England poetry. This can be seen in Lucy 

Martin Donnelly’s December 1899 Atlantic Monthly short story “In Praise of Old 

4 For the most extensive discussion of fin-de-siècle poetry, see John Timberman Newcomb’s Would Poetry 
Disappear? American Verse and the Crisis of Modernity. Newcomb argues that this period’s “lacerating 
phase of anxiety, disillusionment, and seeming futility” was necessary for the emergence of literary 
modernism (xv). 
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Ladies.” The narrator contrasts current-day cosmopolitan old ladies with proverbially 

stiff and provincial New England ones. The narrator describes a woman who “had seldom 

left New England, and took only a short walk in the sun at noonday, under a tiny black 

silk parasol” (852). Her favorite pastime is playing “solitaire” while her granddaughter 

has to sit in a corner and look on. This lady is thus characterized by a quirkiness that is 

literally self-involved. Describing the old lady’s literary tastes, the author informs us that 

“Emerson she read chiefly” (853, 852). The grammatical inversion of the last phrase was 

typical of how Emerson’s highly experimental poetic style was not well received in the 

1890s: once it was decoupled from the frowned-upon Victorian moralism of the parlor, 

his poetry was often interpreted as mere literariness. In January 1891, America reviewer 

Maurice Thompson negatively read Dickinson into this tradition by claiming that she 

“exaggerated the faults of Emerson’s verse-style into absurdity. She rhymes tell and still, 

book and think, own and young” (95). In September 1896, the reviewer for the Chicago 

Journal even depicted Dickinson as a “[b]loodless, disembodied” offshoot of a once rich 

New England “soil” that had brought forth “Emerson, Lowell, Channing, Longfellow, 

Whittier” (484). Although Dickinson had broken free from the heavy-handed didacticism 

of this generation, her poetry’s defamiliarizing “formlessness” seemed to take New 

England’s self-proclaimed cerebral and exceptional otherness to an extreme (Atlantic 

Monthly, January 1892, 283). What Howells praises as an innovation is dismissed here as 

an aberration. She is at once from New England and yet its rejected offshoot, who 

represents a “disembodied” and excessive relation to the local. 

Local color, however, was not devoted to any single perspective: its alliances 

were fickle, contingent, and multiple. To illustrate this point, I want to turn to 
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Dickinson’s first editors Thomas Wentworth Higginson (who was only involved in the 

first two series) and Mabel Loomis Todd, who in the early 1890s relied on the positive 

connotations of New England prose local color to introduce her to the American 

audience. Higginson and Todd consciously marketed Dickinson’s poetry as a bourgeois 

object of desire that promised an intimate look at the otherness of New England Amherst. 

The first series of Dickinson’s poems was published in time for the 1890 Christmas 

season and was meant as an elegant gift. As Lubbers notes, the book “was a tastefully 

bound sextodecimo volume in a pasteboard box with gilt top and Emily’s favorite flower, 

the Indian pipe, stamped in silver on the cover” (22). All the 1890s editions featured this 

flower on their fronts, based on a painted panel that Todd had once given to Dickinson. 

The Indian pipe only grows in Northern America, is white, and grows in the dark, and 

represented Dickinson’s secluded life in Amherst and her habit of dressing in white. This 

flower also illustrates the type of circumscribed local color reading projected onto 

Dickinson and her poems. A frequently quoted line in reference to Dickinson’s poetry, 

from Higginson’s 1890 introduction to Poems, is central to understanding how many 

local color readings of Dickinson’s work folded back onto themselves. It is “like poetry 

plucked up by the roots; we have them with earth, stones, and dew adhering, and must 

accept them as they are” (8). The “earth, stones, and dew” that cling to Dickinson’s 

dynamic, or “[up]root[ed],” poetry, refer to the biased local color interpretations of 

isolation that weighed her art down. These readings were, moreover, often in diametric 

opposition to each other. Some critics completely cut off Dickinson from her social and 

literary moment by turning her into a naturalized genius while others over-defined her as 

a typical, and displeasing, New England master of artifice. 
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In the early 1890s, when reviewers were still convinced that Dickinson never had 

any intention to publish and had supposedly no interaction with established criticism, 

they used organic tropes to authenticate Dickinson’s work as being the opposite of 

literary: her poetry was “fresh, spontaneous and original, without a trace of artificiality,” 

to use the words of the reviewer for the Boston Journal of 28 November 1890 (43). 

Reviewers compared Dickinson’s poetry to the “song of a wild bird that sings out of the 

fullness of its heart” or described it as a passive product of inspiration: the “simple, sweet 

breathing of a poetic soul” (Boston Daily Traveller, 22 November 1890, 23; Golden Rule, 

1 January 1891, 78). These interpretations of Dickinson as a spontaneous soul in tune 

with nature shaped her work’s reception in quite a literal fashion. Todd introduced the 

categories of “Life,” “Love,” “Nature,” and “Time and Eternity” to organize Poems, and 

most of the reviewers singled out poetry from “Nature” to discuss. It was also this 

category that Todd decided to expand significantly while preparing for the second series 

published on 9 November 1891: the poems relating to “Nature” increased from thirty-one 

to fifty-one. The more natural realm of Dickinson’s poetry, however, seemed to be 

thought. Introducing Dickinson’s poetry to an 1890s audience, Higginson wrote: “[w]hen 

a thought takes one’s breath away, who cares to count the syllables?” (Christian Union, 

25 September 1890, 6). Dickinson’s poetry is indeed characterized by efforts to define 

abstract concepts and explore the meanings of experience—for example in “Hope is the 

thing with feathers” (Fr314), “I never hear the word ‘escape’” (Fr144), and “It was not 

Death, for I stood up” (Fr355), all from the first series of Poems. Ensconced in her room 

and having presumably virtually no contact with the outside world, Dickinson was 

thought to have had a more intense view of life. Because of the profundity and freshness 
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of her thought, she was presumed to have escaped the negative influence of an age that, 

according to Todd, was “too given to mechanism” (Home Magazine, November 1890, 

11). Such a reading would fit the 1890s desire for spontaneous and natural eccentricity. 

Although a reading of Dickinson as a natural, isolated genius projected a genteel 

timelessness onto her work, it also fit the negative paradigm that was already in place for 

New England and further emphasized the existing prejudice toward its presumed 

excessive individualism. Certain reviewers characterized Dickinson as an overly self-

conscious performer, someone whose “whimsicality” was a “wil[l]ful” act of attention 

seeking (Boston Evening Transcript, 15 December 1890, 60). This latter reading became 

increasingly dominant as more information about Dickinson’s life emerged. Dickinson’s 

letters were full of literary allusions and indicated that she had actively sought out 

Higginson and other prominent New England literary figures from the 1860s, such as 

Samuel Bowles (publisher and editor of the Springfield Republican, a newspaper that 

printed a few of Dickinson’s poems during her lifetime) and Josiah Holland (novelist, 

genteel poet, and associate editor of, first, the Springfield Republican and then of 

Scribner’s). This traditional literary environment came to be identified with an outdated 

high culture. As Richard Henry Stoddard notes, writing for the New York Mail and 

Express on 2 March 1895, “the rest of the world . . . is quite willing to forget men of the 

caliber of Mr. Bowles and Mr. Holland, and such like flies in the dubious amber of Miss 

Dickinson’s letters” (423). As a result, Dickinson became enveloped in a 

decontextualized moment of quaintness that did not seem to enable further interpretation. 

As Mary Abbott, writing for the Chicago Times-Herald on 26 September 1896, notes, it 

was a particular reading of Dickinson as being already firmly positioned as a product of a 
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self-enclosed, outdated New England locality that gave her poetry a bad name: 

“something in every line suggests perhaps now because we are familiar with it, the faded, 

pathetic life of the New England village recluse” (479). The keyword here is “familiar”; 

although Dickinson fashioned impressions of the local within expansive but indirect 

social constellations, her poetry did not become a starting point for interpretative 

explorations for most of her 1890s readers. 

Whereas in the 1890s a New England poetic aesthetic was associated with an 

abstraction that closed in upon itself, Dickinson’s poetry puts the local in dialogic 

contexts. The strength of the link between an aesthetic of performed unusualness and 

assumptions about New England self-absorption becomes especially clear in Higginson’s 

“Recent American Poetry,” published in the Nation on 23 May 1895. In this review he 

compares Dickinson to John Banister Tabb, commonly known as Father Tabb, a poet 

who, like Dickinson, was known for his short-lined poetry that was often only one or two 

stanzas long. According to Higginson, Tabb is a “Virginian, although his work is 

described in foreign newspapers as an emanation of the Puritan and New England muse” 

(440-41). The foreign press clearly regarded brevity as characteristic of New England. 

Higginson’s comparison of Tabb’s and Dickinson’s poems on hummingbirds, however, 

illustrates that what makes Dickinson’s poetry different is its dynamic metaphorical 

compression, which more forcefully demands a self-reflective effort on the part of the 

reader: 

The Humming Bird 

A flash of harmless lightning, 
A mist of rainbow dyes. 
The burnished sunbeams brightening 
From flower to flower he flies; 
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While wakes the nodding blossom 
But just too late to see 
What lip hath touched her bosom 
And drained her rosary 

(59, Poems by John B. Tabb) 

A route of evanescence 
With a revolving wheel; 
A resonance of emerald, 
A rush of cochineal; 
And every blossom on the bush 
Adjusts its tumbled head -
The mail from Tunis, probably, 
An easy morning’s ride.5 

(Fr1489) 

Although Tabb’s poem looks modern due to its brevity, its condensation does not carry 

over into the poetic language itself or carry as much questioning potential as Dickinson’s 

poem does. The anaphoric opening of the poem and the imagery of the final line, “And 

drained her rosary,” are remarkable. The rest of the poem is genteel, with its use of the 

archaic “hath” and alliterative phrases like “burnished sunbeams brightening.” More 

importantly, the poem’s story is premised on a one-dimensional local power exchange. 

The encounter with the fleeting particularity of the “other” is cast in terms of an unequal 

power dynamic: the hummingbird “drains” nature’s “rosary,” thus invading and robbing 

the local. Tabb therefore does not verbalize the entangled nature of contact that 

destabilizes any presumed definite boundaries circumscribing the local as an isolated 

entity. 

In Dickinson’s “A route of evanescence”—entitled “The Humming-Bird” in the 

first series—densely compacted New England form functions as a conduit to 

contextualize exchange. It narrates how the exotic—a hummingbird—potentially 

5 The poems that I quote in full are drawn from the Buckingham collection and follow the 1890s editions, 
but I have added the Franklin number for convenience. 
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influences a New England landscape and mindscape. This poem has become a 

contemporary critical favorite because of its condensed complexity: each line offers a 

picture of “evanescence” that unsettles expectations by combining sound, movement, and 

color in synesthetic lines such as “A resonance of emerald.” According to existing 

twenty-first-century expectations, 1890s readers would have dismissed this poem because 

its verbal artistry was too challenging. “A route of evanescence” was, however, often 

selected in the 1890s as being representative of Dickinson’s modern appeal. The 

reference to “mail from Tunis” functions in a similar way to the foreign mementoes in 

Jewett’s The Country of the Pointed Firs and emphasizes that New England existed in a 

dynamic, international context. However, the question of how “every blossom on the 

bush” “Adjusts” its “head” remains. Although this could mean a return to a pre-existing 

order, this moment of evanescent contact can also change the familiar and “Adjust[]” it 

into something else. Using words like “route,” “wheel,” and “rush,” Dickinson adds a 

dynamic element to the local through movement. The poem encourages readers to 

reorient their own interpretative mindscape through its anaphoric non-linearity and 

unexpected combinations. 

Dickinson invokes the foreignness of Tunis in “A route of evanescence” to 

counteract a bourgeois, New England sense of self-absorption. Many middle- and upper-

class subjects used exotic artifacts to assert their own sense of acculturation instead of a 

means to understand the complexities of other cultures. Due to the 1890s desire for what 

T. J. Jackson Lears calls “intense experience” and dissatisfaction with an “overcivilized 

modern existence,” American local difference was often deemed not strange enough (xv). 

Turning away from the supposedly already familiar, Americans looked outwardly instead 
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of inwardly and shifted their attention to the exotic otherness of places like Tunis. The 

way Tunis circulated in the cultural imagination was, however, predicated on unexpected 

instances of cultural mirroring. As becomes clear from the Atlantic Monthly from March 

1869—a magazine that the Dickinson family subscribed to—Tunis was so fascinating 

because it combined the familiar and unfamiliar. According to the reviewer of Carthage 

and Tunis, Past and Present, the “idea of Mohammedan society, as presented in this and 

other books of good authority, is one that includes most of the hidden iniquities of 

Christian civilization in an explicit and recognized form, and the practice of many almost 

unknown to it” (387). Although Tunis is exotic, it is not completely foreign—it can even 

reveal less pleasant, “hidden” aspects of Western society that often go 

unacknowledged—and Dickinson similarly emphasizes that the local can continuously be 

rediscovered. “A route of evanescence” ends with “An easy morning’s ride,” but it does 

not allow for a one-dimensional road of interpretation. It instead “tumble[s]” the 

“head[s]” of its readers who are challenged to make sense of an entangled web of visual 

and aural sensations connected to the familiar that, like the placement of “probably” 

between commas, is held in a potentially energizing moment of suspension. 

This complexity in Dickinson’s New England poetry in which the singularity of 

form invites readers to make unexpected connections between the familiar and the other 

largely went unrecognized in the 1890s. Howells, however, interpreted Dickinson’s 

poetry in ways that move outward and allowed for the incorporation of larger social and 

cultural contexts. He emphasized that what made Dickinson’s New England poetry 

appealing but also potentially troubling in the 1890s—an abstraction that questions 

interpretative habits—offered a necessary avenue toward self-reflection in a world that 
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was forcibly confronted with the limitations of America’s inclusionary practices. The 

1890s functioned as a decade of democratic breakdown: African Americans were being 

lynched and there was a growing hostility between the classes due to economic instability 

and increased xenophobia. In response to these developments, in his January 1891 

“Editor’s Study” in Harper’s New Monthly Magazine, Howells situates Dickinson on a 

social and literary crossroads: Dickinson seems to be a New England relic of local color, 

which Howells associates with her “involution,” or her voluntary physical withdrawal 

from society, but her poetry also functions as a harbinger of a socially fraught 

“evolution” in which a return to the self becomes a necessary moment of self-reflection 

before change can be initiated (74). Howells reinterprets the local in expansive terms and 

emphasizes that a local, New England mindset is simultaneously representative of the 

United States at large. Dickinson’s highly localized but dynamic work allowed Howells 

to reimagine what a democratic America—a union of multiple forms of individuality— 

might look like, although he also realizes that American individualism has led to social 

solipsism. In contrast to reviewers who called Dickinson’s poems imperfect “fragments,” 

Howells emphasizes that each poem is “a compassed whole, a sharply finished point” that 

can radiate its divergent meanings in concentric social patterns (77). Howells thus intends 

to guide the reader to a new point of view: 1890s individualized “involution” does not 

necessarily have to block “evolution” since evolution can reside within involution. 

Although New England’s cultural tendency to look toward the self was problematic, this 

did not automatically disqualify its usefulness as a critical tool. 

In his review, Howells reads Dickinson as a local color artist in order to make her 

meaningfully representative of the United States at large. Despite its apparent uniqueness, 
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New England actually functioned as a potential synecdoche of American culture. By the 

1890s, the region’s self-reliance seemed alien and alienating, but it was more familiar and 

useful than people were willing to acknowledge. In order to guide his readers to this 

realization, Howells modeled the interpretative gestures of the ideal reader of local color 

literature in his review. An outsider enters the realm of the “strange,” the word that 

literally frames his comments, and ends with the insight that this strangeness is less 

strange than initially assumed: 

[i]f nothing else had come out of our life but this strange poetry we should feel 

that in the work of Emily Dickinson America, or New England rather, had made a 

distinctive addition to the literature of the world, and could not be left out of any 

record of it; and the interesting and important thing is that this poetry is as 

characteristic of our life as our business enterprise, our political turmoil, our 

demagogism, our millionarism. (78) 

By characterizing American life in the 1890s by its “business enterprise, our political 

turmoil, our demagogism, our millionarism,” Howells emphasizes that Emersonian, New 

England self-reliance had a dark side that could lead to social and economic exclusion. 

The abstract nature of Dickinson’s poems can indeed stimulate absorption with mere 

form, thus verbally echoing the inherent lack of attention to social complexities that 

accompanies “demagogism” and “millionarism.” The poetry’s aesthetic can, however, 

also encourage readers into developing an awareness of their too individualistic lives and 

allow them to reorder their existence creatively. 

What distinguishes Howells as a reader of Dickinson’s poetry when compared to 

his contemporaries is how he accentuates the dynamism of her art. Even when Howells 
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explicitly associates Dickinson with the local of the domestic, his readings emphasize 

interpretative movement. Like many other reviewers, Howells characterizes Dickinson’s 

work as the expression of a “nun-like New England life” (77), which resonates directly 

with Freeman’s short story “A New England Nun” (1891). Freeman was one of 

Howells’s literary protégés, and her local color work offers a more complicated image of 

the presumed isolation of areas that were often marketed as retreats from the 

overwhelming difficulties of modern, urban life. This topic continues to be a matter of 

debate. As Fleissner notes, the home in Freeman’s stories unexpectedly mirrors the 

outside world and becomes a “scene of unhealthy hyperproductivity” (75). Louisa Ellis, 

the eponymous “New England Nun,” decides not to marry and continues living according 

to her own obsessive domestic routine. Many critics have interpreted Louisa as “morbid,” 

a term that was also often used during the 1890s to describe Dickinson. Fleissner argues 

that such an interpretation depends on our “understanding of the meaning of domestic 

activities” and ignores how Freeman emphasizes Louisa’s careful descriptions of 

domestic objects (112). This stylistic attention to detail resonates with the “vertical” 

depth that Howells valued in the “microcosm” of local color literature. 

Freeman’s and Dickinson’s work offers new interpretations of a modernist 

aesthetic. Although their art is literally and stylistically geared toward the minute in terms 

of the domestic and poetic, it is expansive in terms of interpretative potential. According 

to Fleissner, Louisa is like an “artist” and the very “lack of ‘usefulness’ of many of her 

labors...may in fact attest to a potentially more significant aesthetic worth” (113). In this 

reading, Freeman turns Louisa into a particular type of modern artist: her Art-for-art’s-

sake attitude creates the impression that worth is predominantly individually constituted 
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and participates less in larger social and cultural networks of meaning. This form of self-

reflexivity seems to be inherent in Dickinson’s poetry. The defamiliarizing density in its 

accumulation of detail creates a verbal equivalent to the “painstaking level of detail [of] 

Louisa’s own mode [of existence]” (112). I want to emphasize, however, that this very 

aspect of Dickinson’s poetry does more than create its own worth as its unexpected 

combinations invite readers to become actively involved in the process of mental re-

socialization. As Jed Deppman notes in Trying to Think with Emily Dickinson, 

Dickinson’s poems are “defiantly non-thetic”: there is “constant attention to those poetic 

features that stage, fold, voice, interrupt, or complicate the movement toward singular 

meaning” (13, 10). Although the broad range of social and cultural horizons is not always 

immediately noticeable in Dickinson’s poetry, they are there even though New England 

strangeness can function as an interpretative endpoint. 

Howells’s selection of Dickinson’s poems in his 1891 review emphasizes how the 

perceived pathological interiority that characterized American society could be utilized in 

a potentially more productive fashion than solipsism. Howells initially foregrounds the 

compulsive streak of New England character: “[a]ll that Puritan longing for sincerity, for 

veracious conduct, which in some good New England women’s natures is almost a 

hysterical shriek, makes its exultant grim assertion” (76). This compulsion is especially 

visible in “How many times these low feet staggered” (Fr238), a poem Howells selected 

and which destabilizes expectations about domestic locality: 

How many times these low feet staggered, 
Only the soldered mouth can tell; 
Try! can you stir the awful rivet? 
Try! can you lift the hasps of steel? 
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Stroke the cool forehead, hot so often, 
Lift, if you can, the listless hair; 
Handle the adamantine fingers 
Never a thimble more shall wear. 

Buzz the dull flies on the chamber window; 
Brave shines the sun through the freckled pane; 
Fearless the cobweb swings from the ceiling – 
Indolent housewife, in daisies lain! 

In the first stanza the as-yet unidentified subject is imagined as a machine-like curiosity 

with a “soldered mouth,” having apparently internalized a dehumanizing burden that is 

commonly only associated with the world outside of the home. In the second stanza, the 

figure is identified as female through the telling detail of the “thimble,” which 

miniaturizes the iron routine of the first stanza. The female subject becomes humanized 

through an invitation of sympathetic interaction on the part of a “you,” who is asked to 

“Stroke the cool forehead, hot so often.” The third stanza creatively reinterprets the 

repetition of the first two stanzas: “Buzz the dull flies on the chamber window; / Brave 

shines the sun through the freckled pane; / Fearless the cobweb swings from the ceiling -

.” By foregrounding elements of outside contact, inverting syntax, and using adjectives 

that can modify both nouns and verbs, Dickinson creates a new, aesthetic order for this 

domestic local world. The “[b]uzz[ing]” rhythm, an aesthetically diversifying light, and a 

creatively disorienting sense of line celebrate the presumed mental stillness and self-

absorption of “Indolen[ce]” instead of condemning it as unbecoming a productive 

“housewife.” This poem thus indicates that a temporary move away from domestic order, 

a task demanded of women in the nineteenth century, does not necessarily mean the 

collapse of existing habits. The ability to move outside the local patterns of the known 

can instead ensure a healthy and diversified continuation of domestic life. 
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On the other hand, Dickinson’s poem can refer to what Howells implies is 

America’s “involution”: it has mentally and socially retreated within itself in a deadening 

fashion. “How many times these low feet staggered” can be read as being literally about a 

dead housewife, with the first stanza describing her body’s rigor mortis. This poem, 

however, also speaks to the solipsistic mental habits that Howells criticizes as inhibiting 

change in American society. The move to cherish something only after it is dead makes 

the sympathetic gesture of the second stanza futile: “Lift, if you can, the listless hair” 

(emphasis added). The last stanza, which idealizes the leisure of the dead “housewife,” 

does not necessarily mean that the living housewife will be relieved from her burden. In 

such a reading, the dusty domestic interior of the last stanza can refer to the dulled 

mindscape of people who remain passive because they believe that happiness can only be 

obtained in the afterlife. Influences of outside reality, such as the “flies,” “sun,” and 

“cobweb,” similarly run up against domestic limits. Arguing that in Dickinson’s poems 

he finds a “piercingly introspective cast,” Howells writes that in their intensity “touch 

often becomes clutch” (77). Howells thus always remains aware that Dickinson’s poetry 

holds a visceral sense of individualist excess that can inhibit attempts at communication. 

Other 1890s reviewers merely pathologized this “clutch”-like potential in 

Dickinson’s work. One critic even compared her perceived poetic inarticulateness with 

Laura Bridgman (1829-89), the first deaf, mute, and blind person in America to be 

educated (Literary World, 6 December 1890, 48). Dickinson’s “How many times these 

low feet staggered,” however, does not stay within the self-enclosed realm of the 

“clutch.” For, even in a house of death, there will always be the unexpected intrusion of 

life, represented by the sound, light, and movement Dickinson includes. The way 

147 



	

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

 

Dickinson verbalizes the contours of the domestic realm is remarkably open: she refers to 

“window[s]” twice and tops the space off with a “ceiling,” but she does not mention any 

doors or walls. The home is therefore unexpectedly transparent and more in direct contact 

with the larger, outside world than initially thought, even if it surfaces in the visually 

minute details of a fly, sunrays, or a cobweb. The solipsistic tendencies in American 

democracy are similarly not absolute, and Dickinson’s complex poems that bring inner 

and outer landscapes into dynamic relation with each other are gripping enough to 

potentially reroute “involution.” The nation thus needs to utilize the power of self-

reflection in order to move outward again and reassess more generously what democratic 

inclusivity entails. 

Although Howells was dedicated to honoring the newness in Dickinson’s poetry, 

he was also invested in assessing how it could communicate uncomfortable truths about 

American society and function as a possible starting point for change. Many other 

reviewers focused predominantly on the aesthetic difference of Dickinson’s poetry as an 

object in itself: her employment of slant rhymes, loose meter, and the metaphoric density 

of her poetry made it appear, to use the words of Lilian Whiting writing in November 

1890 for the Boston Budget, as if readers found themselves “pursuing almost a new 

language” (28). Howells, however, anticipating Deppman, pursued how Dickinson’s 

language made the audience think. It might therefore be unexpected for Howells to 

mention the 1885 “Ten O’Clock” lecture by the famous painter James McNeill Whistler, 

who has often been identified with the Art-for-art’s-sake movement that foregrounds the 

aesthetic over the social. Yet Whistler’s emphasis on artistic order also holds the potential 

to reroute the social. In his lecture Whistler addresses the problematic translation between 
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interpretation and action, a quality that Howells also valued in Dickinson’s work. 

Whistler was opposed to pre-established, didactic interpretations of art, arguing that 

“people have acquired the habit of looking...not at a picture, but through it, at some 

human fact, that shall, or shall not, from a social point of view, better their mental or 

moral state” (9). Whistler thus criticizes symbolic interpretations of art that too strictly 

circumscribe its meaningful potential. Symbolism emphasizes unity and unconscious 

habit whereas metaphor—Dickinson’s preferred literary strategy of connection— 

emphasizes continuous displacement. By citing Whistler, who encourages his audience to 

look “at a picture,” Howells emphasizes the complexity of the local that offers more 

depth and variety than commonly expected and forces attention to the messiness of lived 

experience instead of “some [mere] human fact.” 

As the majority of the 1890s reviews shows, however, looking “at” Dickinson’s 

poems often meant looking “through” them to find the performed individualistic 

eccentricity that readers expected to find in New England poetry. This deterministic type 

of reading took a very literal turn as many of Dickinson’s first readers traveled to her 

Amherst home as local color tourists. Fascinated by the bizarre biographical details of 

Dickinson’s life and baffled by her condensed poetry, readers believed they could gain 

mediated access to Dickinson by occupying her physical space. As early as 31 January 

1891, a reviewer for the Brooklyn Standard Union gave an elaborate description of how 

to find Dickinson’s home: 

[a]s the visitor to the town goes from the station of the New London Northern 

Railroad to the central village, he will pass a high bank on the right, with a white 
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brick house standing at its highest part half hidden in the trees. No other place 

resembles it, and this short description is enough to enable any stranger to find it. 

(109) 

This quotation illustrates the dynamics involved in particular interpretations of local color 

writing that keep localities idyllically separate from the world despite evidence to the 

contrary. Amherst was home to a famous college that attracted “so many people” and the 

“visitor” is transported to the town by the modern convenience of the railroad, 

characteristics that would indicate Amherst’s incorporated status. Reviewers nevertheless 

attempted to make Dickinson’s home representative of a pastoral past. 

Anthropomorphizing the house in order to correspond with Dickinson’s reclusive habits, 

the reviewer notes that the “house seems to shrink from public view,” emphasizes that 

“Amherst’s growth is not rapid,” and ends by turning the town’s natural background into 

foreground: “the wood-crowned eminence will still keep for years the area of half-forest 

which brings the mountain wildness close to the centre of the town” (110). These 

journalistic ventures into local color thus function as returns to an idealized past. Such 

readings contributed to the notion that Dickinson was old-fashioned in the 1890s and that 

the unfamiliarity of her poetry was an isolated New England quirk rather than a harbinger 

of modernity. 

This desire to return to an ideal version of local color was, moreover, directly 

mapped onto the genre in which Dickinson was writing: poetry. In another piece of local 

color tourism, “Living in Four Towns,” published in the Boston Journal (its publication 

date is unknown, the article first appears in Todd’s scrapbook in June 1890), Alice Ward 

Bailey writes about the different views she sees from Amherst Hotel. Bailey points out 
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that the town has different layers of social involvement and maps the distance from center 

to periphery vertically: first, there is “the village life, the town element, the business of 

the place”; second, “the colleges” and “the pleasant dwellings and the well-kept streets”; 

and third, Holyoke and the mountains (147). The movement from level to level is 

connected to an intellectual depth that is accessible only for an increasingly select group 

of people. When Bailey describes the view from the fourth floor, which she calls “the 

Amherst of the poet,” references to the social interconnections she has just described 

vanish: this is “a sublimated skyey sort of an Amherst, an upper stratum overlooking 

mountain and valley, and having an intimate acquaintance with the clouds” (148). 

Although Bailey acknowledges that even a small town like Amherst cannot be one-

dimensional in her elaborate, multi-tiered description, she nevertheless implicitly lifts 

Dickinson out of the material world because she is a poet whose supposed duty was to 

rise above the common. Bailey repositions Dickinson in a “sublimated,” but also isolated, 

poetical sphere; in contrast, Dickinson herself remaps experiences to question the very 

nature of apparently idealized settings. She finds renewed interest in as common a topic 

as grass in “The grass so little has to do” (Fr379), which ends with the speaker wishing “I 

were a hay!” In this poem, Dickinson uses an ethereal cast of “Butterflies” and “Odors so 

Divine” to emphasize the beauty of the seeming insignificance of the local and minute. 

Nature, however, also functions as a place of haunting. In “There’s a certain slant of 

light” (Fr320), the speaker describes an unspecified sense of depression that resonates 

“On winter afternoons, / That oppresses, like the weight / Of cathedral tunes.” 

Apart from describing the local from radically different vantage points, Dickinson 

also illustrates the inherent contingency and versatility of the local by moving through 
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scales of referentiality within a single poem. While the author of “Living in Four Towns” 

discusses the locality of Amherst in order to move above it, denying the fact that its 

existence depends on the intersection of different layers of existence, Dickinson made 

America itself the space of the local in an implicitly international narrative. “The Sea of 

Sunset” (published in the first series of the poems) was one of the early reviewers’ 

favorites, and they particularly praised it for its descriptive intensity: 

This is the land the sunset washes, 
These are the banks of the Yellow Sea; 
Where it rose, or whither it rushes, 
These are the Western mystery! 

Night after night her purple traffic 
Strews the landing with opal bales; 
Merchantmen poise upon horizons, 
Dip, and vanish with fairy sails. 

(Fr297) 

This poem stands out in the first series because it has relatively long lines, a conventional 

abab rhyme pattern in the first stanza, and is not densely metaphoric. Writing for the 

Springfield Republican of 16 November 1890, Charles Goodrich Whiting calls this poem 

“an example of what lyric elegance this writer might have accomplished had she chosen 

so to do” (19). This apparently more familiar formal appearance is, however, deceptive. 

For, in this poem Dickinson unravels another aspect of American local color: American 

exceptionalism. 

Although “This is the land the sunset washes” could depict an Orientialized sunset 

that celebrates a United States enriched by Oriental offerings, the poem’s structural 

relations undermine such a reading by catalyzing contoured absences. The first stanza’s 

shifts between “This,” “These,” and “Where”—which describe and efface the implied 

subject of the “land”—give the impression of precise locality but at the same time 
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emphasize spatial disorientation that can be read as a shifting of expected power 

relations. The poem’s juxtaposing of “land” and “the Yellow Sea” questions Western 

superiority, which is asserted through absence rather than presence. Most of the poem is 

devoted to the movement of the “Yellow Sea” that becomes ominous: it “rushes,” 

“Strews the landing,” and despite the ethereal language of the last two lines— 

“Merchantmen poise upon horizons, / Dip, and vanish with fairy sails”—it seems to 

swallow the “Merchantmen” whole; the “purple traffic” of “opal bales” can even 

indirectly refer to the bloated bodies of drowned “Merchantmen.” Although the East was 

often viewed as a site offering luxurious indulgence for the West, the opium trade could 

potentially turn these dreams of “fairy sails” escapism, the euphoric moments 

experienced by drug users, into nightmares of addiction, poverty, and violence. Using the 

artistic cliché of a sunset, Dickinson reorients East and West. She partly defamiliarizes 

the United States by turning it into a “Western mystery” that exists in part by virtue of an 

exploitative relationship with the East.6 

Criticism of America as a locale of presumed superiority was a favorite topic of 

1890s British reviewers of Dickinson. As Lubbers notes, in the late summer of 1891, 

Osgood, McIlvaine published a London edition of Poems, which was only reprinted once 

in 1905 by Methuen (36). In an ironic twist of events, British reviewers did not recognize 

how Dickinson’s work also harbors criticism of America. Instead the British turned her 

into a negative example of America’s desire to be different from their cultural ancestors 

through formal idiosyncrasy. The British thus nationalized what within the United States 

6 Miller analyzes Dickinson’s engagement with nineteenth-century Orientalism and similarly argues that 
her poems show a “far more complex and globally nuanced thinking about otherness, foreignness, and the 
properties of selfhood than have been realized” (146). Miller does not, however, discuss this poem in the 
chapter “Becoming a Poet in ‘turbaned seas’” or include it in her appendix on “Poems on the Orient.” 

153 



	

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

was seen as a local trait that was mainly characteristic of New England. Summarizing 

British reception that understood Dickinson’s language as representative of American 

identity, Maria Stuart points out that in “numerous English reviews, critiques of 

unorthodox grammar and poetic form take on national colours, with linguistic innovation 

being read as a particularly American assault on the language” (207). According to a 

group of British critics, in an attempt to be new, American writers resorted to a willful 

but ultimately meaningless disruption of established literary forms. Stuart continues that 

Dickinson also functioned as a figure of displacement in another sense since she was “a 

medium through which [British critic Andrew Lang] can continue a longstanding 

transatlantic argument with Howells, one focused on competing claims for cultural 

authority.” Lang indeed makes Dickinson’s eccentric poetics negatively representative of 

American art by dismissing her work as the “Newest Poetry from New England” (Daily 

News, 2 January 1891, 81). In a final move, Lang responds to Howells’s argument that 

Dickinson’s New England poetics radiates outward and has national value. According to 

Lang, Americans “discovered a continent of poetry where others had only seen a misty 

ocean of bad rhymes and bad grammar” (Critic, 27 August 1892, 317). For Lang, 

America does not exist as a literary nation because formlessness itself cannot offer the 

solid cultural grounding of a “continent,” it merely exists as a doubly unstable illusion of 

movement, as the combination of “misty” and “ocean” indicates. Dickinson thus signified 

for British reviewers the lack of an American literary tradition. 

British reviewers, moreover, mapped American formlessness onto a pathological 

form of introspection. According to the writer for the Saturday Review from 5 September 

1891, Dickinson’s poems are so “distinctively American in their peculiarities” because 
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they are of a “purely reflective character” and do not obviously engage with social 

realities (171).7 As proof of this point, the reviewer cites the following poem: 

Exultation is the going 
Of an inland soul to sea -
Past the Houses, past the headlands, 
Into deep eternity! 

Bred as we, among the mountains, 
Can the sailor understand 
The divine intoxication 
Of the first league out from land? 

(Fr143) 

What made this poem representative of American solipsism is the key term “inland soul,” 

which maps onto the debated cultural distance between America and Great Britain. 

“Exultation is the going” is embedded in the context of travel, which, as Cristanne Miller 

notes, “encouraged speculation about epistemologies of foreignness, and offered 

narrative models for experiences of radical or fantastic transformation, or inspiration” 

(121). The poem, however, does not seem to offer much room for exchange. According 

to Miller, “Exultation” “is the experience only of the ‘inland soul,’” or America as a new 

literary presence striking out, since the habituated sailor, or Great Britain, cannot 

experience the rapture of an inexperienced traveler (131). Although I agree with this 

reading, I would like to add that the form in which Dickinson puts this poem—a 

question—also immediately qualifies the secluded nature of the speaker since it invites 

dialogue. 

“Exultation is the going” is what Deppman calls a definition poem in which 

Dickinson explores how to verbalize a subjective experience. Dickinson here responds to 

7 For more information on Dickinson’s reception in Great Britain and Ireland, see Maria Stuart, “Dickinson 
in England and Ireland.” 
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a poetic tradition dedicated to the rapture of sailors returning home, which had become 

somewhat of a cliché by the late nineteenth century. For example, in “American Sea 

Songs,” written by Alfred M. Williams and published in the Atlantic Monthly of April 

1892, the following stanza offers an expected idealization of home: 

The topsails shiver in the wind, 
The ship, she casts to sea; 
But yet my soul, my heart, my mind, 
Are, Mary, moored with thee. 
For tho’ thy sailor’s bound afar 
Still love shall be his guiding star. 

(499) 

Williams positions land as a space of “moor[ing],” but Dickinson creatively addresses 

this theme of homecoming by looking the other way. In “Exultation is the going,” the 

speaker seems to aspire to an intense experience that is available only through a move 

away from human contact: “Past the Houses, past the headlands, / Into deep eternity!” 

This solipsistic desire, however, turns out to be an illusion. After all, the ambiguity of the 

line “Bred as we, among the mountains” (emphasis added) creates the possibility that the 

sailor and the speaker do share the same rapture. Whereas the “inland” character 

imagines bliss to accompany a move away from known realities, the sailor probably 

experiences something similar when he returns home, which in a sense becomes a new 

place due to physical and emotional distance. Although the move toward the “deep 

eternity” of the sea ending the first stanza implies a vastness devoid of human presence, 

the most solid appearance of humanity—a “sailor”—indicates that the sea has always 

been incorporated into “inland” existence. In other words, although the sea seems to be a 

space that is beyond the realm of human communities, the sailor functions as a 

synecdoche for a ship community that unexpectedly replicates patterns on land. Although 
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“Exultation is the going” may seem to emphasize a desire for rapturous isolation, its form 

and the cultural constellation in which it functions offer a new way of emphasizing the 

importance of reorienting perspectives toward human connection. 

In the 1890s reception of Dickinson’s poetry, however, a very particularized, New 

England sense of human disconnection defined her work and made it seem a product of a 

self-enclosed, bourgeois literariness. Contextualizing Dickinson’s work within the notion 

of the local color keepsake—an object that is entangled in recursive patterns of the past 

of memory—the reviewer of the Daily Tatler of 11 November 1896 notes that “[o]f 

course Miss Emily Dickinson’s poems are old-fashioned. They have an early put-away-

in-lavender effect, which is their greatest charm” (503). As the offhand nature of this 

remark indicates, Dickinson seems to have already been typecast as outdated by 1896— 

just six years after the enthusiastic reception of the first series of her poems. The same 

reviewer argues that there is only one poem in the third series that is “distinctly modern 

in conception and style”: 

To make a prairie it takes a clover, 
And one bee, -
One clover, and a bee, 
And revery, 
The revery alone will do 
If bees are few. 

(Fr1779) 

Although the reviewer does not explain what makes this poem “modern,” the answer 

seems to lie in its compressed minimalism that in an unexpected way responds to the 

idealized and seemingly socially alienated local color of the “sublimated skyey sort of an 

Amherst” mentioned earlier. This poem seems to move inwardly, making the mind’s 

“revery” more important in enabling a view of the world than any geographical markers. 

157 



	

 

 

 

 

 

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

Dickinson, however, does not completely move away from local reality. The only word 

that is not repeated in this poem is “prairie,” a space that seems monotonous with its 

endless grasslands, yet functions as a complex ecosystem. Dickinson sets up the analogy 

that in order to conjure up a prairie, the mind’s “revery” can be just as powerful a force of 

cross-pollination as the “bee.” Even the imagination, however, cannot function in 

isolation and needs a local reference point in reality—the “clover” of the opening line— 

to start its work of reorientation. Dickinson thus adds a complicating aspect to nineteenth-

century definitions of local color: she emphasizes that place is relative and that its 

richness emerges from being a point of intersection. This poem seems to anticipate 

Howells’s discussion concerning the importance of the “vertical” within the “lateral” 

coordinates of local color literature. The reviewer of the Daily Tatler, however, like most 

others, could not sufficiently appreciate Dickinson’s complex interaction with American 

locality and society at large due to its framing within an outdated New England 

mindscape. Or to put it differently, the “prairie” of a desert-like New England culture 

overshadowed Dickinson’s “revery.” 

Dickinson and her poetry lost their novelty value by the late 1890s because they 

were supposed to be known entities of solipsistic linguistic decadence. As the reviewer of 

“Comment on New Books,” published in the January 1891 Atlantic Monthly, reveals in a 

tellingly tautological phrase, the reader “interprets [Dickinson’s] life by her verse and her 

verse by her life” (70). Dickinson’s verse, however, also started to live a life of its own, 

which became another point of paradoxical contestation concerning the familiar, namely 

in poetic re-workings. Both parodies and tributes offer further evidence of how 

Dickinson’s embeddedness in New England local color eventually constituted an 
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interpretative vanishing point. Parodies function as re-conceptualizations of the 

recognizably particular as they are imitations of an artist’s style for comedic or ironic 

effect that exaggerate an artwork’s most distinctive aspects. The first parody of a 

Dickinson poem was published in March 1892 in Mahogany Tree, a little magazine that 

ran between January and December 1892 and was published in Boston. According to 

Michael Weir, it functioned as one of the “first forums for decadent-aesthetic ideas in the 

United States” (56). In its opening issue, the composite editor of Mahogany Tree, which 

followed European trends, explicitly states that “[h]e does not care so much for Howells.” 

The parody itself is a rather flat one, which might even be argued to indirectly take issue 

with Howells’s dedication to valorizing commonplace experiences, in this case a sunset: 

I saw the sun to-day and laughed, 
Heigh-ho! the jolly sun. 
I’m going round you like a shaft 
Shot outward from a gun 

With the great big earth beneath my feet 
I’ll race the Planet Mars; 
You crack your whip and around will sweep 
To an audience of stars. 

Not doing justice to Dickinson’s slant rhymes, this poem deflates her idiosyncratic art as 

a form of aesthetic and social commentary by foregrounding familiar types of 

hyperbole—like shooting a “gun” and racing heavenly bodies—that carry virtually no 

meaning in this context. This poem positions Dickinson in a double interpretative limbo. 

It reasserts the existing bias toward Dickinson’s work as a mere surface-oriented literary 

exercise but also literally makes it invisible as a precursor to the burgeoning field of 

modernist inquiry. Presented in the context of performative derision, the metaphorical 

internal complexity of Dickinson’s work is lost. 
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Although the following poem functions as a tribute to Dickinson’s art, it also 

potentially reveals a capitalist-related reason why her local color work became devalued 

in the 1890s, namely that it resembled a mere gimmick of sophistication. Sianne Ngai has 

eloquently discussed the intricate contradictions that reside within the concept of the 

gimmick, which conflates idea and thing (485). As Ngai argues, gimmicks are “bits of 

business for performing aesthetic operations that we somehow become distracted into 

regarding as aesthetic objects in their own right” (466). Ngai continues that it is a “form 

we marvel at and distrust, admire and disdain, whose affective intensity for us increases 

precisely because of this ambivalence” (468). At the core of the gimmick lies its 

overfamiliarity because it is “both a singular event and the proverbial old saw” (487). As 

the nineteenth century drew to a close, Dickinson’s poetry became a gimmick of New 

England poetic performative lack of depth, in the sense of a lesser objet d’art. In 1895, 

John William Llyod published the poem “Emily Dickinson” in Wind-Harp Songs, which 

seems to epitomize a genteel type of primitivism that was associated with Dickinson 

(403): 

It seems to me you sing a song 
That startled every one; 
Odd intergrowth of heathen 
And New England Puritan 

Your art is like a Japanesque; – 
Perspective and detail 
Are very independent, 
But the picture pleases well. 

Suppose a Quaker wood-bird 
To throw a parrot wing, 
Talk Manx and Hindostanee, 
And then go back and sing 
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Weird bits and beautiful, 
A Concord touch or two, 
Lyric thought, so stated 
As no one else dare do. 

This poem repeatedly points to combinations of the primitive—“heathen” and 

“Hindostanee”—and the austerity and solipsism of the “New England Puritan” and 

“Manx” (an English dialect spoken on the Isle of Man). The most striking part, however, 

might be the consumerist appropriation of the exotic embedded in “Japanesque.” The 

combination of French and Japanese in “Japanesque,” a word that, according to the OED, 

means “[a] design or ornament in Japanese style” and was first used in 1884, turns 

Dickinson into a decoration but one that inherently questions notions of value and 

authenticity. As Tara Rodman notes, the status of Japanese products, for which especially 

Bostonians seemed to have had a predilection, was ambiguous. Rodman argues that for 

“elite collectors and artists, the widespread popularity of Japanese objects undermined 

their value as status-markers” (493). “Japanesque” seems to be a variation on the so-

called real thing, an object that merely performs a certain style but does not have real 

intrinsic value. Dickinson’s poetry was contextualized in similarly contrasting narratives 

of exclusivity and excess. Her poems are (in)famous for their dashes, which could be 

caricaturized as performatively pregnant pauses of poignancy that characterized a 

gimmicky New England style. In Dickinson’s case, however, they constitute an inherent 

part of her poetics that engages with New England precepts but, as the typographical 

mark itself embodies, pauses and continues the line’s thought.   

The historically determined ways of reading the detail in local color prose and 

New England poetry were defined by questions of interiority. The New England type was 

quintessentially individualistic, and this cultural expectation was mainly shaped in a 
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negative fashion by the genre of the highly subjective: poetry. Introduced within these 

temporal, stylistic, and generic interpretative networks emphasizing self-absorption, 

Dickinson’s innovative linguistic and conceptual daring temporarily became invisible. In 

an unexpected turn of events, the fact that it was William Dean Howells, the godfather of 

American realism, who recognized and attempted to emphasize the social relevance of 

Dickinson’s New England poetry further contributed to her disappearance from the 

literary scene. By the 1890s, Howells’s emphasis on the common and the local had 

become pigeonholed as “bourgeois.” Authors such as Frank Norris critiqued Howells’s 

own prose as “minute, as the drama of the broken teacup, the tragedy of a walk down the 

block, the excitement of an afternoon call, the adventure of an invitation to dinner” (278). 

Although Howells argued that Dickinson’s poetic, artistic mastery of the minute did not 

make it myopic, Howells’s judgments were losing value: he himself came to be 

associated with a monomania for the mundane in which the detail of “the broken teacup” 

became an all-encompassing “drama” that crowded out the cataclysmic and damning 

implications of the structural social inequalities in late nineteenth-century America. 

Howells’s realism was thus re-conceptualized as American provincialism, and 

Dickinson’s work seemed to function as its poetical equivalent. 

In the 1890s, the aesthetic self-reflexivity that characterized a once-revered 

branch of New England poetry shaded into an outdated form of local color. Dickinson’s 

poems appeared as this change was occurring, and because both positive and negative 

reviews associated her poetry directly or indirectly with this fading form, her work soon 

receded from critical view at the end of the nineteenth century. Dickinson’s poetry might 

not have been rediscovered if it had not been for the continued efforts of her niece Martha 
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Dickinson Bianchi—the daughter of Dickinson’s friend and sister-in-law Susan. On 19 

September 1914, when modernism had emerged full force as a new aesthetic, Bianchi 

published a new edition of Dickinson’s poetry entitled The Single Hound. In a poetic 

milieu that was no longer defined by a biased local color interpretation of her work, 

Dickinson was rediscovered as a precursor of modernism—a reading that has left a long-

lasting mark on Dickinson studies. Reviewing The Single Hound, Harriet Monroe, the 

editor of Poetry, characterized Dickinson as “an unconscious and uncatalogued Imagiste” 

(138). According to Monroe, Dickinson had “the visual imagination, the love of economy 

in line and epithet, the rigorous austerity of style, and the individual subtlety of rhythm, 

demanded by the code of the contemporary poets who group themselves under that title” 

(138-39). What previously had partly been held against Dickinson as being anti-

modern—a minimalist style shaped by dense linguistic patterns—was re-articulated in the 

early twentieth century as anticipatory of modernist poetry. In other words, only after 

Dickinson’s art was interpretatively decoupled from the geographical locality of New 

England could its modernity be absorbed into America’s critical and poetic landscape. 

In the late nineteenth century, however, Dickinson and Howells became locked 

into definitions that made them ostensibly quintessentially American but in reductive 

ways. This paradox becomes especially clear in one of the last reviews in Buckingham’s 

collection, which is an excerpt from James Fullarton Muirhead’s travel book The Land of 

Contrasts: A Briton’s View of His American Kin (1898). Muirhead was the author of the 

American Baedeker and in the chapter “Some Literary Straws” he selects Howells and 

Dickinson as “national type[s]” “though [Dickinson’s] Americanism is shown rather in 

subjective character than in objective theme” (527). He fails to acknowledge, however, 
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that both of them mix the objective and subjective in various ways. Muirhead argues that 

Dickinson’s poetry is a product of the newness and modernity of America: “only in the 

liberal atmosphere of the New World, comparatively unshadowed by trammels of 

authority and standards of taste, could [Dickinson’s defects] have co-existed with so 

much of the highest quality” (531). The “liberal atmosphere of the New World” locale of 

America had, however, already become an outdated cliché and Dickinson’s art was 

negatively located within this version of American exceptionalism that still emphasizes a 

sense of defect. Howells, on the other hand, is rightfully—albeit somewhat demeaning— 

characterized as the champion of the ordinary: “[i]n nothing does Mr. Howells more 

clearly show his ‘Americanism’ than in his almost divinely sympathetic and tolerant 

attitude towards commonplace, erring, vulgar humanity” (172). Unfortunately, the 

importance and potential of Howells’s 1890s poetry in navigating society’s sense of 

responsibility toward and complicity with “erring” perspectives and a sense of 

“vulgar[ity]” that was essentially self-reflexive was not sufficiently acknowledged. As 

such the complex and intricate interpretative and aesthetic contours of Dickinson’s and 

Howells’s poetic art got landlocked into the realm of the too abstract and too prosaic, 

respectively. This bias continues up to this day and also applies to Howells criticism, 

especially concerning his engagement with African American subjectivity. Many critics 

have argued that Howells reasserts racial stereotypes. As becomes clear from his 

continued effort to decouple racial particularity from inferiority in the case of Paul 

Laurence Dunbar’s dialect poetry, however, such views need to be revisited.     
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CHAPTER THREE 

Paul Laurence Dunbar’s Movement through Racial Stereotypes: 
Dialect Poetry as a Naturalist Space of Interpretative Indeterminacy 

Paul Dunbar was the only man of pure African blood and of American civilization to feel 

the negro life aesthetically and express it lyrically. It seemed to me that this had come to 

its most modern consciousness in him, and that his brilliant and unique achievement was 

to have studied the American negro objectively, and to have represented him as he found 

him to be, with humor, with sympathy, and yet with what the reader must instinctively 

feel to be entire truthfulness. (William Dean Howells, “Life and Letters,” Harper’s 

Weekly, 27 June 1896, 630) 

Critics have often claimed that Paul Laurence Dunbar, the first African American 

poet who rose to prominence in the late nineteenth century, was forced to replicate racial 

stereotypes of inferiority. This assumption is based on Dunbar’s use of black dialect, 

which, with its visualized elisions on the page, traditionally connotes a sustained lack of 

development in comparison to the presumed cultural sophistication of Standard English.1 

Although Dunbar used dialect extensively in his prose and poetry, the dialect poetry has 

traditionally been viewed as a more one-dimensional space of limitation because of genre 

expectations and cultural overdetermination. Prose narratives are generally accepted to be 

fictional accounts that do not necessarily map onto the personal positionality of the 

author. As Virginia Jackson notes, however, under the growing influence of John Stuart 

1 Kevin Young offers the harshest reading of the assumptions associated with dialect: “it is a broken, 
mutilated, ahistorical, insufficient, pidgin English” (98). Due to this negative overdetermination, Young 
suggests using “vernacular” instead of “dialect” to emphasize the creative, affirmative potential of 
culturally idiosyncratic language (100). I choose to keep using dialect, however, because it was the term 
that was current in the 1890s and it is the very struggle with stereotype within the word itself that I want to 
focus on. Moreover, Standard English is more unwieldy than the term itself implies. 
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Mill’s 1833 definition of poetry as “feeling confessing itself, in moments of solitude,” the 

poetic “I” shifted into a lyric “I” that was often conflated with biography (9). The cultural 

imagination of the 1890s was, moreover, so saturated with the “happy darky” stereotype 

from the minstrelsy stage and the Plantation tradition—where dialect and buffoonery 

were used to ridicule African Americans—that the dialect and humor in Dunbar’s poetry 

only seemed to signify a predetermined sense of inferiority.2 Nadia Nurhussein has 

recently challenged this view by arguing that Dunbar emphasizes the “artifice” of dialect 

poetry by “projecting representations of speech onto literate forms” (102). In other words, 

by mapping “orality through the lens of literacy,” Dunbar questions the presupposed 

simplicity of dialect and replaces a binary approach with a more multidimensional one 

(103). Although scholars have thus increasingly found more hauntingly critical 

resonances in Dunbar’s dialect poetry, these possibilities are often still read along the 

lines of an either/or dichotomy of poetry versus prose. 

In order to illustrate Dunbar’s visceral yet heavily circumscribed interaction with 

dialect, critics often focus on the poem “We Wear the Mask” as a form of meta-

commentary that is partially successful because it is not written in dialect.3 Combining 

2 One representative contemporary view can be found in “Recent Poetry,” in which William Morton Payne 
argues that Dunbar’s work is “correct and cultured, (except for the dialect numbers), deserving of respect, 
but hardly justifying the praise bestowed upon it by Mr. Howells in his introductory remarks.” Dialect 
poetry was immensely popular in the late nineteenth century, especially the work of James Whitcomb 
Riley, who often wrote about and for children and about lower class characters. Nurhussein points out that 
Dunbar actively modeled his dialect poetry on Riley’s (90). She continues that Dunbar was often referred to 
as “the colored Riley” or “the Riley of his race” (92). Moreover, the dialect poems that Dunbar writes are 
very varied and certainly do not all map onto an African American paradigm. Dunbar also writes in 
Western and Irish dialect but his racial identity and cultural expectations resulted in the conflation of all of 
Dunbar’s dialect poems with blackness.
3 In Lyrics of Lowly Life, there are actually more poems in Standard English (seventy-three) than dialect 
(twenty-nine). I find that the dialect poems themselves offer the most haunting critiques of limitation 
without necessarily dismissing stereotypes in binaric terms. This is, after all, impossible. Dunbar 
renegotiates the danger of overdetermination by partially deconstructing expected interpretative contours 
and thereby opens an amorphous inbetween space in which alternative voices reveal the lie of self-evident 
racial expectations. 
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protection and oppression, dialect functions as the “mask” of the stereotypical African 

American “that grins and lies.” The “mask” “hides our cheeks and shades our eyes, – / 

This debt we pay to human guile; / With torn and bleeding hearts we smile, / And mouth 

with myriad subtleties.” The speaker’s use of the negative phrases “hides,” “shades,” and 

“debt” confirms Gavin Jones’s remark that despite glimpses of resistance in Dunbar’s 

poetry, many critics still tend to read him as “trapped within white traditions” (184). This 

white entrapment has, moreover, become synonymous with William Dean Howells, the 

godfather of realism.4 Howells exclusively praised Dunbar’s stereotype-infused dialect 

poetry and many critics have argued that this approval meant that dialect, which referred 

to the lower classes and a presumed lack of cultural sophistication, was Dunbar’s only 

acceptable artistic space. But does stereotype necessarily lead to entrapment? What about 

the “myriad subtleties” the speaker also addresses in the poem? Most critics feel 

necessitated to turn to Dunbar’s naturalist prose to find these “subtleties” because it 

allowed him the narrative compass to criticize the social forces behind institutionalized 

racial inequality. Is this true and where does this leave Dunbar’s dialect poetry? 

Due to prose’s affordances—it allows for a larger social contextualization of 

racial issues—it is commonly seen as a more systematic attempt to counteract stereotype 

than poetry. As Mireille Rosello notes, stereotypes are cultural constructs that are 

characterized by a specific form of “iterativity,” namely “the always already said” (35). 

4 Studies on Howells’s relationship with race are many and most of them are critical. Henry B. Wonham 
argues that African American characters in Howells’s prose lack individuality. He continues that race 
“becomes a metaphor for psychology, a vehicle for dramatizing the eruption into consciousness of psychic 
states that ought to remain beyond the realist’s representational grasp” (164, 166). In his book, Playing the 
Races, Wonham argues that Howellsian realism and racial caricature are eerily similar. Elsa Nettels seems 
to offer the most generous reading of Howells’s interaction with race: “Howells’s views are those of a 
humane man of good will who does not claim that the black race is morally or intellectually inferior 
although he writes from the standpoint of the white for whom blacks are ‘they,’ aliens to be judged by the 
standards of whites” (77). 
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As such, there is no beyond space when it comes to stereotypes. Being a “branch of the 

art of representation,” stereotypes cannot be stopped, they can only be “recycle[d]” in 

different ways (31). This “recycl[ing]” happens in Dunbar’s naturalist novels due to 

occasional narrative asides that question reader expectations and characters that navigate 

socially deterministic patterns while partially exceeding them. The Sport of the Gods 

(1902), Dunbar’s most well known naturalist novel, depicts the decline in New York of a 

socially aspiring African American family from the South. Contrary to popular belief, the 

North does not function as a space of liberation: racism is hid under liberalism and it 

lacks the intricate African American networks of sociality that emerged from slavery. It is 

this shifting yet confrontational sense of juxtaposition and repetition that is central to 

Dunbar’s prose naturalism. 

In contrast to previous critics who emphasized a linearity of decline and a more 

absolute lack of individual agency in the face of abstract social forces, Jennifer L. 

Fleissner has conceptualized naturalism as a “stuckness in place” that offers room for an 

ambivalent kind of agency, one that is “ongoing” and “non-linear” (24, 27). Fleissner 

argues that naturalism should be understood as a “nuanced compulsion,” meaning a 

“dialectical process” of return in which an attempt to create more order—through the 

addition of details—actually creates more disorder (9, 10). Naturalism is thus a genre of 

excess in which attempts to find meaning are inherently recursive yet continuously 

shifting. When looked at more closely, Dunbar’s heterogeneous writing defies a generic 

dichotomy between his prose, usually defined as naturalist, and his dialect poetry. 

Dunbar’s poems often start in medias res, which leaves readers disoriented about the 

speaker and the setting. Dialogues are, moreover, often partial and although other 
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conversational partners are present our access to their perspectives is often only mediated 

through the main speaker’s responses. In addition, Dunbar’s poems are saturated with 

details—often through an extended layering of analogies that continuously diverge from 

expectations—that add to a mutable sense of excess. Dunbar thus emphasizes the 

importance of illegibility when it comes to existing negative stereotypes about race and 

reinvents them as impenetrable sites of paradox. 

The claim that naturalism also exists in poetry makes this mode more expansive 

and allows for a more inclusive view of Dunbar’s dialect work. Dunbar’s poems offer 

snapshots of larger conversations and introduce a more alienating, confusing, but also 

more subtle blending of voices and details that makes readers uncertain as to who is 

saying what. Dunbar’s dialect poetry thus also includes an ongoing, repetitive naturalist 

motion. Combining multiplicity and incompletion, Dunbar’s dialect poetry is intended to 

make readers reassess what they expect about African American culture. By shifting 

naturalism’s emphasis on incomplete and fraught repetition to the fabric of language 

itself (the purview of poetry), personal accountability is reinserted into the interpretative 

spectrum. Language, especially the supposed hyper-familiarity of dialect, often functions 

as a seemingly invisible medium to experience reality. By inserting contingent 

juxtapositions, however, Dunbar emphasizes that stereotypes are active constructs that 

can and should be extended beyond familiar interpretative contours.5 Dunbar points to 

human choice in terms of how perception is a process of ruling out and reducing 

5 The use of dialect has often been linked to modernism as Michael North does in The Dialect of 
Modernism: Race, Language, and Twentieth-Century Literature (1998). He argues that for the white 
establishment, dialect writing was liberating whereas for African American artists it proved oppressive 
because of the associations of inferiority that had been mapped onto minstrelsy and the Plantation tradition. 
By turning to naturalism, a late nineteenth-century development, I ground Dunbar more firmly into his own 
socio-historical moment. The affordances of this genre, moreover, more emphatically illustrate the 
recursive limitations that Dunbar had to navigate and partially turned into qualified opportunities. 
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complexities that keep hovering in the interpretative background. Poetry makes this 

background visible, or rather audible, through its play with linguistic processual 

incompletion. Dunbar’s poetry, moreover, indicates that the concept of a background is 

incorrect in the first place as perception-formation takes shape through dynamic 

interaction with multiple interpretive possibilities at the same time. 

Although stereotypes appear to be static in nature, they actually operate within 

patterns of partial legibility—just as Fleissner argues is the case for naturalism. 

Stereotyped subjects are made hypervisible in terms of a pars pro toto dynamic—the 

“happy darky” or the sexual “burly brute” aggressor represented the African American 

race as a whole in different contexts.6 Although these figures were meant as mental 

shorthand to keep African Americans in their place, stereotypes are used and reused. As 

Rosello notes, stereotypes function as “a form of repetition,” which constitutes their 

strength and inevitability but also offers opportunities for intervention albeit “precarious 

and relative” (14, 40). Rosello argues that “stereotypes can be defeated by the 

combination of two factors: the presence of noise in the stereotypical system and the 

presence of a good reader” (78). In other words, the audience needs to be made aware of 

the constructed and recursive nature of stereotypes in order to start introducing alternative 

modes of interpretation. “The Party” is quite representative of Dunbar’s naturalist dialect 

work and starts: “Dey had a gread big pahty down to Tom’s de othah night; / was I dah 

You bet! I nevah in my life see sich a sight.” The line “was I dah You bet” combines 

multiple voices: the speaker repeats an unstated question and answers it himself. The crux 

of the passage, however, concerns “‘I nevah in my life see sich a sight.’” The point is that 

6 The “burly brute” stereotype predominantly circulated in lynching paradigms as Ida B. Wells pointed out 
in A Red Record (1895). 
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description, in the sense of meeting expectations of ostensibly objective representation, 

can be misleading. Being heavily shaped as a response to oppression, African American 

cultural expressions highlight the mutability and importance of subjective ways of being. 

In other words, the supposed objectivity of racial stereotypes is unraveled as a 

construction, which opens some leeway for subtle individual twists. Discussing 

successful approaches to stereotypes that continuously shift interpretative grounds, 

Rosello argues that these encompass “ironic repetitions, carefully framed quotations, 

distortions and puns, linguistic alterations, double entendres, and self-deprecating humor” 

(11). Rosello thus emphasizes the conscious use of disjunctions between literal and social 

meanings. 

Poetry, moreover, unexpectedly surfaces as an ideal figurative space to unsettle 

stereotypical expectations. Although Rosello only discusses prose in her analysis of 

stereotype, she associates interpretative “noise” with an inbetweenness that seems 

inherent in the metaphoric “freedom of poetry.” In order to effectively redirect the 

negative, predetermined associations that cling to stereotypes, Rosello proposes 

“something like an impossible hybrid, an improbable stereopoetic language that has 

inherited both memorability and originality” (130). The combination of “stereo,” 

meaning a multi-directional, audible perspective that allows for the ricocheting of 

interpretative echoes and “poetic,” which refers to the mutability of lyric language due to 

its denser patterns of metaphoricity, is especially promising. Rosello thus gestures toward 

a use of language that destabilizes the habitual mental images associated with stereotypes 

while still working within their contours. Although Rosello claims that this “stereopoetic” 

language is “something like an impossible hybrid,” Dunbar’s dialect poetry changes the 
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“impossible” into the possible: he uses the condensed interpretative space of poetry to 

give shape to an unsettling reframing of racial stereotype. Although the levels of 

disjunction in Dunbar’s dialect poetry are often relatively subtle, their jarring energies 

contribute to the critical resonances of Dunbar’s word combinations once recognized. 

Using familiar, “inherited” interpretative patterns of African American inferiority, 

Dunbar consistently introduces gaps and partialities that defy expectations. This type of 

metaphorical engagement with racial stereotype had, moreover, a more wide-ranging 

presence in late nineteenth-century cultural expressions. 

One of the areas that seemed to employ such “stereopoetic” language was 

minstrelsy, a genre that Dunbar was familiar with because he wrote the lyrics for 

Clorindy, Or, The Origin of the Cakewalk in 1898 with African American composer Will 

Marion Cook. Minstrels—originally white actors who blackened up—employed dialect 

as a sign of primitive otherness and encased African Americans in a type of humor that 

subjected them to ridicule. African Americans, however, were not only the passive 

subjects of stereotypes. Discussing the career of the turn-of-the-century’s most prominent 

African American minstrelsy performers, Bert Williams and William Walker, Karen 

Sotiropoulos notes that they subtly shifted racial stereotypes while working within them: 

“Walker explained that although he played the character of the ‘swell darky’ and 

Williams the blackface funny man, the duo still labored to introduce ‘native African 

characteristics’” (106). Sotiropoulos points out that Walker did not clarify what he meant 

by these “‘native African characteristics.’” This indeterminacy should not be read as 

failure but rather as a point of strength that mirrors Dunbar’s own literary techniques to 

keep readers aware of the limits of their own assumptions. By introducing elements that a 
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white audience did not expect and could not adequately read, Williams and Walker 

challenged white expectations to interpretatively possess African Americans. 

These performative subtleties in African American versions of minstrelsy were, 

however, often lost on a white audience who merely saw affirmation of the racial 

stereotypes they wanted to see. Gene Andrew Jarrett makes this argument central to his 

discussion of Dunbar’s work. Dunbar rose to fame in the late nineteenth century because 

Howells, the most powerful cultural arbiter of taste, praised the “Humor and Dialect” 

section of Dunbar’s Majors and Minors in a review published in Harper’s New Monthly 

Magazine on 27 June 1896. Dunbar’s poetry collection offers a variety of material— 

poems written in literary English on various subjects, including poems of racial pride like 

“Ode to Ethiopia,” and poems written in dialect, both black and white. According to 

Howells, however, Dunbar’s black dialect poems are the most “valuable and significant” 

because they offer “expressions of a race-life within the race.” According to Jarrett, for 

Howells, the “ethnic authenticity” of Dunbar—here was a poet of the “pure African 

type,” who employed familiar humorous racial stereotypes and dialect—determined the 

realist quality of his work (33). Jarrett introduces the term “minstrel realism” to describe 

how “the racialism of blackface minstrelsy, performed usually by white individuals 

darkened by burnt cork, created a cultural precondition in which audiences regarded 

black minstrelsy, that is, minstrelsy performed by blacks, as realistic” (32). According to 

Jarrett, Dunbar’s racial identity automatically made his work true for Howells thus 

foreclosing the possibility that he was exploring stereotypes in a critical fashion. Jarrett 

even entitled his book Deans and Truants to indicate that Howells, as a white critic 

supposedly completely immersed in stereotypical thought when it came to African 
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Americans, could not appreciate the complexity of Dunbar’s poetry. Jarrett argues that 

Dunbar could only play truant to Howells by turning to naturalist prose because “good” 

African American poetry had to affirm the existence of the “happy darky.” 

Critics partly characterize Dunbar’s fiction as naturalist because they see it as a 

countermovement to the supposedly bourgeois and stifling parameters of Howellsian 

realism. Jarrett calls Dunbar’s first naturalist novel, The Uncalled (1898), “anomalous” 

fiction because he emphasizes the “markers of class and region while submerging that of 

race” (53). Dunbar goes against the grain because he refuses to perform along the rigid 

lines of a racially particularized—and predetermined—image of African American 

subjectivity and instead focuses on the social forces that shape the lives of all Americans 

(65). When Dunbar does discuss the lives of African Americans in his naturalist prose, he 

exposes what Thomas L. Morgan terms “white determinism”: “while whites believe that 

black cultural and racial difference is based on biological difference, that difference is a 

product of the systematic discrepancies that exist between whites and blacks, including 

but not limited to white agency and autonomy, entrenched white political power, and 

white economic control” (8). Dunbar thus seeks to identify the human component behind 

abstract sociological forces while transcending “the formulaic representational rhetoric 

positioning black life as singular and simple” (19). Dunbar in essence demands the white 

audience to take responsibility for racist practices. Although critics are right in 

identifying naturalist possibilities in Dunbar’s prose, they often overlook the possibility 

of the existence of naturalist subtleties in Dunbar’s other work. This mainly happens 

because of their own stereotypical assumptions about genre dichotomies. 
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Jonathan Daigle is exceptional because he has extended the realm of naturalism 

with regard to Dunbar’s oeuvre. Daigle locates the origin of Dunbar’s naturalism—which 

he defines as the “mutually constitutive relationship between white self-fashioning and 

artificial blackness” (639)—in the theater. Studying Dunbar’s involvement in the 

Marshall Circle—a late nineteenth-century group of African American performers who 

became famous for their “coon shows”—Daigle argues that Dunbar “worked toward a 

productive synthesis of respectable and upstart cultures” (640). Being a highly recognized 

poet, Dunbar had access to the cultural capital of the lyric but also benefited from the less 

respected redefinitions of black culture that took place on stage. As Daigle notes, while 

using racial stereotypes, the Marshall Circle engaged in a type of naturalism that “would 

analyze the interlocking relationships among racism, life chances in the South and North, 

and black self-fashioning” (642). In a performative space that visualized how African 

American actors had to take on predetermined roles, Dunbar still believed the theater 

offered room for alternative expressions of being. Daigle, however, does not analyze how 

the generic constraints and possibilities of prose and the theater affected naturalism. 

Daigle instead argues that Dunbar “consistently invokes a spontaneous, visceral 

enthusiasm for what might be called the ‘post-authentic’ – an enthusiasm for freedom 

from self-effacing types, but also for cultural transformation” (645). As Daigle’s use of 

“visceral” indicates, naturalist transformation comes with expected and unexpected 

interpretative violence because, as Rosello notes, a stereotype “confuses an act and an 

identity.” It is exactly this confusion, an indeterminate and amorphous space inbetween 

“act” and “identity,” that characterizes Dunbar’s naturalism (58). It flourishes 

unexpectedly well in the verbal play of poetry, which naturally adds to a sense of 
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indeterminacy. Dunbar’s writing evokes patterns of continuation rather than absolute 

breaks: an illegible excess is central to Dunbar’s poetry in which a naturalist sense of 

destabilizing return infuses stereotypes with limits of decipherability. 

Howells’s role in Dunbar’s career is, moreover, more complicated than many 

critics are willing to acknowledge. Dunbar struggled with the question of how to validate 

racial particularity without getting mired in determinism. This dilemma also materializes 

in the language of Howells’s reviews. He was not only sensitive to what Rosello terms 

“the presence of noise in the stereotypical system,” meaning a destabilizing, naturalist 

sense of return, but was also a better “reader” than commonly acknowledged. I will 

therefore look at the two reviews that Howells wrote of Dunbar’s poetry, analyze the 

Dunbar poems that Howells chose as being representative of his art, and interpret the 

changes between the two reviews as Howells’s attempt to mitigate the deterministic cast 

that came to be attached to Dunbar’s poetry. In order to further elucidate the differences 

and similarities between Dunbar’s naturalist prose and poetry, I will also analyze how 

Dunbar discusses one of the most stereotypical performances of African American 

culture in the 1890s—the cakewalk—in a review that combines a poetic and prose 

response to the Gala Jubilee and Cakewalk at Madison Square Garden on September 6, 

1897. In this review, Dunbar criticizes how the cakewalk had become a stereotyped, 

“vulgar” ritual that had lost its destabilizing potential because it too perfectly played into 

preconceptions of African American degradation. 

The review makes the interplay between voices and alternatives that go into 

stereotypes spectacularly visible. It also illustrates that instead of arguing for a specific 

alternative, Dunbar rather chooses to foreground amorphous interpretative contours. 
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Juxtaposed with the derogatory framing of a white editor and Dunbar’s prose analysis of 

the cakewalk, the poem starts to embody the absent presence of the cakewalk the most 

viscerally. Dunbar does not define the cakewalk because it resides within improvisational 

excess that morphs with each performance depending on the interplay between the 

performers and the audience. The poem performs this recursive, questioning energy. The 

prose piece opens up interpretative contexts that add complexity to the interpretative 

fringes of the cakewalk as Dunbar mentions other performances, class, and introduces the 

audience as a space of division and an object of critical scrutiny. The dialect poem, 

however, describes the perceived failure of the cakewalk (the anticipated winner goes 

home with the prize despite others performing equally well) but finds success in that 

failure. Despite the apparent simplicity of his speech, the dialect speaker is not fooled by 

mere appearances and disagrees with the outcome of the exhibition. Although the speaker 

mentions that the cakewalk contest was unfair—the winner “stole” the prize—the 

cakewalk in essence is a type of surreptitious fun house mirror that blurs existing lines of 

interpretation. It is thus up to the reader to realize that an unquestioning acceptance of the 

status quo—the dynamic that was also responsible for the virulence of stereotype—is 

dangerous. 

Howells and the Dunbar Reviews 

Howells has partly been such a problematic figure for critics because of Dunbar’s 

own ambivalence toward him. Although Dunbar was initially very pleased with the 

attention that Howells paid to his work, he increasingly seemed dissatisfied with it. In a 

letter to a friend on March 15, 1897, Dunbar wrote: 
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One critic says a thing and the rest hasten to say the same thing, in many instances 

using the identical words. I see now very clearly that Mr. Howells has done me 

irrevocable harm in the dictum he laid down regarding my dialect verse. (73)7 

This “irrevocable harm” and “dictum” concern the way in which Howells viewed 

Dunbar’s “dialect verse.”8 Howells wrote that “[i]t is when we come to Mr. Dunbar’s 

Minors that we feel ourselves in the presence of a man with a direct and fresh authority to 

do the kind of thing he is doing.” In other words, Dunbar’s status as an African American 

makes him a native informant, a cultural insider whose ethnic “authority” is supposed to 

offer authentic narratives. According to Jarrett, what functions as the authentic for 

Howells coincides with stereotypes from the Plantation tradition, which promoted an 

idyllic image of the antebellum South in which African Americans were portrayed as 

benign, childlike, and culturally inferior. Howells’s reviews, however, show a more 

complicated attitude toward stereotype and race. Many late nineteenth-century critics 

indeed partially followed Howells and used “identical words” to position Dunbar’s work 

as a mere cultural curiosity. These reviewers, however, quoted selectively and did not 

adequately reflect the complicated, recursive nature of Howells’s views. When read in its 

7 Dunbar himself, however, once associated his dialect work with a type of compulsion. In an April 1897 
interview with The Critic, he 

“confessed his ‘fondest love’ for the Negro pieces, but added: —‘I hope that in future my 
publishers will not incline exclusively to that portion of my work. These little songs of Negro life 
and Negro music and Negro dancing, I sing because I must. It grows instinctively in me. I have 
heard so many fireside tales of that simple, jolly life.’” (257) 

Although it is difficult to say how much Dunbar is catering to audience expectations, the repetition of the 
word “Negro” throughout the lines seems to add a sense of destabilization that starts to undo the supposed 
“little[ness]” of the “songs.” 
8 Dunbar kept publishing dialect work throughout his career. After Lyrics of Lowly Life (1896), he wrote 
Lyrics of the Hearthside (Dodd, Mead and Co., 1899), Poems of Cabin and Field (Dodd, Mead and Co., 
1899), Lyrics of Love and Laughter (Dodd, Mead and Co., 1903), Howdy, Howdy, Howdy (Dodd, Mead 
and Co., 1905), and Lyrics of Sunshine and Shadow (Dodd, Mead and Co., 1903). 
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entirety, however, Howells’s Harper’s review does not constitute a “dictum” in which he 

unambiguously asserts stereotypical assumptions. Howells rather visibly grapples with 

the racist expectations of 1890s society without offering a sense of resolution. 

Howells has been criticized for not being objective with regard to Dunbar’s 

dialect poetry, but his role in Dunbar’s legacy has also been characterized by a lack of 

willingness on the part of critics to engage with Howells’s texts on their own terms. His 

reviews function as cultural products and processes that give insight into late nineteenth-

century American society’s complicity in the question of race. Many critics argue that the 

cultural establishment in the North predominantly turned a blind eye to the issue of 

racism and remained in denial while eagerly consuming material coming out of the 

Southern Plantation tradition. Howells’s reviews bring more complexity to these 

polarized views. There are significant differences between Howells’s June 1896 Harper’s 

Weekly review and his introduction to Lyrics of Lowly Life published a few months later 

but they are mostly conflated in one damning streak as signs of Howells’s racism 

masking as enthusiasm about racial particularity. Gavin Jones is among the few critics 

who actually engage in depth with Howells’s words. He is the most positive and argues 

that Howells’s reviews show awareness of a certain complexity regarding the question of 

“how to transcend racist discrimination yet still recognize the essential difference of 

black culture” (182). Jones unfortunately does not take this claim further. Jarrett spends 

the most time analyzing Howells’s reviews—mainly the first one—and emphasizes how 

Howells misread stereotype for unambiguous reality. Kevin Young represents this 

negative reading of Howells the most forcibly by arguing that “[o]ur first job in reading 

Dunbar is to excise Howells, who overpraises dialect’s apostrophe, using it as another 
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form of possession” (103). In other words, by presenting Dunbar as the ultimate “negro” 

poet by mainly praising his dialect work, Howells seems to fixate him in the realm of the 

quaint but inferior. Racially unmarked poetry or representations emphasizing African 

American middle- or upper-class existence seem to lie beyond the realm of Howells’s 

appreciation of Dunbar’s art. 

Although Young has a point that Howells’s focus on racial particularity as 

Dunbar’s poetic strength has an exclusionary cast to it, his words can also be read in a 

different fashion.9 Howells indeed values Dunbar’s dialect work because his African 

American background offers a type of objectivity, which could not be expected from the 

Southern Plantation tradition that was dominated by white authors. The term objectivity 

even functions as one of the keywords in Howells’s 1896 review. When properly 

contextualized, Howells’s use of objective cannot be conflated with the one-

dimensionality that Young and cohort associate with it. Howells rather reimagines the 

objective as a space of ambiguous excess: 

Paul Dunbar was the only man of pure African blood and of American civilization 

to feel the negro life aesthetically and express it lyrically. It seemed to me that this 

had come to its most modern consciousness in him, and that his brilliant and 

unique achievement was to have studied the American negro objectively, and to 

have represented him as he found him to be, with humor, with sympathy, and yet 

with what the reader must instinctively feel to be entire truthfulness.10 

9 Around the same time, W. E. B. DuBois also made an argument for racial particularity in “The 
Conservation of Races.” DuBois writes: “[w]e are the people whose subtle sense of song has given 
America its only American music, its only American fairy tales, its only touch of pathos and humor amid 
its money-getting plutocracy. As such, it is our duty to conserve our physical powers, our intellectual 
endowments, our spiritual ideals.” 
10 Howells thus troubles dichotomies while working within them. His approach, however, is markedly 
different from the majority of the reviewers. H. T. Peck makes an argument for racial particularity but still 
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Instead of connoting a sense of the impersonal, “objectively” here initiates a range of 

interpretative moves: it includes the analytic rigor of “stud[y],” the artistic translation of 

“represent[ation],” and sympathetic “humor.” The dynamic potential for change that 

resonates in Howells’s use of “objectively” in the Dunbar review comes very close to 

Rosello’s notion of the unexpected malleability of stereotypes. Although they seem rigid, 

an aware and capable user can manipulate them to open space for a more varied sense of 

subjectivity. According to Rosello, this manipulation consists of embedding stereotypes 

in contexts that diverge from expected patterns of interpretation. Howells seems to have 

noticed a similar linguistic engagement with racial commonplaces in Dunbar’s poetry and 

responds to it by means of an unexpected chiasmus: Dunbar “feel[s] the negro life 

aesthetically and express[es] it lyrically.” Although many of Howells’s contemporaries 

assumed that a sense of rhythm was biologically innate in African Americans and did not 

include artfulness, Howells emphasizes that Dunbar constantly fuses a conscious sense of 

art with emotion. Critics, however, have fairly consistently dismissed the dynamic nature 

of what Howells calls “truthfulness”—a performance that follows the contours of a 

perceived reality without settling on any definitively representative pattern—with the 

leveling brutality of “truth.” 

When it comes to Howells’s own writing, many critics argue that he was the 

ultimate figure of what Morgan calls “white determinism,” meaning a racist vision that 

justified and normalized African American inequality. A similar but different white 

determinism has obstructed our view of Howells: as a privileged, white cultural critic, he 

maintains that African American art is artless. He recommends a strict division between the dialect poetry 
and the work in Standard English: “one part illustrating how really clever and original he can be when he is 
thoroughly spontaneous and natural; and the other, how comparatively feeble and ineffective he will always 
show himself when he is merely imitating the Caucasian” (568). Howells, however, seemed aware that the 
concept of imitation is far more complex than assumed. 
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was expected to adhere to the status quo rather than challenge it. When it comes to 

questions of race, however, Howells’s language often reveals a consciousness that is 

unsettling and critical. This is an aspect of his legacy that has often remained 

unexamined. In “An Exemplary Citizen,” published in The North American Review on 

August 1, 1901, Howells discusses Booker T. Washington’s Up from Slavery in the 

context of the work of Frederick Douglass, Charles Chesnutt, and Dunbar. After spending 

most of the review emphasizing that the work of African Americans is equal to that of 

other Americans in terms of the quality of their literary work—Howells argues that there 

“is, apparently, no color line in the brain” (280)—he moves to a reflective mood that 

points to another possible reality: 

[C]alm is apparently characteristic of the best of the race, and in certain aspects it 

is of the highest and most consoling promise. It enables them to use reason and 

the nimbler weapons of irony, and Dunbar and Chesnutt enjoy the negro’s 

ludicrous side as the white observer enjoys it, and Douglass could see the fun of 

the zealots whose friend and fellow-fighter he was. The fact is of all sorts of 

interesting implications, but I will draw from it, for the present, the sole 

suggestion that the problem of the colored race may be more complex than we 

have thought it. What if upon some large scale they should be subtler than we 

have supposed? What if their amiability should veil a sense of our absurdities, and 

there should be in our polite inferiors the potentiality of something like contempt 

for us? The notion is awful; but we may be sure they will be too kind, too wise, 

ever to do more than let us guess at the truth, if it is a truth. (284)   
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Howells’s audience is here confronted with an unexpected change in power dynamics and 

perspective. Although the white population often felt safely ensconced in their privilege 

to know and judge the African American population, Howells turns the tables. What the 

white population reads as acquiescence might indeed be “something like contempt,” thus 

turning whiteness into a position of inferiority. Howells initially values the African 

American writers he has selected because they do not respond with equal intensity to the 

racial hatred of the 1890s. With the trauma of the 1886 Haymarket affair still in his 

memory, Howells is heavily invested in assuring the American audience that “the negro 

is not going to do anything dynamitic to the structure of society” (285). The “dynamitic,” 

however, resides in language and in an unexpected form of self-reflection that unsettles 

the presumed privilege of white superiority to identify and cordon off difference.  

The strength of Howells’s engagement with race—or what other people would 

characterize as problematic and not confrontational enough—lies in his recursive 

subtlety. He inserts questions and doubts that make people aware of their interpretative 

limits without alienating them. Although Howells wants to counteract the fear that 

surrounds the perceived otherness of African Americans, the “calm[ness]” he emphasizes 

is not without edge. It allows writers like Dunbar the personal distance to use “irony”—a 

destabilization of the literal that adds unexpected complexities to meaning and power. By 

acknowledging that the “ludicrous” is only one “side” of African American life and does 

not constitute the entire picture, Dunbar turns a potential laughing at into a laughing with. 

Howells, moreover, creates a sense of connection that goes both ways. Chesnutt and 

Dunbar can see the humor in African American life while Douglass could see the 

exaggeration of the abolitionist “zealots” whom he was nevertheless friends with. This 
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relativism, however, leads to an unsettling realization: what Howells calls African 

American “amiability” might veil “the potentiality of something like contempt.”11 As 

Howells’s circuitous language indicates—the words “potentiality” and “something like” 

are similar—he seems hesitant to verbalize directly that African Americans might have 

very negative feelings toward white people. A deeper source of concern is that this 

“contempt” might fester because it is inaccessible for a white audience. Although 

Howells quickly moves away from this thought—African Americans will only let us 

“guess at the truth, if it is the truth”—this aside is important in itself and haunts 

Howells’s language. Howells utilizes African American stereotypes in his review, but he 

does not present them as unambiguous truths. He instead emphasizes their constructed 

nature and Dunbar’s use of “irony,” meaning a destabilization of expectations.    

Although Howells’s reviews have traditionally been interpreted as the reason why 

Dunbar needed to turn to naturalist prose, they actually recognize and respond to the 

naturalist excess in Dunbar’s poetry. Howells constantly verbalizes that Dunbar’s poetic 

worth does not lie in the fact that he is a black poet, which would make him into a 

fetishized anomaly. This would be the expected stereotypical reading since the cultural 

capital of poetry was supposedly incompatible with the perceived lack of intellectual 

depth in African Americans. The dialect poems that Howells singles out in his Harper’s 

Weekly review all deal with a lack of unambiguous access and a sense of naturalist excess 

and estrangement. These poems focus on indirection and offer insights into shared 

feelings that there are parts of the human experience that cannot easily be inhabited. 

Moreover, there are distinct differences in the two 1896 reviews that suggest a receptivity 

11 In American Niceness: A Cultural History, Carrie Tirado Bramen dedicates the chapter “Southern 
Niceness and the Slave’s Smile” to the “dilemma of black amiability” (97). 
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to the Plessy v. Ferguson verdict of “separate but equal” that occurred in the same year. 

This court case had a momentous effect on American life, introducing a separation 

between the white and African American population based on the presumed 

unambiguous legibility of the color line. It was, however, almost impossible to visually 

determine African American descent in the mixed race Homer Plessy who had staged his 

arrest in a Louisiana railroad train car reserved for whites. Although, as Peter Brooks 

notes, little attention was paid to the case in mainstream media—for the most part it was 

“treated with neglect or apathy” (127)—there seems to be a significant shift in Howells’s 

Lyrics of Lowly Life introduction that resonates with it. Howells attempts to make Dunbar 

a less alienating subject by moving away from race and instead emphasizes Dunbar’s 

humble background and poverty, a reality that was shared across the color line. Howells 

thus relocates Dunbar within the context of class. In contrast to what Jarrett and Morgan 

argue—who claim that Dunbar focuses on class instead of race in his naturalist prose 

because he felt trapped by Howellsian realism—Howells himself already made this shift 

in recognition of the treacherous nature of racial stereotypes. 

In his Harper’s Weekly review of Majors and Minors, Howells classifies 

Dunbar’s poetry as a “human event” and the main phrases that circulate throughout the 

review are related to feeling and art, categories that were not commonly associated with 

African Americans. The single most criticized element of the first review is Howells’s 

description of Dunbar’s portrait. Howells sees “the face of a young negro, with the race 

traits strangely accented: the black skin, the woolly hair, the thick out-rolling lips, and the 

mild, soft eyes of the pure African type.” This description—Nurhussein calls it a 

“caricature” (96)—seems to replicate minstrelsy stereotypes. Blackface actors after all 
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made blackness hypervisible by literally blackening up, putting on woolly wigs, and 

exaggerating African Americans’ perceived bigger lips in order to emphasize a lack of 

interior complexity. Key is, however, Howells’s use of the phrase “strangely accented,” 

which blends the personal and language in a way that unsettles expectations associated 

with the minstrel stereotype.12 In the late nineteenth century, there was still much debate 

about the status of African Americans: were they an absolutely foreign race who could 

never integrate in American society or had their long history of cultural experience in the 

United States made them Americans who just happened to have a darker skin color? A 

dialect functions as a separate type of communication within a nationalist context that is 

distinguished by structural and pronunciation differences. An accent, however, is a less 

defamiliarizing form of linguistic difference in which only pronunciation functions as a 

marker of variety. By choosing “accent,” Howells describes African American difference 

in the context of sameness. Moreover, by noting that Dunbar’s physique is uncommon— 

“strangely accented”—Howells draws attention to the notion that images of African 

Americans were always already mediated by some sense of exaggeration.  

Due to Dunbar’s position as a minority artist who was working within and beyond 

the literary paradigms of the Plantation tradition, critics are always willing to read for 

irony or some sense of dissent when his poetry comes eerily close to reaffirming racist 

stereotypes. When it comes to Howells, however, we are far more reluctant to allow for 

critical distance and the possibility that he is similarly maneuvering within the language 

that was available to him. In order to make Dunbar less alien and more acceptable to an 

12 In “Paul Laurence Dunbar, Negro Poet,” William C. Breckenridge writes, “[w]e have not been 
accustomed to associate black faces with poetic souls,” The Charities Review (1 December 1897). 
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American audience, Howells compares him to the period’s most favorite English 

language poet of the marginalized—Robert Burns (1759-1796): 

I do not think one can read his negro pieces without feeling that they are of like 

impulse and inspiration with the work of Burns when he was most Burns, when 

he was most Scotch, when he was most peasant. When Burns was least himself he 

wrote literary English, and Mr. Dunbar writes literary English when he is least 

himself.    

Analogy is a literary mode that creates familiarity and inclusivity. Many critics have read 

this analogy as exclusionary: “literary English” is seen as superior and both Burns and 

Dunbar are exempted from it. Howells apparently values Burns when he is the most 

ethnically and socially “other” when compared to the British common: Scottish and 

“peasant.” According to Jarrett, by comparing Dunbar to Burns, Howells reduces black 

subjectivity to a lower-class experience and engages in a problematic type of identity 

politics. According to Howells, Burns and Dunbar are “least” themselves when they write 

in “literary” English. Following Jarrett’s line of reasoning, the realm of “literary English” 

becomes a poetic space of unreality for minority groups whose proper sphere is the lesser 

realm of dialect (44). There is, however, more complexity to these words if 

contextualized within the cultural vortex of the 1890s.  

Jarrett views Howells’s Burns comparison as occupying the narrow interpretative 

space of local color—the genre of the geographically and culturally specific—from 

which Dunbar supposedly attempted to dissociate himself by turning to naturalism. The 

genre of local color is, however, more complicated than Jarrett assumes as it focuses on 

the specific in order to concatenate it within larger cultural patterns. This process of 
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contextualization indeed adds unexpected layers of meaning. Burns, as a member of the 

Scottish poor and beloved poet, added complexity to the broad categories of “Scotch” and 

“peasant,” thereby defamiliarizing and refamiliarizing his audience with what these 

concepts meant. Finding his most powerful images, stories, and language in the legacy of 

the Scottish peasantry, Burns humanized what many British people saw as abject and 

grotesque figures. Since 1896 was the centenary of Burns’s death, there was quite some 

attention to him in the media. The main trains of thought associated with Burns from the 

1890s concern patriotism, democracy, and a love for the common that had been 

dismissed as unworthy. In “Robert Burns,” published in the 25 July 1896 Outlook, the 

reviewer emphasizes that Burns’s art resonates on a deeply human level: his “manner had 

the magic of the highest art and [his] material had the interest of universal experience” 

(130). In line with Howells, this reviewer does not value Burns because he presents the 

worldview of peasants as a separate category. He instead uses this particularity—the 

human complexity of the peasantry—to forge a bond of common interest: due to the 

aesthetic richness of Burns’s poetry what initially falls into the category of difference 

actually functions as a window into human empathetic universality. 

This human universality that comes out of Burns’s poetry has, moreover, a deeply 

political affect. Since Howells chooses Burns as his point of reference, this political 

dimension is also indirectly extended to Dunbar’s aesthetic. As becomes clear from 

“Literature: A Century of Robert Burns,” published in The Critic on July 18, 1896, Burns 

has not only given “permanent shape to the vanishing superstitions” of the Scottish 

peasantry but also to “the revolutionary aspirations” and the “humanitarian sentiment of 

his time” (39). The local color of Burns is thus far more than the mere entertainment 
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value of the “vanishing superstitions” of folklore. It has a political radicalness that is not 

confrontational but actually resonates with a contemporary “humanitarian” spirit. The 

“most Burns” in Howells’s review can thus also be read as expressive of political 

awareness in an affirmative manner. As the title of Dunbar’s poetry collection 

indicates—Lyrics of Lowly Life—he and Howells were invested in emphasizing the 

cultural relevance of a form of the everyday that was traditionally viewed as inferior or 

“lowly.” Although the African American common cannot be disentangled from 

stereotype, Dunbar’s and Howells’s modes of representation offer unexpected moments 

of alternative being that encourage the reader to critically return to their habits of 

interpretation.   

Dunbar’s chosen method of rerouting reader’s assumptions in his poetic 

naturalism partly takes shape through an ambiguous layering of speakers and 

perspectives in his dialect pieces. The poems that Howells selected for his review—“The 

Party,” “When De Co’n Pone’s Hot,” “When Malindy Sings,” and “Accountability”—are 

among the most complex in Dunbar’s dialect oeuvre and have been praised by critics 

throughout the years. These poems are excellent examples of the interpretative contours 

that Dunbar refuses to unambiguously fill in about African American pleasure and 

performance, domestic life, music, and religious beliefs. Although the poems include 

many details that in their particularity promise to create a cohesive picture of African 

American life, they often emphasize what is not thus leaving the audience unclear as to 

what is. The “The Party,” for example, which is set in the antebellum South, describes an 

extravagant celebration from the point of view of an unidentified “I.” 

Dey had a gread big pahty down to Tom’s de othah night; 
Was I dah? You bet! I nevah in my life see sich a sight; 
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All de folks f’om fou’ plantations was invited, an’ dey come, 
Dey come troopin’ thick ez chillun when dey hyeahs a fife an’ drum. 
Evahbody dressed deir fines’—Heish yo’ mouf an’ git away, 
Ain’t seen no sich fancy dressin’ sence las’ quah’tly meetin’ day; 
Gals all dressed in silks an’ satins, not a wrinkle ner a crease, 
Eyes a-battin’, teeth a-shinin’, haih breshed back ez slick ez grease; 
Sku’ts all tucked an’ puffed an’ ruffled, evah blessed seam an’ stitch; 
Ef you’d seen ’em wif deir mistus, coul n’t swahed to which was which. 
Men all dressed up in Prince Alberts, swaller-tails ’u’d tek yo’ bref! 
I cain’t tell you nothin’ ’bout it, y’ ought to seen it fu’ yo’se’f. 
Who was dah? Now who you askin’? How you ’spect I gwine to know? 
You mus’ think I stood an’ counted evahbody at de do.’ 
Ole man Babah’s house-boy Isaac, brung dat gal, Malindy Jane, 
Huh a-hangin’ to his elbow, him a-struttin’ wif a cane; 
My, but Hahvey Jones was jealous! seemed to stick him lak a tho’n; 
But he laughed with Viney Cahteh, tryin’ ha’d to not let on, 
But a pusson would ’a’ noticed f’om de d’rection of his look, 
Dat he was watchin’ ev’ry step dat Ike an’ Lindy took. 
Ike he foun’ a cheer an’ asked huh: “Won’t you set down?” wif a smile, 
An’ she answe’d up a-bowin’, “Oh, I reckon ’t ain’t wuth while.” 
Dat was jes’ fu’ style I reckon, ’cause she sot down jes’ de same, 
An’ she stayed dah ’twell he fetched huh fu’ to jine some so’t o’ game; 
Den I hyeahd huh sayin’ propah, ez she riz to go away, 
“Oh, you raly mus’ excuse me, fu’ I hardly keers to play.” 
But I seen huh in a minute wif de othahs on de flo’, 
An’ dah was n’t any one o’ dem a-playin’ any mo’; 
Comin’ down de flo’ a-bowin’ an’ a-swayin’ an’ a-swingin’, 
Puttin’ on huh high-toned mannahs all de time dat she was singin’; 
“Oh, swing Johnny up an’ down, swing him all aroun’, 
Swing Johnny up an’ down, swing him all aroun’, 
Oh, swing Johnny up an’ down, swing him all aroun’ 
Fa’ you well, my dahlin’.” 
Had to laff at ole man Johnson, he’s a caution now, you bet— 
Hittin’ clost onto a hunderd, but he’s spry an’ nimble yet; 
He ’lowed how a-so’t o’ gigglin’, “I ain’t ole, I’ll let you see, 
D’ain’t no use in gittin’ feeble, now you youngstahs jes’ watch me,” 
An’ he grabbed ole Aunt Marier—weighs th’ee hunderd mo’ er less, 
An’ he spun huh ’roun’ de cabin swingin’ Johnny lak de res’. 
Evahbody laffed an’ hollahed: “Go it! Swing huh, Uncle Jim!” 
An’ he swung huh too, I reckon, lak a youngstah, who but him. 
Dat was bettah’n young Scott Thomas, tryin’ to be so awful smaht. 
You know when dey gits to singin’ an’ dey comes to dat ere paht: 
“In some lady’s new brick house, 
In some lady’s gyahden. 
Ef you don’t let me out, I will jump out, 
So fa’ you well, my dahlin’.” 
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Den dey’s got a circle ’roun’ you, an’ you’s got to break de line; 
Well, dat dahky was so anxious, lak to bust hisse’f a-tryin’; 
Kep’ on blund’rin’ ’roun’ an’ foolin’ ’twell he giv’ one gread big jump, 
Broke de line, an lit head-fo’most in de fiah-place right plump; 
Hit ’ad fiah in it, mind you; well, I thought my soul I’d bust, 
Tried my best to keep f’om laffin’, but hit seemed like die I must! 
Y’ ought to seen dat man a-scramblin’ f’om de ashes an’ de grime. 
Did it bu’n him! Sich a question, why he did n’t give it time; 
Th’ow’d dem ashes and dem cindahs evah which-a-way I guess, 
An’ you nevah did, I reckon, clap yo’ eyes on sich a mess; 
Fu’ he sholy made a picter an’ a funny one to boot, 
Wif his clothes all full o’ ashes an’ his face all full o’ soot. 
Well, hit laked to stopped de pahty, an’ I reckon lak ez not 
Dat it would ef Tom’s wife, Mandy, had n’t happened on de spot, 
To invite us out to suppah—well, we scrambled to de table, 
An’ I’d lak to tell you ’bout it—what we had—but I ain’t able, 
Mention jes’ a few things, dough I know I had n’t orter, 
Fu’ I know ’t will staht a hank’rin’ an’ yo’ mouf’ll ’mence to worter. 
We had wheat bread white ez cotton an’ a egg pone jes like gol’, 
Hog jole, bilin’ hot an’ steamin’ roasted shoat an’ ham sliced cold— 
Look out! What’s de mattah wif you? Don’t be fallin’ on de flo’; 
Ef it’s go’n’ to ’fect you dat way, I won’t tell you nothin’ mo’. 
Dah now—well, we had hot chittlin’s—now you’s tryin’ ag’in to fall, 
Cain’t you stan’ to hyeah about it? S’pose you’d been an’ seed it all; 
Seed dem gread big sweet pertaters, layin’ by de possum’s side, 
Seed dat coon in all his gravy, reckon den you’d up and died! 
Mandy ’lowed “you all mus’ ’scuse me, d’ wa’n’t much upon my she’ves, 
But I’s done my bes’ to suit you, so set down an’ he’p yo’se’ves.” 
Tom, he ’lowed: “I don’t b’lieve in ’pologisin’ an’ perfessin’, 
Let ’em tek it lak dey ketch it. Eldah Thompson, ask de blessin’.” 
Wish you’d seed dat colo’ed preachah cleah his th’oat an’ bow his head; 
One eye shet, an’ one eye open,—dis is evah wud he said: 
“Lawd, look down in tendah mussy on sich generous hea’ts ez dese; 
Make us truly thankful, amen. Pass dat possum, ef you please!” 
Well, we eat and drunk ouah po’tion, ’twell dah was n’t nothin’ lef, 
An’ we felt jes’ like new sausage, we was mos’ nigh stuffed to def! 
Tom, he knowed how we’d be feelin’, so he had de fiddlah ’roun’, 
An’ he made us cleah de cabin fu’ to dance dat suppah down. 
Jim, de fiddlah, chuned his fiddle, put some rosum on his bow, 
Set a pine box on de table, mounted it an’ let huh go! 
He’s a fiddlah, now I tell you, an’ he made dat fiddle ring, 
’Twell de ol’est an’ de lamest had to give deir feet a fling. 
Jigs, cotillions, reels, an’ breakdowns, cordrills an’ a waltz er two; 
Bless yo’ soul, dat music winged ’em an’ dem people lak to flew. 
Cripple Joe, de old rheumatic, danced dat flo’ f’om side to middle, 
Th’owed away his crutch an’ hopped it; what’s rheumatics ’ginst a fiddle? 
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Eldah Thompson got so tickled dat he lak to los’ his grace, 
Had to tek bofe feet an’ hol’ dem so’s to keep ’em in deir place. 
An’ de Christuns an’ de sinnahs got so mixed up on dat flo’, 
Dat I don’t see how dey’d pahted ef de trump had chanced to blow. 
Well, we danced dat way an’ capahed in de mos’ redic’lous way, 
’Twell de roostahs in de bahnyard cleahed deir th’oats an’ crowed fu’ day. 
Y’ ought to been dah, fu’ I tell you evahthing was rich an’ prime, 
An’ dey ain’t no use in talkin’, we jes had one scrumptious time! 

As Megan M. Peabody notes, this poem is disorienting because it not only includes 

“narrators/speakers but also narratees/characters and diegetic audiences with different 

expectations and knowledge bases than the reader” (60). According to Peabody, Dunbar 

employs these diverging perspectives to “defy sentimental conventions by utilizing 

narrative schemes that question a black speaker’s ability to speak whole truths, and by 

creating dialogic systems that reflect a burgeoning black community rebelling against 

white power.” I agree with Peabody that there is a sense of rebellion in the poem. The 

exaggerations in “The Party” speak toward the unrealistic expectations in the Plantation 

tradition by unsettling these even further. I do not think, however, that Dunbar questions 

the black speaker’s ability to speak whole truths. 

In line with Fleissner’s redefinition of naturalism and Rosello’s “stereopoetic” 

language, Dunbar rather amplifies the impossibility to speak whole truths: he foregrounds 

the instability of the interaction between narrator and listener that generates a sense of 

excess that doubles back on itself. As Peabody notes, encouraged by questions of 

disbelief by an outside party—to which the reader never gets direct access—the 

narrator’s descriptions of the party become increasingly “fantastic” (62). This fantastic 

nature both is and goes beyond the “The Party” as an event and narrative performance. 

The descriptions are pleasurable because excessive but this excess also introduces limits 

of interpretation. The audience senses that the story exceeds the bounds of the usual and 
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is consequently left unclear as to what could have happened and what could not. The final 

lines of the poem seem to point to the ultimate futility of accurately describing an 

experience to someone who was not physically present: “Y’ought to been dah, fu’ I tell 

you evahthing was rich an’ prime, / An’ dey ain’t no use in talkin’, we jes had one 

scrumptious time!” This ending is an ambiguous piece of performance: the “we” can be 

read exclusively, only including the people who actually attended “The Party.” It can, 

however, also refer to the speaker and the narratee because the speaker’s “talkin’” has 

become the “scrumptious time” itself. The verbal performance of describing “The Party” 

is unknowable but this is Dunbar’s intention. Only by keeping the reality of African 

American experience amorphous can he attempt to keep a white audience critically 

engaged and encourage them to question the connotative spectrum of racial stereotypes.    

In “The Party,” Dunbar plays with the exotic fantasies surrounding African 

American rituals and makes it the interpretative fabric of the poem. It is impossible to get 

a clear view of the party participants: they are described as “chillun” yet their finery— 

which is surreal by itself as slaves could never have afforded “silks and’ satins”— 

seemingly makes it impossible to distinguish them from their “mustus.”13 As the poem 

progresses, the descriptions become more unbelievable, ranging from abundance in food 

to cripples dancing energetically, and the initial force that propels the speaker—the 

unheard questions and laughing from the narratee—vanishes into the background. Instead 

the details themselves seem to absorb a strange, naturalist sense of return: contrasts like 

“wheat bread white ez cotton” often do not align and leave the reader clueless as to what 

is real. The narrator emphasizes the verb to “see” while describing the copious meal that 

13 The notion of skin color comes up here. Although many slaves were visually different because of their 
skin color, many servants who worked in the mansions instead of in the field were lighter skinned. The 
impossibility of visual difference alluded to here is therefore less anomalous than it seems. 
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is indeed too good to be true: “Seed dat coon in all his gravy, reckon den you’d up and 

died!” The speaker has to rely on the imaginative eye of the audience because this meal 

probably never existed and adds that the narratee would have “died” of delight if it would 

have. Although this reference to death is cast in humorous terms, it points to the reality 

that such abundance on a plantation often resulted from the deadly abuse of slave bodies. 

At the end of the poem, the reader is left pleasurably overwhelmed but disoriented. 

Howells is thus right to note that Dunbar “exults” in his material and makes the site of the 

common and “rudeness” one of complexity. It remains uncertain, however, how much 

Howells was aware of the more serious and critical implications of the poem. 

Although Howells attempts to be progressive in his review, he still easily 

becomes entangled within civilizationist prejudice. Many critics have taken issue with 

Howells’s use of the word “primitive.” Howells claims that Dunbar “has been able to 

bring us nearer to the heart of primitive human nature in his race than anyone else has yet 

done.” Since African Americans had generally been associated with a lack of cultivation, 

this word coming from an established cultural arbiter like Howells seems to lock them 

into a negative position. Howells, however, used the term “primitive” in his own critical 

work in such a way that it partly challenged the well-established late nineteenth-century 

teleological narrative that positioned African Americans in the realm of the uncivilized. 

Howells argues that the primitive remains present in everyone and functions positively as 

a temporary space of release: “the most enlightened person has his moods, his moments 

of barbarism, in which the best, or even the second best, shall not please him. At these 

times the lettered and the unlettered are alike primitive and their gratifications are of the 

same simple sort” (Criticism and Fiction, 53). Although Howells still associates the 
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primitive with the rudimentary, he decouples it from race. He argues that when it comes 

to the human population in general there is no linear movement from the primitive to the 

cultivated without moments of return. By pointing out that in the “here” of the 

“primitive” Dunbar’s “race has hitherto had its being,” Howells suggests that there is the 

possibility for progress. The words barbarism and the primitive were, however, heavily 

saturated with the notion of non-Western inferiority. Howells’s attempt to provide 

complexity within the existing terms thus did little toward changing the dichotomy 

between white civilization and a perceived African American lack of it. 

Although Howells is immediately categorized as prejudiced when critics see a 

racially loaded word like “primitive,” Dunbar himself used the word in a destabilizing 

fashion that unexpectedly resembles Howells’s use. In his novel The Fanatics (1901), 

Dunbar analyzes white characters whose blind belief in the sovereignty of North and 

South led to the Civil War. In one of the few scenes featuring an African American 

character, Dunbar describes how a black boy kills a white officer “not because he was 

fighting for a principle, but because the white man had made his mother cry the day 

before. His ideas were still primitive” (176). In other words, the “primitive” here equals 

an emotional reaction instead of a rational one but the irony of the passage is complex. 

Dunbar wants to expose the bigotry that drove the North and South to war. The legal 

issue of slavery as a state-bound or national principle seemed to have superseded the real 

human suffering of actual slaves. What was framed as rational and principled ultimately 

also partook of the backward in terms of human value. Moreover, the intention of being 

ethically right started to function as a passionate rage. From a human perspective, the 

reason why the African American kills seems more believable than the abstract value of 
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being right that drove the parties in the Civil War. Dunbar thus asks the audience to 

provide ironizing quotation marks around the word “primitive” and decouple it from 

African American inferiority. There is, moreover, a temporal aspect in Dunbar’s text, 

similar to Howells’s, that adds complexity. The African American boy—having recently 

emerged from slavery—is perhaps justified in being “still primitive” but the white 

Americans have no excuse for their bloodthirsty behavior. And should African 

Americans even want to aspire to what masquerades as the cultural capital of white 

civilization? It rather seems to function as a more perverse lack of humanity. 

Dunbar constantly introduces such interpretative loops that redirect the reader 

concerning their expectations about African American knowability. Whenever he seems 

to affirm a stereotype, he adds details that refract interpretative possibilities. In the poem 

“When de Co’n Pone’s Hot,” Dunbar literally uses repetitive structures—a refrain 

echoing the title of the poem closes each stanza—to interrogate the stereotype of African 

American Southern domestic comfort: 

Dey is times in life when Nature 
Seems to slip a cog an’ go, 
Jes’ a-rattlin’ down creation, 
Lak an ocean’s overflow; 
When de worl’ jes’ stahts a-spinnin’ 
Lak a picaninny’s top, 
An’ yo’ cup o’ joy is brimmin’ 
’Twell it seems about to slop, 
An’ you feel jes’ lak a racah, 
Dat is trainin’ fu’ to trot— 
When yo’ mammy says de blessin’ 
An’ de co’n pone’s hot. 

When you set down at de table, 
Kin’ o’ weary lak an’ sad, 
An’ you ’se jes’ a little tiahed 
An’ purhaps a little mad; 
How yo’ gloom tu’ns into gladness, 
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How yo’ joy drives out de doubt 
When de oven do’ is opened, 
An’ de smell comes po’in’ out; 
Why, de ’lectric light o’ Heaven 
Seems to settle on de spot, 
When yo’ mammy says de blessin’ 
An’ de co’n pone’s hot. 

When de cabbage pot is steamin’ 
An’ de bacon good an’ fat, 
When de chittlins is a-sputter’n’ 
So’s to show you whah dey’s at; 
Tek away yo’ sody biscuit, 
Tek away yo’ cake an’ pie, 
Fu’ de glory time is comin’, 
An’ it’s ’proachin’ mighty nigh, 
An’ you want to jump an’ hollah, 
Dough you know you’d bettah not, 
When yo’ mammy says de blessin’ 
An’ de co’n pone’s hot. 

I have hyeahd o’ lots o’ sermons, 
An’ I’ve hyeahd o’ lots o’ prayers, 
An’ I’ve listened to some singin’ 
Dat has tuck me up de stairs 
Of de Glory-Lan’ an’ set me 
Jes’ below de Mastah’s th’one, 
An’ have lef’ my hea’t a-singin’ 
In a happy aftah tone; 
But dem wu’ds so sweetly murmured 
Seem to tech de softes’ spot, 
When my mammy says de blessin’, 
An’ de co’n pone’s hot. 

On the surface, Dunbar’s poem corresponds to the expectations of local color. It 

emphasizes regional particularity since corn pone is a typically Southern dish. It also 

foregrounds racial particularity, varying from the affectionate use of “mammy” in the last 

two lines of each stanza, to the potentially racist implications of “a picaninny’s top.” A 

“picaninny” refers to a stereotypical image of a black child with exaggerated racial 

characteristics, meaning big, protruding lips, woolly hair, and bulging eyes. Images of 
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African American stereotypes were often turned into items of play—as is the case with 

this “top”—with the intention to emphasize the subjection of the group that was 

caricatured. Dunbar, however, uses this space of play for his own poetics: this 

“picaninny’s top” is set “a-spinning” and replaces a clearly delineated image with a blur 

that unsettles meaning on a literal and metaphorical level. Although Dunbar works 

toward creating commonalities across cultures and regions in “When de Co’n Pone’s 

Hot”—a domestic meal setting usually connotes social communion and wellbeing—he 

does not simply sentimentalize the home. The poem does not associate the domestic with 

an uncomplicated sense of abundance. There is always a sense of restraint involved that 

was particular to the African American experience in both the antebellum time and the 

1890s. Home existed in the gaps inbetween. Although African Americans attempted to 

nurture family bonds, the vicissitudes of slavery and its afterimage, racism, made it 

difficult to maintain these. 

“When De Co’n Pone’s Hot” seems to confirm the expectation in Howells’s 

review that when it comes to African American subjectivity, the “range between appetite 

and emotion is not great,” meaning that there is little affective depth. The title of the 

poem leads the audience to believe that it only dwells on the delight of good food. This is 

far from the complete story, however, and the reference to food functions as an entry 

point to multidimensionality. The poem describes African American domesticity in 

varied ways: it is a place of exuberance, sadness that is healed, enjoyment of good food, 

and religious uplift. The poem is much more about “emotion[al]” wellbeing and the 

various “blessin’[s]” in the domestic sphere than mere physical pleasure. This emotional 

dimension is, however, complicated by the poem’s shift from “you” to “I” that takes 
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place in the last stanza and introduces a sense of difference that could be read as 

exclusionary. The last two lines of the first three stanzas—“When yo’ mammy ses de 

blessin’ / An’ de co’n pone’s hot”—gesture toward inclusion and a shared realm of 

experience due to the use of “yo’ mammy,” which includes the audience as a 

knowledgeable participant. The last stanza changes this pattern because it shifts to the 

singularity of an “I” and ends on “my mammy.” This change can be viewed as a call-and-

response sense of unity, the “you” transforms into an “I” that knows and experiences the 

same domestic complexity. The cultural context of the last stanza, however, the realm of 

“sermons,” “prayers,” and “singin,’” which conjures the absent presence of the spiritual, 

again introduces exclusion. 

Spirituals create community if the participants share the same realms of 

referentiality but they also signal a sense of inaccessibility that was shaped by race and 

class experiences. In 1899, Dunbar wrote the article “Negro Music” for the Chicago 

Record in which he refers to the cultural specificity of spirituals. According to Dunbar, 

“[i]t is only the negro who can sing these songs with effect. The white professional acts; 

the negro feels. Here lies the difference. With the black man’s heritage of song has come 

the heritage of sorrow, giving to his song the expression of a sorrowful sweetness which 

the mere imitator can never attain” (quoted in Martin and Primeau, 184). Dunbar thus 

argues that at the heart of the spiritual tradition is a sense of contradiction—a “sorrowful 

sweetness”—that only African Americans, who share a common legacy of deferred hope, 

longing, and suffering, can voice successfully. Although white Americans may 

understand this painful history, they lack an empathetic connection because they have not 

experienced it. The story of the spiritual is thus one of a visceral but beautiful 
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inbetweenness, and Dunbar consciously keeps his descriptions circuitous. Dunbar 

combines the standard English of “sermons” and “prayers” with the dialect of “heerd o’ 

lots o.’” These textual, visual, and auditory reflections of language indicate how the 

spiritual tradition comes out of an American and African tradition but is also far more 

than a simple sum of these parts. Dunbar chiastically repeats this pattern for the dialect 

phrase “some singin,’” which is contextualized within the standard English of “I’ve 

listened to.” Dunbar’s use of truncation, which visually makes words seem less complete, 

does not correspond to a sense of cultural reduction. It shifts the reader’s awareness from 

the word on the page to the living, embodied texture of spoken language that adapts to 

conversational context. Moreover, Dunbar’s use of the dialect “singin,’” which 

metonymically represents spirituals as a type of translation from other religious practices, 

makes it more dynamic. The addition of the indefinite “some” to “singin’” further adds to 

this process of indeterminacy. Moreover, the speaker only describes the “effect” of 

listening to a spiritual, or rather the “aftah tone,” meaning a lingering echo of a musical 

composition that was ambiguous to start with. The contours of the spiritual thus remain 

open. 

“When de Co’n Pone’s Hot” partly enacts the shifting interpretative texture of the 

spiritual by its own version of a call-and-response dynamic. It includes diverging points 

of view that add to the variety characterizing African American life. The mother saying 

the blessing over food works as a corrective force in much of the poem: in the opening 

stanza, there is an unsettling sense of almost mad joy—a cog “slip[s]” and there is 

sensory “overflow”—that is kept in reign by the mother figure. In the second stanza, 

sadness and madness are counteracted by the promise of a home cooked meal. In the third 
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stanza, Dunbar introduces comparisons that do not hold: the detailed descriptions of other 

delicious food cannot equal the delight of hot corn pone. An abundance of good food 

seems to elicit the stereotypical exuberance associated with black religion: “you want to 

jump an’ hollah, / Do you know you’d bettah not.” As Dunbar’s addition of the second 

line indicates, however, there is a proper setting for social responses. The theatricality 

that people assume defines African American behavior in general has emotional depth— 

it is propelled by the feelings of gratitude that accompany “de blessin’”—but is not 

appropriate in every situation. The reader is thus encouraged to inhabit “a happy aftah 

tone” in a self-reflexive manner: there is a limit to the “happy darky” stereotype because 

it is not the predominant or only emotion in African American life. Although the 

common is often not properly valued for the pleasure and comfort that it gives people, it 

is a space of depth that can only be approached circuitously. 

Howells’s responses to Dunbar’s poems show that he is sensitive to the 

complexities in them but there are moments that the language that is available to him 

unexpectedly ensnares him in racist palimpsests. Howells does not quote the poem “The 

Deserted Plantation” in his Majors and Minors review but does evaluate it: he praises it 

as “pure sentiment” and contrasts it to the “too easy pathos of the pseudo-Negro poetry of 

the minstrel show.” Howells thus seems to be able to make an easy distinction between 

the realism of Dunbar’s poetry and a mere performance of sentiment that is reductive. 

The phrase “pure sentiment” and Dunbar’s “The Deserted Plantation,” however, are more 

complicated than assumed. In the poem, an old former slave mourns the loss of African 

American sociality by asking: “Whah’s ole Uncle Mordecai an’ Uncle Aaron? / Whah’s 

Aunt Doshy, Sam, an’ Kit, an’ all de res’?” By opening the poem with images of 
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abandoned labor instruments—“Oh, de grubbin’-hoe’s a-rustin’ in de co’nah, / An’ de 

plow’s a-tumblin’ down in de fiel’”—the speaker’s emphasis on the singing and dancing 

that seems to constitute slave life in the poem is immediately questioned. Only in a 

nostalgic after space, which is defined by a lack of laboring bodies, can the pleasures of 

community become the main imaginative realm to define slavery. Howells is partly right 

about “The Deserted Plantation”: in this highly nostalgic poem the speaker does not 

mourn the system of slavery as an unambiguously benign one as would be the case in 

“pathos”-oriented minstrel shows with white performers. The phrase “pure sentiment” is, 

however, deceptive. The speaker’s memory of the past is partly just as static as the 

instruments that have fallen into disuse because he lives in isolation and keeps lingering 

on and transforming the past. Although Howells tries to distinguish between the positive 

connotations between “sentiment” and the presumed negativity of “sentimentality,” these 

concepts inevitably blend into each other. It is exactly this intricate messiness that lies at 

the heart of Dunbar’s poetry of the culturally specific that always and often unexpectedly 

intersects with larger human patterns.     

When Howells turns to one of Dunbar’s most famous poems— “When Malindy 

Sings”—he describes it as being “purely and intensely black, as I may say, in its feeling.” 

He thus seems to move toward a reading that sets the African American experience apart 

from white America: 

G’way an’ quit dat noise, Miss Lucy— 
Put dat music book away; 
What’s de use to keep on tryin’? 
Ef you practise twell you’re gray, 
You cain’t sta’t no notes a-flyin’ 
Lak de ones dat rants and rings 
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F’om de kitchen to be big woods 
When Malindy sings. 

You ain’t got de nachel o’gans 
Fu’ to make de soun’ come right, 
You ain’t got de tu’ns an’ twistin’s 
Fu’ to make it sweet an’ light. 
Tell you one thing now, Miss Lucy, 
An’ I’m tellin’ you fu’ true, 
When hit comes to raal right singin’, 
’T ain’t no easy thing to do. 

Easy ’nough fu’ folks to hollah, 
Lookin’ at de lines an’ dots, 
When dey ain’t no one kin sence it, 
An’ de chune comes in, in spots; 
But fu’ real melojous music, 
Dat jes’ strikes yo’ hea’t and clings, 
Jes’ you stan’ an’ listen wif me 
When Malindy sings. 

Ain’t you nevah hyeahd Malindy? 
Blessed soul, tek up de cross! 
Look hyeah, ain’t you jokin’, honey? 
Well, you don’t know whut you los’. 
Y’ ought to hyeah dat gal a-wa’blin’, 
Robins, la’ks, an’ all dem things, 
Heish dey moufs an’ hides dey faces 
When Malindy sings. 

Fiddlin’ man jes’ stop his fiddlin’, 
Lay his fiddle on de she’f; 
Mockin’-bird quit tryin’ to whistle, 
’Cause he jes’ so shamed hisse’f. 
Folks a-playin’ on de banjo 
Draps dey fingahs on de strings— 
Bless yo’ soul—fu’gits to move em, 
When Malindy sings. 

She jes’ spreads huh mouf and hollahs, 
“Come to Jesus,” twell you hyeah 
Sinnahs’ tremblin’ steps and voices, 
Timid-lak a-drawin’ neah; 
Den she tu’ns to “Rock of Ages,” 
Simply to de cross she clings, 
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An’ you fin’ yo’ teahs a-drappin’ 
When Malindy sings. 

Who dat says dat humble praises 
Wif de Master nevah counts? 
Heish yo’ mouf, I hyeah dat music, 
Ez hit rises up an’ mounts— 
Floatin’ by de hills an’ valleys, 
Way above dis buryin’ sod, 
Ez hit makes its way in glory 
To de very gates of God! 

Oh, hit’s sweetah dan de music 
Of an edicated band; 
An’ hit’s dearah dan de battle’s 
Song o’ triumph in de lan’. 
It seems holier dan evenin’ 
When de solemn chu’ch bell rings, 
Ez I sit an’ ca’mly listen 
While Malindy sings. 

Towsah, stop dat ba’kin’, hyeah me! 
Mandy, mek dat chile keep still; 
Don’t you hyeah de echoes callin’ 
F’om de valley to de hill? 
Let me listen, I can hyeah it, 
Th’oo de bresh of angels’ wings, 
Sof’ an’ sweet, “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot,” 
Ez Malindy sings. 

Whereas Dunbar is not criticized when he describes cultural expressions as being specific 

to African American subjectivity—as he did in his description of the spirituals—when 

Howells uses similar words, they are often immediately cast as reductive. Although 

Howells’s use of the “pur[ity] and intens[ity]” of “black” “feeling” seems to refer to a 

quality that is unequivocally recognizable, the “black[ness]” that emanates from 

Dunbar’s poem constantly eludes clearly delineated categories. In “When Malindy 

Sings,” a dialect speaker criticizes “Miss Lucy” for being unable to move people with her 

music the way Malindy does with her singing of spirituals like “Swing Low, Sweet 
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Chariot.” Malindy never speaks in the poem and some critics, as Nurhussein points out, 

call this “lack of voice” of a non-white character “glaring” (64). According to Gavin 

Jones, 

Gayl Jones criticizes Dunbar for never representing Malindy’s voice, for never 

letting her speak her own story, yet the very point of the poem is that her voice 

inherently lies beyond the written medium. By emphasizing the resistance of 

black voices to literary representation in a dialect whose purpose it was to capture 

this very voice, Dunbar creates a massive irony that highlights dialect as an 

inadequate literary convention. “When Malindy Sings” has a self-destructive logic 

that undermines rather than confirms the dialect stereotype. (193) 

Gavin Jones thus views dialect as an “inadequate” cultural practice that Dunbar was 

forced to employ—he uses the word “capture”—and the dialect stereotype is seemingly a 

predetermined one that offered little room for creative reinterpretation. Jones argues that 

“When Malindy Sings” is “self-destructive” because it refuses to perform according to 

the expectations associated with dialect poetry: it does not present Malindy as a one-

dimensional character. Although I do agree that this poem mobilizes a sense of the 

“beyond,” I do not believe that Dunbar employs a “self-destructive logic.” Dialect was a 

space of possibility for Dunbar and the absence of Malindy’s voice rather contributes to 

the overall deconstructive potential of the poetry. Dunbar engages with stereotypes 

knowing that destroying them was impossible. He rather attempts to destabilize, or 

deconstruct, essentialist notions about African American nature. 

In “When Malindy Sings,” Dunbar questions the stereotype that all African 

Americans were musically inclined. Dunbar explores African American musicality on 
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multiple planes of interpretation: black performers are not biologically hardwired to 

entertain successfully and the blissful effects of African American singing are not 

accessible to everyone. Like the other poems, this one includes an excess of details that 

unexpectedly returns to the idea that “‘Tain’t no easy thing to do” when it comes to 

Malindy’s “raal right singin.’” “When Malindy Sings” partly seems to be a precursor of 

Dunbar’s “Negro Music.” In this article, Dunbar approaches African American 

musicality through descriptive indeterminacy: there is an “indescribable charm in it,” it 

offers an “unknown something,” and the “voices of the singers assume a tone that one 

cannot describe” (quoted in Martin and Primeau, 183, 184, 185). Although Dunbar claims 

that the indefinable source of the art lies in its African American “heritage” of 

“depression and fear, with their intermittent moments of flickering hope,” the poem 

complicates matters (184, 185). The dialect speaker works hard at convincing “Miss 

Lucy”—who might be a black upper-class lady or a white woman—that Malindy’s vocal 

skills are superior to hers because she does not merely look at “de lines an’ dots” of 

musical notation. This does not mean that Malindy’s seemingly more intuitive approach 

toward music is without “practice” or contradictions. Although she has “de nachel 

o’gans,” Malindy still needs to make “tu’ns an’ twistin’s” that come with experience. 

This experience is, however, difficult to define. The speaker criticizes ordinary folks who 

“hollah,” thus making noise without nuance, but she uses the same verb to describe the 

art of Malindy, who “jes’ spreads huh mouf and hollahs.” The difference is that for non-

African Americans the spirituals are just “lines an’ dots” whereas for Malindy they have 

the hopeful meaning of “‘Com[ing] to Jesus.’” Malindy sings spirituals in such a way that 

she embodies the message and when she sings “Rock of Ages,” “[s]imply to de cross she 
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clings.” As the transposition of the line’s order indicates, this is anything but simple and 

remains mysterious. Singing with feeling cannot be taught: it often comes with 

experience but does not automatically follow rigorous practice. 

Dunbar masterfully keeps Malindy’s singing in the realm of the “beyond” from a 

performative perspective. Although affect and access to African American heritage are 

essential ingredients for singing spirituals in a moving way, Malindy’s gift remains 

indescribable. Dunbar even encapsulates this notion in the refrain of the poem. The line 

“When Malindy sings” ends all the stanzas except the last two—which shift to “While 

Malindy sings” and “Ez Malindy sings.” These three temporal adverbs are similar in 

meaning but there is nevertheless a subtle difference. “When” is used for a repetitive, 

previously defined occurrence, “while” connotes a process that is happening over an 

extended period of time, and “as” refers to an event that takes place contemporaneously 

with something else but seems to have a more immediate quality. The poem thus 

temporally speaking generates the illusion of moving closer to the indefinable quality of 

Malindy’s singing but does not offer any real insight. Even the expected rapturous effects 

of Malindy’s singing are questioned. Cataloguing the influence of Malindy’s voice in a 

way that is reminiscent of the mesmeric effects of Orpheus’s music on the human and 

natural world—“Fiddlin’ man, jes’ stop his fiddlin’” and “Mockin’-bird quit tryin’ to 

whistle”—the speaker sets up expectations that seem hugely exaggerated. These are 

indeed contested in the final stanza. Although the speaker seems to “heah” Malindy sing, 

which should have introduced a warm glow of content and calmness for everyone around, 

a dog is “ba’kin” and a child is crying. The power of Malindy’s song is thus an innately 

personal—and ultimately unshareable—experience: the speaker is apparently the only 
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one who hears the music and has a positive affective response. The way in which Dunbar 

presents the poem does not make the “purely and intensely black” a generalized category 

of exclusion or fetishization. Although it intersects with race, it is more precisely about 

the social fabric of the experience of race. The speaker’s interpretative extrapolations 

seem to complement Malindy’s singing of spirituals—a genre that relies heavily on call 

and response. Although the speaker sets up a difference with “edicated” music, Malindy’s 

singing similarly requires calm contemplation, exposure, and expertise and contradicts 

any inherently essentializing association between blackness, feeling, and music. 

Howells, moreover, constantly attempts to undermine the stereotype that cultural 

capital and intellectual complexity are the exclusive domains of whiteness. He is, 

however, not always successful at proving this due to limits in the language that was 

available at the time. Howells writes that “in the artistic effect [of Dunbar’s poems] at 

least, is white thinking and white feeling in a black man.” For Howells—as for almost 

every nineteenth-century white American—the common is by definition white. In order 

to make people aware of their own prejudices, Howells paradoxically needs to align 

“thinking” and “feeling” with whiteness. The question that the audience is asked to 

contemplate is: can thinking and feeling be merely white privileges if a black person has 

the same capabilities? If not, these must be proof of some “human unity.” Unfortunately, 

as Rosello notes, due to the iterativity of stereotypes authors who attempt to engage with 

fossilized notions by merely reversing them often find themselves in a double bind: 

“there is no possible innocent reference to stereotype, and there is no stereotype to 

denounce until it is quoted. As soon as it is mentioned, the stereotype starts functioning 

within the critic’s discourse, a little like a ticking time bomb” (37). Although Howells 
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tries to be progressive, the comparison “like a ticking time bomb,” closes down on itself: 

art—the realm that is supposed to embody “human unity”—still seems to be the 

exclusive domain of white cultural practices. It is, after all, Howells’s voice that makes 

the inversion have some type of credit in the first place. 

Howells ends his review with a discussion of the poem “Accountability,” which is 

the most obviously critical of African American oppression. It also points to the 

limitations of attempting to turn the tables on oppressive systems: 

Folks ain’t got no right to censuah othah folks about dey habits; 
Him dat giv’ de squir’ls de bushtails made de bobtails fu’ de rabbits. 
Him dat built de gread big mountains hollered out de little valleys, 
Him dat made de streets an’ driveways wasn’t shamed to make de alleys. 

We is all constructed diff’ent, d’ain’t no two of us de same; 
We cain’t he’p ouah likes an’ dislikes, ef we’se bad we ain’t to blame. 
Ef we ’se good, we need n’t show off, case you bet it ain’t ouah doin’ 
We gits into su’ttain channels dat we jes’ cain’t he’p pu’suin’. 

But we all fits into places dat no othah ones could fill, 
An’ we does the things we has to, big er little, good er ill. 
John cain’t tek de place o’ Henry, Su an’ Sally ain’t alike; 
Bass ain’t nuthin’ like a suckah, chub ain’t nuthin’ like a pike. 

When you come to think about it, how it’s all planned out it’s splendid. 
Nuthin’s done er evah happens, ’dout hit’s somefin’ dat’s intended; 
Don’t keer whut you does, you has to, an’ hit sholy beats de dickens,— 
Viney, go put on de kittle, I got one o’ mastah’s chickens. 

Howells praises “Accountability” for its “fine irony and neat satire,” being “such a black 

piece.” The “black” nature of this poem alludes to the African American tradition of 

tricksterism. As Lawrence W. Levine notes, trickster tales, which originally featured 

animal figures, emphasize reversals of power and consist “of a confrontation in which the 

weak use their wits to evade the strong” (106). The speaker of “Accountability” follows 

this pattern as he makes the argument that all worldly difference is “splendid” and 
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concludes that taking one of the “mastah’s chickens” is not only excusable but divinely 

ordained. “Accountability” is completely written in dialect except for the title. Dunbar 

introduces this difference as a means of indictment. The language of the title functions as 

a metonym for the white population: they metaphorically possess the privilege of so-

called educated language but should also recognize their accountability for racist 

practices. The irony of the poem is that Dunbar manipulates the white audience’s logic 

for his own purposes while being aware of the dangers of using the methods of the 

oppressor. Although the poem seems to end on a triumphant note, the speaker “got one o’ 

mastah’s chickens,” is it really a victory? Or does the speaker unexpectedly still function 

as one of his “mastah’s chickens?” 

Running beneath the humorous surface of “Accountability” are large 

ramifications that expose hypocrisy. Dunbar’s speaker engages with old arguments used 

to justify slavery—biological difference and religion—to excuse his act of taking his 

master’s chickens. Slaveholders commonly used a passage from the Bible—“Cursed be 

Canaan; a slave of slaves shall he be to his brothers” (Gen 9:18-25)—to argue that the 

“marked” son of Noah, Ham, was black and that this blackness justified slavery. 

Difference was thus reinterpreted as a sign of inferiority. The speaker in the poem, 

however, changes this dynamic by emphasizing that difference is a neutral category that 

does not necessarily lead to negative value judgments: “Him dat made de streets an’ 

driveways wasn’t shamed to make de alleys.” As this quotation indicates, shame is a 

human construct and has nothing to do with a divinely ordained hierarchy. In a 

sophisticated move, the speaker implicitly asks the audience to agree and disagree with 

his reasoning. The speaker’s act of stealing a chicken opens up a far more glaring point of 
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accountability: if you disapprove of stealing animals, how can you justify cheating fellow 

human beings out of their right to self-possession? The self-defeating irony of it all is, 

however, that the idea that difference constitutes an excuse to justify special treatment 

was used in unpredictable ways. A case in point being the 1896 “separate but equal” 

verdict of Plessy v. Ferguson—which hid racism under the euphemism of difference. 

This event took place between the publication of Howells’s review of Majors and Minors 

and his introduction to Lyrics of Lowly Life. In this later piece, Howells indeed tries to 

take accountability for the potentially negative ramifications of mainly emphasizing 

racial particularity in his first review. 

After Plessy v. Ferguson Howells seemed to have become aware that race was not 

perceived as just different but alien. In order to counteract this tendency, he moved away 

from race in isolation and introduced a broader, more recognizable type of difference to 

make Dunbar visible: class. The racialized portrait with its exaggerated physiognomy 

disappears in the introduction to Lyrics of Lowly Life and is replaced by a historical 

portrait of Dunbar’s family that would be recognizable for most Americans. Howells 

does allude to race—he emphasizes that Dunbar’s parents were former slaves—but race 

becomes absorbed into a larger narrative of self-making that is typically American. 

Dunbar’s parents refused to be defined by slavery: Dunbar’s father took matters into his 

own hands and escaped to Canada, taught himself how to write, and sustained himself 

and his family as a “plasterer.” Dunbar’s mother stimulated her son’s literary talents 

despite “such chances and mischances for mental training as everywhere befall the 

children of the poor.” Howells thus shifts the emphasis from race to class, a condition 

that seemed to widen the scope of interpersonal sympathy. Jarrett exclusively connects 
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this shift with Dunbar’s supposedly anti-Howellsian naturalist prose. A closer analysis of 

the differences between the two Howells reviews reveals that this type of either-or 

thought is unjustified. 

More importantly, Howells’s attempt to move beyond race as the only category to 

describe African Americans continued until the end of his career. In October 1915, 

Howells wrote “In Charleston” for Harper’s New Monthly Magazine, which also 

uncovers a problem in Howells’s approach. By arguing that “the Southern negroes are 

simply a black image of the poverty which infests the world,” Howells downplays the 

complex problems of African Americans (752). While defending Homer Plessy, Albion 

Tourgée made the argument that “the reputation of being white” constitutes property. 

Tourgée continued that “[i]ndeed, is it not the most valuable sort of property, being the 

master-key that unlocks the golden door of opportunity? (quoted in Thomas, 30). 

Although the position of the white poor was serious—Howells found “the destitute in 

New York as unbeautiful and even as unpicturesque as the segregated in Charleston” 

(752)—the “property” of whiteness caused friction among the poor. Howells describes 

the African American and white poor being “strictly segregated” on opposite sides of the 

street while following the bulletins about a fight in Havana “between the pugilistic 

champions of their race and ours.” Howells laments that the African American poor 

ignore another “champion of their race,” meaning the poet “Dunbar.” Howells thus 

positions Dunbar’s poetry as aesthetic therapy that could counteract the glorification of 

violence, dissatisfaction, and boredom channeled through the fight. Howells, however, 

problematically asserts that the finer expressions of culture “no doubt were beyond the 

furthest ken of the crowd listening.” He presupposes that a penchant for fights means that 
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traditionally more elitist forms of entertainment (like poetry) cannot be appreciated. In 

reality, one does not exclude the other. As Arna Bontemps notes, speaking about her 

youth in the early twentieth century, Dunbar was a “household word” in black 

communities. “It was not, however, a bookish word. It was a spoken word” (45). 

Dunbar’s dialect poetry was thus appreciated by the lower classes who considered it 

culture. 

In his second review, Howells attempts to take the potentially negative 

interpretative edge off from his earlier words. The main problem he faced is that “black” 

is automatically sucked into a connotative realm of inferiority. Instead of repeating the 

dichotomy between black thought and feeling and a white equivalent in order to 

undermine it—thereby keeping the divisions alive—Howells emphasizes commonality: 

“I accepted [Dunbar’s dialect poems] as an evidence of the essential unity of the human 

race, which does not think or feel black in one and white in another, but humanly in all.” 

This “essential unity” is paradoxically a sense of illegibility. Although Howells insists on 

terming Dunbar’s dialect poems “black” because they do reflect life from an African 

American perspective, this blackness is messy and versatile. Howells continues that what 

is “new” in Dunbar dialect poetry is a sense of distance that allows for interpretative 

multidimensionality. Dunbar has “a finely ironical perception of the negro’s limitations, 

with a tenderness for them which I think so very rare as to be almost quite new.” Howells 

recognizes the complexity of Dunbar’s art that adds unexpected, ironical, yet sympathetic 

layers to the familiar thus changing its interpretative contours. Being unable to move 

beyond racial stereotype, Howells and Dunbar made the most of the “almost quite new,” 

meaning introducing moments of illegibility into familiar narratives. In the 1890s, the 
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cakewalk was the most famous embodiment of such practices of simultaneously 

approaching and skirting racial stereotypes. Dunbar discussed this cultural practice in a 

newspaper piece originally published in The New York World on 7 September 1897. 

Dunbar’s multi-genre piece explores how the cakewalk played a central role in keeping 

stereotypes of racial inferiority alive. The cakewalk was historically intended to unsettle 

cultural expectations about African American subjectivity and Dunbar tries to revive its 

performative ambiguity in his writing. This piece is important because consisting of a 

prose and poetry element it shows how the poetic allows Dunbar to approach illegibility 

and flexibility as constructive elements of the African American experience.   

Dunbar’s Cakewalk in Prose and Poetry 

In the 1890s, the cakewalk had become one of the most culturally visible 

examples of African American culture. Its power—which also partly constitutes its 

problematic nature—comes from what Eric J. Sundquist calls the “complicated cross-

currents of expression, appropriation, and parody” (279). The cakewalk combines 

traditional African call-and-response art and performance techniques focusing on 

exaggeration from the American minstrelsy stage. As becomes clear from the following 

quotation, the cakewalk—a dance featuring angular movements while the participants 

wore “hand-me-down finery” (278)—had its origin in complicated forms of imitation: 

Us slaves watched white folks’ parties where the guests danced a minuet and then 

paraded in a grand march, with the ladies and gentlemen going different ways and 

then meeting again, arm in arm, and marching down the center together. Then 

we’d do it, too, but we used to mock em, every step. Sometimes the white folks 
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noticed it, but they seemed to like it; I guess they thought we couldn’t dance 

better. (Baldwin, 208) 

The cakewalk—the best African American dance couple on the plantation was awarded a 

cake—thus signified differently for audiences along racial lines. For African Americans, 

it mocked the white presumption of the South that viewed itself as genteel and performed 

this self-image by means of the aristocratic grandeur associated with dances like the 

“minuet.” A white audience, however, saw the cakewalk as a sign of African American 

inability to imitate civilized ways. In other words, they were unwilling to acknowledge 

that the performative excess of the cakewalk was intentional and critical. Being a site of 

burgeoning resistance, the cakewalk, as Sundquist points out, has the ability “to represent 

a stage of transition in black public artistry, from the playing of assigned parts – typically 

imitative of or subservient to whites in blackface – to the creation of unique, culturally 

distinct roles” (276). Sundquist’s emphasis on process—the cakewalk is a “stage”—is 

key here. Intended as an ironic form of cultural commentary, the cakewalk originally 

mobilized a sense of open-endedness and disorientation that destabilized the boundaries 

between a knowledgeable us and a less knowledgeable other in terms of race. This 

indeterminacy, however, was in danger of being lost in the 1890s. 

As the nineteenth century progressed, the cakewalk became an industry and was 

coopted by white culture. This process contributed toward an emptying out of the critical 

value of the cakewalk. As Sundquist argues, for the black population the cakewalk 

functioned as a “reversal of the stereotype” of African American inferiority (277). The 

cakewalk, however, precisely came to represent African American inferiority for a white 

audience and the African American middle and upper classes once it became mass 
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entertainment. As Brooke Baldwin notes, images of cakewalking couples—“in awkward 

and exaggerated postures” and “gaudily mismatched and ill-fitting costumes”—were 

omnipresent in American society, ranging from cards and toys to wall decoration since 

the famous lithograph company Currier and Ives produced the series “De Cakewalk” in 

1886 (205-6). By turning images of cakewalking African American subjects into 

commodities, the white population further emphasized that African Americans 

predominantly existed for their use and entertainment. The dance became so popular that 

it “spilled over” into white society and became a rage (214). As Ann Charters notes, one 

of America’s richest men, William K. Vanderbilt, even asked an African American 

cakewalk dancer to instruct him. 

The cakewalk became so popular that it enabled African Americans to make a 

living by performing. As Charters points out, in 1892, the First Annual Cakewalk Jubilee 

was instituted at Madison Square Garden (35). During these national championships 

hometown couples from around the country would compete for a cash prize. These 

competitions continued the tradition of African American call-and-response art. As 

Baldwin notes, “the audience shouted support for any couple displaying unusual 

inventiveness or elegant execution. This cued them and the other couples as to how to 

dance in order to win the favor of the judges, often the audience members themselves” 

(211). The cakewalk in some cases thus still honored its origin of being a performance 

that was rooted in communal practices of exchange. More often than not, however, a 

sense of the ludicrous instead of artfulness was valued in commercial cakewalks. 

Vanderbilt performed at exhibitions and encroached upon the territory of black 

performers. The two most famous African American professional cakewalkers—Bert 
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Williams and William Walker—sent Vanderbilt a letter in which they challenged him “to 

a cake-walking match, which will decide which will of us shall deserve the title of 

champion cake-walker of the world” (Charters, 36). This exchange was highly publicized 

and Vanderbilt decided to refrain from responding. African American attempts at self-

assertion and resistance in terms of the cakewalk were thus increasingly becoming 

circumscribed. 

This sense of the cakewalk as a subjugating form of stereotype indeed becomes 

the focus of Dunbar’s 7 September 1897 review of the Gala Jubilee and Cake Walk at 

Madison Square Garden that took place on September 6.14 

Takes His Race to Task 
Paul Dunbar, Celebrated Colored Poet, Reports a Cake Walk 

His Views for the World 

14 The Richmond Planet (an African American newspaper) published a piece on 18 September 1897 that 
could refer to the same cakewalk: 

Another disgraceful performance which took place here last week and which will go down in New 
York’s history as a reflection upon the better element of the Negro race in this vicinity was the 
much talked of and advertised “Cake Walk,” which took place at Madison Square Garden on 
Monday evening, September 6th. To tell the truth, the whole affair and performance from start to 
finish was a botch and failure. 

True many of the performers were attired neatly and in costly apparel and exhibited great 
skill and training, but the entire entertainment was a failure. The audience was small and the 
receipts amounted to only $185 out of which $160 was for the rental of the theater. The climax 
came when after the audience had departed and the leader or rather the conductor of the great 
Cake Walk informed the participants that he had only $20 remaining with which to compensate 
them for services rendered. 

This was a signal for outward threats and demands for retribution. Finally, Mr. Jenkins, 
the manager, was led to a police station followed by a crowd of one hundred cake walkers, water 
melon eaters, and other ameteurs [sic] of less notoriety, coupled off in twos. But the sergeant had 
given them a hearing and interviewed their leader who promised to pay them. He informed them 
that there was no law by which he could compel their leader to pay them. This disappointed crowd 
departed and were soon out of sight amidst the throng on Broadway. 

We only hope that our people will soon learn to resort to other ways for making a 
livelihood and not commit or suffer themselves to become the victims of tom foolery, idolatry, 
degradation and retrogretion. 

Whereas this reviewer associates the cakewalk itself with “tom foolery,” Dunbar still sees revolutionary 
potential in it. 
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Thinks the Exhibition Vulgar, Misrepresenting a Historic Custom 
Degrades the Participants 

Critic Does not Spare His People, and Writes Some Verses Describing the Show 

Day had a mighty cake-walk 
Las’ night at Joneses square, 
An’ Mistah Isaac Johnson 
To hold de cake was dere. 
He wo’ a long Prince Albert, 
A scarlet tie to match, 
And evah lady in de house 
Swo’ Johnson was de catch, 

O, he was smart, an’ at de start 
He called ’em all to time, 
An’ as dey walked dem people talked 
An’ said dat judge is prime. 

Young Mistah Isham Barry 
Was wif dat Lizzy Brown, 
An’ evah one was bettin’ 
Dat dey could beat de town. 
Dey steppin’ was so light, 
Dat evah body hollahed – 
“Was dey evah sich a sight?” 

O, Isham pranced an’ Lizzy danced, 
Dey ought de prize to take. 
Der game was strong, but hope went wrong, 
Fo’ Johnson stole de cake. 

The long-advertised and much-discussed cake-walk and negro exhibition came 
off at Madison Square garden last night. 

To say the least, it wasn’t an overflow meeting, and if on the old days the best 
colored people did take a delight in these things, times must have sadly changed, for the 
dark 400 of Brooklyn and New York were not in evidence at this affair. 

The chorus singing was effective, although far from perfect, as it usually is in 
these matters. The performance began late, and the audience and performers looked like a 
human crazy quilt – the audience not more than the performers. 

It was amusing to hear the comments of the whites among the spectators. A very 
brown young man came in with a rather fair mulatto, when a whispered colloquy ensued 
among the fair-skinned lookers-on. In a sudden lull in the music one disgusted man’s 
voice rang out: “Is she colored? Of course not!” 

The performance may have been characteristic of a survival of ante-bellum 
customs, but, if so, those customs are seen through the eyes of the present day. All the 
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quaint charm of the old negro who did these things for their own sake are lost by these 
people who do them, as a matter of show. Their self-consciousness spoils their 
naturalness. If it was a reminiscence of the past, it was one exaggerated and magnified by 
the glasses of the present. 

The watermelon contest was won by “Watermelon George,” of Georgia. His feat 
of eating three-quarters of a melon in a few seconds did not call forth any spasms of 
enthusiasm from the audience. 

“Billy” Farrell and his wife gave an exhibition cake walk. Already world-beaters, 
they had no competitor who could even be considered unless it was Mr. and Mrs. Luke 
Blackburn. The two couples were matched, but “billy” and Willie Farrell still hold their 
place. 

The singing of Mrs. Robinson and Miss Louisa Consuella relieved the barrenness 
of vulgar inanity that characterized most of the so-called negro exhibition. 

There were few redeeming features in the whole matter. The audience laughed 
and said, “What fools!” But the effect does not end there, and the performance only 
marks the further lowering of public opinion concerning the negro. 

If the cake-walk could be taken for its historic significance it might serve the 
purposes of keeping alive a characteristic custom of the negro, but as it is only a hilarity 
provoking expedient, it is more honored in the breach than the observance. 

Among the few good things were the songs by Mattie Wilks, “Squeezy” Barnes, 
“Bob” Kelly, and the acrobatic work of Davis and Mack. 

Paul Laurence Dunbar      

Dunbar here tries to recuperate the interpretative disturbance at the heart of the cakewalk; 

or, as he puts it in the review, he wants to emphasize that the power of the cakewalk as a 

critical tool is its ability to exist “in the breach [rather] than the observance” of African 

American stereotypes.15 Moving through the different genres of prose and the dialect 

poem in the review (from critical white framing, to proverbially “black” dialect poem, to 

15 Dunbar was very familiar with the cakewalk and, in collaboration with Will Marion Cook, he was 
responsible for the hugely popular musical Clorindy, Or, The Origin of the Cakewalk (1898). As Bernhard 
L. Peterson Jr. notes, Clorindy, which was intended as a “Negro Operetta,” was supposed to introduce the 
cakewalk to “sophisticated New York audiences.” Dunbar thus attempted to counteract the 
status quo associated with the cakewalk he so fiercely criticized in his 1897 poetry-prose piece. The racist 
climate, however, partly thwarted Dunbar’s plans. Clorindy opened on 5 July 1898 and was performed on 
the rooftop of an open-air theatre, the Casino Roof Garden. Due to these circumstances, the spoken parts, 
which did not carry well in the open air, were eliminated and only the songs and dances remained (84-85). 
These songs included “Who Dat Say Chicken in Dis Crowd,” in which Dunbar criticizes the hypocrisy of 
upper-class African Americans. According to Sotiropoulos, Dunbar used the verse and the chorus to 
address 1890s assumptions about African Americans. Sotiropoulos argues that the longer verse—in which 
stereotypes were destabilized by a longer “story-line” that included “commentary on black life”—was 
addressed to African Americans. The shorter chorus, however, which confirmed stereotypes through 
repetition and its relative lack of narrative context, was directed at a white audience (94-95). 
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a prose analysis that partly contextualizes the former two), Dunbar reveals that for a 

contemporary audience the cakewalk had become a negative stereotype, a mere cultural 

curiosity. At the same time, he emphasizes that it had a long history of being refracted 

among many different interpretative lines and continues to unsettle notions about black 

inferiority. 

The 1897 review allows for unique insight into how Dunbar’s naturalist emphasis 

on the instability of interpretative excess exists in both prose and poetry but functions 

differently. The prose describes how the initial illegibility of the cakewalk started to 

disappear and turns a critical eye to the white viewers. The poem, however, tongue-in-

cheek performs what the cakewalk is all about—a refraction of expectations— and 

reinstitutes its amorphous essence in its poetic performative rituals. The power of the 

document, moreover, relies on the entangled crosscurrents of these generic intersections 

as all three (heading, poem, and prose) are in conversation with each other. The review is 

framed by a presumably white editorial voice that emphasizes that Dunbar “Does Not 

Spare His People” and views the cakewalk as “vulgar.” In the dialect poem, however, the 

“[vulgar]ity” emanates not from the cakewalk itself but from an inaccurate approach to it. 

The speaker focuses on the appearance of the cakewalker who was initially expected to 

win (Isaac Johnson, who merely seems to function as pompous decoration with his “long 

Prince Albert, /A scarlet tie to match”) but concludes that his final victory was unjust 

because Isham Barry and Lizzy Brown were favored by the audience. The poem seems to 

offer merely scattered, interpretative contours of the cakewalk—the only reference to 

actual movement is “Dey steppin’ was so light.” The story behind the dance apparently 

remains out of direct interpretative sight. The dialect poem, however, performs its 
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existence “in the breach,” or in a rich inbetween-space, which is embodied by the line 

“Was dey evah sich a sight?” These words function as the crux of the poem, which are 

enveloped within the interactive resonance of the question mark (questions are after all 

responses and require answering). The line invites comparison with existing cultural 

repertoire, making Isham Barry’s and Lizzy Brown’s performance both belong to 

previous cakewalks and transcend them. The cakewalk is by inference thus all about 

improvisation, about the rearranging of established expectations.  

Although the review’s different genres and voices seem to work in opposition 

with each other, they actually complement each other without necessarily making African 

American performance any more clearly definable. The prose section moves outward 

from the cakewalk, with its highly critical and analytical language, which was often seen 

as the purview of white civilization. Dunbar introduces class elements (the cakewalk was 

initially also enjoyed by higher-class African Americans), cakewalks include multiple 

elements of performance that can reaffirm their play with stereotype or undermine it (the 

watermelon eating contest, the singing, and acrobatics), and the cakewalk becomes a 

space in which the audience (both white and colored) becomes a site of scrutiny.16 

Although on the surface, Dunbar seems critical of the cakewalk (which takes up minimal 

space in the prose part), he rather points out that the form has been coopted by 

expectations of African American inferiority. Ironically, the comment that the 

performers’ “self-consciousness spoils their naturalness” is both true and not. In order to 

parody white customs, African American had to be self-conscious about how to copy 

16 As Andreá Williams notes, “Dunbar draws readers’ attention to issues of social mobility and exclusion 
within and beyond African American communities” (78). She continues that many middle-class African 
Americans struggled with a “fear of misclassification” because for the white population all African 
Americans were lower class (83). 
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white behavior while still infusing it with a different type of “naturalness” or 

significance. In the current case, however, the “self-consciousness” is viscerally re-

directed as the initial exaggeration that made the cakewalk a rich form now merely 

maintains the status quo (Billy and Willie win as expected although the other couple is at 

least as good). Although the “vulgar[ity]” that is referred to in the opening framing words 

is accurate, what is “vulgar” is emphatically not.      

The poem, which occupies the inbetween space between the white reviewer’s 

voice and Dunbar’s prose, seems to be the least critical part of the document due to its 

use of dialect. Although dialect would automatically conjure up expectations of African 

American simplicity for a late nineteenth-century audience, Dunbar adds layers of 

interpretative ambiguity that force readers to reflect on the idea that African Americans 

fit pre-established stereotypes. Contrary to expectations, the speaker is not pleased with 

the outcome. Or is he? In essence, the poem recuperates the spirit of the cakewalk as an 

imitation that exceeds the boundaries of the known. The poem’s final line, “Fo’ Johnson 

stole de cake” only partially illustrates what is amiss when the cakewalk becomes mass 

entertainment (there is a biased judge and the most skilled performer does not continue 

reinventing himself). Its reference to surreptitiousness, however, also comes as close to 

the cakewalk as possible. According to Rosello, stereotypes can productively be engaged 

with if ambiguity is introduced through a “space of seamless cohabituation between two 

voices” characterized by “the absence of markers of alterity” (quotation marks for 

example) that force us to “rethink who is in and who is out” (50). Although I agree with 

this comment, in the case of the poem, matters are more complicated. The whole problem 

was that there was no distinguishable “cohabituation” of alternative voices when it came 
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to perceptions of African American expressions of culture, which were inherently viewed 

as artless. Dunbar’s emphasis on a disorienting layering of perspectives in the poem 

becomes the most visible in the line ‘“Was dey evah sich a sight?’” He uses quotation 

marks to question who or what is really under scrutiny here. Is it the performance? The 

audience? Both? Is it an ironic reference to “Mistah Isaac Johnson” as a failed(?) 

performer? Or is it a reference to the prowess of Isham Barry and Lizzy Brown or 

disgruntlement at their anticipated loss? The introduction of these strategic quotation 

marks, in combination with the resonating prose contexts, actually activates all these 

possibilities. Whereas the prose section dissects various layers of the cake walk-complex 

and presents them to us as separate entities, the poem absorbs all of them in the same 

interpretative space that keeps unfolding in new directions.   

The cakewalk is an open secret because it performs how African American 

cultural practices live in the dynamic space of call and response, a shape shifting practice 

that is intended to unsettle expectations. Dunbar immediately widens the scope of the 

cakewalk, which, as Sundquist notes, is as much a “performative dance” as a “cultural 

event” so that it resonates with the African American experience (273). By locating the 

cakewalk in the bland generality of “Joneses square,” which explicitly does not 

correspond with Madison Square Garden, the actual location of the Gala Jubilee and 

Cake Walk, Dunbar turns it into an event that could be replicated anywhere. This notion 

is reinforced by the workings of the dialect itself: instead of adding a grammatically 

expected apostrophe signaling possession, Jones’s, Dunbar writes “Joneses,” which turns 

it into the plural of Jones. By making the sonically possessive plural, Dunbar allows 

language to dance away from the grasp of possession and literally morph into 
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multiplicity. Although the white reviewer intends to be dismissive when he says that 

Dunbar “Writes Some Verses Describing the Show,” the ambiguity of “some” and the 

plural of “Verses” (although there is only one poem), is actually an unexpectedly fitting 

description of what Dunbar is doing. He is attempting to estrange his readers from their 

stereotyped view of African American culture by introducing interpretive partialities that 

never coalesce. Dunbar’s dialect poetry, moreover, being a performance and an analysis 

at the same time, comes closest to the “stole[n]” part of the cakewalk but its hyper-

familiarity as a supposedly artless form also makes this dynamic less noticeable. This 

conundrum of missed interpretative opportunities continued to haunt the reception of 

Dunbar’s dialect poetry.     

Dunbar’s Critical Legacy Revisited 

Dunbar’s dialect poetry was such a useful—but also potentially dangerous— 

interpretative space of naturalist return with regard to racial stereotype because of its 

focus on the ambiguous currents of language itself. Although its visual truncation was 

usually interpreted as shorthand for the already-known, these spaces of omission could 

also be populated with alternative possibilities. Dunbar’s dialect poems could, depending 

on the sophistication and open-mindedness of the audience, reveal a rich compression of 

layers of meaning or a flattened out version of reality. A specific type of iterativity, 

however, marked the critical discussions of Dunbar’s poetry: a haunting of Howells’s 

decontextualized language from his 1896 review. The words a “rich humorous sense,” “a 

fond sympathy,” and “objectively” were triangulated in such a way that they seemed to 

corroborate the existence of the “happy darky” stereotype. Early twentieth-century 

reviews of Dunbar’s dialect poetry indeed confirm this notion. In “Lyric Poetry,” 
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published in the New York Times on 26 November 1904, the reviewer writes that 

Dunbar’s “negroes are filled with the joy of material life when food was good and easily 

got, and no one took thought for the morrow” (34). Such words immediately conjure up 

romanticized images of the Plantation tradition. In “Negro Songs,” a review of Dunbar’s 

poetry volume Howdy, Honey, Howdy, published in the New York Times on 4 November 

1905, the author writes that “in these careless melodies, these jovial, whimsical lilting 

strains we have the very spirit of natural poetry which is with us but for an hour and 

tomorrow must be sought again in some distant primitive race” (22). Dunbar’s poetry is 

thus fetishized as an authentic expression of an about-to-be-lost “jovial[ity]” that seems 

to have an anti-modern, or “primitive,” quality. Such movement toward a reductive 

reading of stereotype also characterized how critics misread Howells’s sophisticated use 

of “objectively,” which he defined as a mutable interaction with the realities of 

stereotype. According to Michael A. Elliott, Dunbar’s “dialect poetry treads the line 

between a complex aesthetic engagement with vernacular traditions and the caricature of 

those same traditions” (86). An analysis of Dunbar’s poetry when viewed through a 

naturalist lens, however, reveals a different picture. Elliott discusses the existence of a 

line between “a complex aesthetic engagement with vernacular traditions” and 

“caricature,” which resonates with a two-dimensional sense of separation. Dunbar’s 

dialect poetry rather performs a multidimensional movement between these entities. This 

naturalist movement, however, became invisible due to the reductive, interpretative 

violence performed on African Americans, who have been consistently positioned as 

America’s inferior other. 
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Although Dunbar’s dialect poetry was often viewed as the diametric opposite of a 

more self-affirmative African American subjectivity, it nevertheless became a new area 

of interest during the Harlem Renaissance. Dunbar, however, was an ambiguous figure 

for this group of African American poets, especially James Weldon Johnson, who 

reintroduced Dunbar to the critical establishment in the early twenties. Johnson was a 

personal friend of Dunbar and his introduction is full of echoes of Howells’s language 

from the 1896 review.17 What does it mean for Johnson to use Howells’s words although 

he probably must have known that Dunbar argued that Howells’s exclusive focus on his 

dialect poetry did him “irrevocable harm”? The potential answer to this question lies in 

Johnson’s complicated stance toward dialect as a source of creative self-making. He saw 

possibilities in dialect if writers turned to “genuine folk stuff” (6). As Johnson’s use of 

“stuff” indicates, the realities of lived experience were messy but dialect, as it had taken 

shape in the cultural imagination, often irresistibly inked a caricaturized “Negro” into 

being: 

The Negro in the United States has achieved or been placed in a certain artistic 

niche. When he is thought of artistically, it is as a happy-go-lucky, singing, 

shuffling, banjo-picking being or as a more or less pathetic figure. The picture of 

him is in a log cabin amid fields of cotton or along levees. Negro dialect is 

naturally and by long association the exact instrument for voicing this phase of 

17 See Young for a different analysis of the parallels between Johnson’s and Howells’s language. Young 
writes, “Johnson himself rewrites and signifies on Howells by using and thematically slant-rhyming off 
Howells’s terms, turning Howells’s aestheticism and lyricism into humor and pathos. Similarly, Johnson 
inverts Howells’s faint praise of Dunbar to damn dialect in term” (121). Although Howells’s words can be 
read as reaffirming stereotypes of blackness, I argue that he at least seemed aware of it and attempted to 
approach Dunbar’s dialect work on its own terms. Although his level of success is highly debatable, the 
effort at least merits attention. 
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Negro life; and by that very exactness it is an instrument with but two full stops, 

humor and pathos. (41) 

Whereas Johnson views “humor and pathos” as “full stops,” meaning creative dead ends, 

Howells’s “rich humorous sense” and “fond sympathy” introduce a more complicated 

connotative realm. Although Johnson proves himself to be a thoughtful critic by arguing 

that dialect itself is not at fault—the “conventions” of minstrelsy and the Plantation 

tradition are rather to blame for the reductive readings that clung to dialect (4)—he too 

sets up new dichotomies while deconstructing others. Johnson implies that there is a 

concrete difference between what he calls “genuine folk stuff” and stereotype, but these 

are messily entangled. Johnson writes that the greatest strength of African Americans is 

their “racial gift of adaptability; it is more than adaptability, it is a transfusive quality” 

(20). This “transfusive quality” cannot be attributed to the fiction of a supposedly racially 

pure “folklore.” It actually emanates from a naturalist entanglement between the common 

and the excess of stereotype, which is central to Dunbar’s dialect poetry.   

When naturalism, as Fleissner argues, is viewed as a process offering a qualified 

sense of agency in an environment that is weighed down by an excess of pre-established 

meanings, Dunbar’s poems become newly visible as critical moments that revel in a lack 

of racial determinacy. The introduction of poetry to the realm of naturalism adds 

complexity. Naturalism is usually associated with how the inanimate world of social 

forces becomes an overwhelming presence in characters’ lives—for example through 

narratives of addiction and obsession and the technique of anthropomorphization. In 

Dunbar’s dialect poetry, variations on this theme take shape on the level of voice and 

rhetorical figures that emphasize juxtaposition. As such there is less opportunity for 
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readers to occupy a realm of complacency when it comes to stereotypes as they are recast 

as active constructions. Dunbar sets up many of his dialect poems as overheard fragments 

of conversation that include the contours of dialogue without actually presenting clearly 

distinct voices. Within the poetry itself Dunbar replicates this process of de- and re-

contextualization by including contradictory elements: unusual analogies, exaggerations, 

and gestures toward repetitive patterns are continuously unsettled. Many critics, however, 

point to Dunbar’s own words when characterizing dialect poetry as limiting. In a letter to 

Johnson, Dunbar wrote: “‘I’ve got to write dialect poetry; it’s the only way I can get them 

to listen to me’” (35-36). But is this comment straightforwardly negative? Dialect poetry 

was very popular at the end of the nineteenth century because it seemed harmless 

entertainment that lacked an obviously biting edge. As such it was Dunbar’s best option 

to reach a large audience and—despite the obvious limitations—attempt to make them 

question their assumptions about African Americans. 

The potentially critically self-reflexive element that Dunbar aimed to have a white 

audience “listen” to becomes clear from his 1898 interview “Negro in Literature”: “Why, 

the white people in the south talk like us – they have imported many of our words into the 

language – and you know they act like us” (quoted in Martin and Primeau, 207). 

Although the white population believed in clearly distinguishable and impenetrable 

differences between them and African Americans, they “talk[ed]” and “act[ed]” more 

alike than assumed. In other words, Dunbar uses the overdetermined to question what is 

familiar and how this process takes place along unexpected routes. Poetry, a genre that 

foregrounds voicing and requires the audience to engage with the very materiality of 

language, becomes an even more fraught space of meaning-making in the context of 
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dialect. Dialect poetry was deeply immersed in African American stereotypes of 

inferiority but its play on how the sonic and the visual only partially overlap and leave 

room for other possibilities also offered Dunbar tools to trouble the very fabric that was 

used to create stereotypes. Howells seems to have been sensitive to this dynamic in 

Dunbar’s poetic work. Although in the 1890s, he lacked the terminology to discuss 

matters of race in ways that did not re-inscribe racist practices, his attempt to validate the 

racially particular as a locus of meaningful variety should not be dismissed. Howells’s 

engagement with America’s otherness of the South as a site of critical self-reflection was, 

moreover, continued in his support of white Kentucky poet Madison Cawein who 

reimagined the natural South as a space of haunting return.     
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CHAPTER FOUR 

The Realist Reinvention of the South: 
Aesthetic Violence in the (Human) Nature Poetry of Madison Cawein 

But the fact remains that there seems really a stir again in forms supposed nearly lifeless, 

and that the impulse is from within rather than from without….it is all very strange; it is 

like another country, another language, another world; we are a little lost in it. (William 

Dean Howells, “Editor’s Study,” Harper’s New Monthly Magazine, vol. 77, no. 460, 

September 1888, 152) 

On 26 April 2018, the Equal Justice Initiative broke new ground by opening The 

National Memorial for Peace and Justice, also informally known as the “National 

Lynching Memorial” in Montgomery, Alabama. After many years of skirting the ugly 

truth of racial violence in the U.S., EJI wanted to open Americans’ eyes to their 

complicity. Although the loaded term lynching is not officially part of the title, one of the 

main donors for the Memorial said “that increased visibility can help to inform present-

day discussions of race relations.”1 This effort is represented in the very nature of the 

monument that consists of 805 hanging steel rectangles representing the U.S. counties in 

which lynchings took place. As such, it reinvents the dehumanizing efforts of lynchers 

who strung up 4400 people between 1877 and 1950 on trees or suspended them from 

lampposts and bridges (Capehart). The cultural presence of lynching has predominantly 

been routed through ghastly, ephemeral after images of subjection: there was a lively 

1 Jonathan Capehart, “What the lynching memorial will force us all to face,” The Washington Post, 21 
December 2016. www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/post-partisan/wp/2016/12/21/what-the-lynching-
memorial-will-force-us-all-to-face/?utm_term=.a36410da1f40. Accessed 4 November 2018. 
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industry in lynching postcards that focused on the victim’s body after mutilation and 

body parts of the deceased were collected as souvenirs.2 At sites of such atrocities, 

however, no mark of commemoration or acknowledgment was erected. Lynchings also 

have a sparse presence in American literature. Especially the 1890s, the decade that 

witnessed the most systemic outbreak of lynchings, were instrumental in helping create a 

cultural atmosphere of amnesia when it comes to racial violence. The topic has 

nevertheless left its impression. 

The late nineteenth century is commonly seen as the height of realist fiction, in 

particular local color prose. This genre used realist complexity to foster understanding 

and create a sense of the mutual when it comes to intra-American difference. Local color, 

however, also became laced with romanticized notions of secluded pockets of the 

pastoral and nostalgic that seemed to defeat its socially expansive purpose.3 Especially a 

particular (and extremely popular) Southern version of local color, the Plantation 

tradition, functioned as a barrier to further understanding. This interpretative matrix 

presented a racist fictionalized ideal—slavery came to be viewed as a benign, paternal 

system—as real and as such denied racial violence and suffering. In an effort to revitalize 

this part of the realist paradigm, William Dean Howells made an unexpected move by 

championing Southern poetry. This literary tradition seemed doubly removed from the 

realist mainstream because geographically and generically it has come down in history as 

2 Photographs can be found in James Allen, Without Sanctuary: Lynching Photography in America, Twin 
Palms Publishers, 2009. Harvey Young makes the most in-depth argument with regard to the physical 
remains of lynching victims. In “The Black Body as Souvenir in American Lynching,” he emphasizes their 
complicated presence as souvenirs, fetishes, and performance remains. 
3 Criticism on local color is extensive. According to the classic, more isolationist stance of Richard H. 
Brodhead local color is “vacationist prose” that reinforces bourgeois difference presented as a literary 
object that signifies the privilege of connoisseurship (125). Recently, scholars such as Hsuan L. Hsu have 
argued that the construction of local color is deeply relational and unsettles presumed dichotomies between 
inside and outside. 
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epitomizing the type of nostalgia and pastoralism that made local color suspect. Focusing 

on a new generation of Southern nature poets in his September 1888 “Editor’s Study,” 

Howells writes that “there seems really a stir again in forms supposedly nearly lifeless, 

and that the impulse is from within rather than from without” (152). He continues that 

these new poetic Southern landscapes are “all very strange; it is like another country, 

another language, another world; we are a little lost in it.” This perceived “strange[ness]” 

comes from intensity directed toward nature as a space of minute observation that 

includes gothic traces instead of only romantic or nostalgic representation. In other 

words, these Southern natural landscapes are more defamiliarizing because they are more 

realistic and refer to the legacy of racial trauma. 

Howells particularly praises Madison Cawein (23 March 1865 - 8 December 

1914), a Kentucky poet, whom he called one of the “latest realists of the South” (“The 

Southern States in Recent American Literature. Second Paper,” 24 September 1898, 280). 

During Howells’s over twenty-year long engagement with Cawein’s work—spanning 

from 1888 until 1911—he revitalized the purpose of Southern nature poetry as a deeply 

social, humanly interconnected, and realist interpretative enterprise.4 Despite Cawein’s 

status as a well-known but controversial literary figure in the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries, he has undeservedly become a forgotten presence today.5 Cawein’s 

4 Cawein returned the favor by calling Howells his “literary father” in a 3 May 1890 letter to John Fox Jr. 
(Mss. A C383: Madison J. Cawein papers, 1886-1928. The Filson Historical Society, Louisville, KY). 
Howells jumpstarted his career by praising Blooms of the Berry in his June 1889 “Editor’s Study.” 
5 Cawein produced a staggering amount of poetry during his active years in order to make a living. As 
becomes clear from Jessie B. Rittenhouse’s words, this productivity was often seen as detrimental to his 
poetic excellence: “Mr. Cawein has yet too facile a pen not to be betrayed by it into excesses both of 
production and fancy. He writes too much … and lacks still to a great degree the self-scrutiny which would 
reject much that he includes” (181). Cawein’s oeuvre consists of the following poetry volumes: Blooms of 
the Berry, 1887; The Triumph of Music and Other Lyrics, 1888; Accolon of Gaul, with Other Poems, 1889; 
Lyrics and Idyls, 1890; Days and Dreams: Poems, 1891; Moods and Memories: Poems, 1892; Red Leaves 
and Roses: Poems, 1893; Poems of Nature and Love, 1893; Intimations of the Beautiful, and Poems, 1894; 
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literary career was a wildly various one ranging from nature poetry that was praised and 

criticized for being realist in its minute descriptiveness and poems including Oriental and 

mythical elements like dryads and fauns that are viewed as the diametric opposite of 

realist.6 These seemingly different strands of Cawein’s work are, however, equally 

important for a new mode of realism that proposes to restructure perspectives. From a 

narrow understanding of realism—a style that is mimetically reflective of the everyday— 

otherworldly elements disrupt the representation of the common. These jarring elements, 

however, can also function as a metanarrative on the constructed nature of biased 

Southern local color work that came to be viewed as realist. In Cawein’s poetry, 

descriptive detail does not merely frame idealized narratives but becomes the main, 

sprawling focus of attention. In Southern natural scenes that were commonly devoid of 

violence in popular local color contexts, the sheer accumulation of detail itself becomes a 

point of violent saturation. Moreover, in cases where the subject matter itself generates 

The White Snake and Other Poems, Translated from the German into the Original Meters, 1895; 
Undertones, 1896; The Garden of Dreams, 1896; Shapes and Shadows: Poems, 1898; Idyllic Monologues: 
Old and New World Verses, 1898; Myth and Romance, Being a Book of Verse, 1899; One Day & Another: 
A Lyrical Eclogue, 1901; Weeds by the Wall: Verses, 1901; Kentucky Poems, 1902; A Voice on the Wind 
and Other Poems, 1902; The Vale of Tempe: Poems, 1905; Nature-Notes and Impressions, 1906; The 
Poems of Madison Cawein. Volumes 1–5, 1907; An Ode Read August 15, 1907, at the Dedication of the 
Monument Erected at Gloucester, Massachusetts, in Commemoration of the Founding of Massachusetts 
Bay Colony in the Year Sixteen Hundred and Twenty-Three, 1908; New Poems, 1909; The Giant and the 
Star: Little Annals in Rhyme, 1909; The Shadow Garden (A Phantasy) and Other Plays, 1910; Poems by 
Madison Cawein, 1911; The Poet, the Fool and the Faeries, 1912; The Republic, A Little Book of 
Homespun Verse, 1913; Minions of the Moon: A Little Book of Song and Story, 1913; The Poet and Nature 
and the Morning Road, 1914; The Cup of Comus: Fact and Fancy, 1915. 
6 One group of critics emphasized that Cawein’s attention to the natural world was uniquely mimetic: “He 
had the naturalist’s eagerness for truth and one might explore the Kentucky woods and fields with a volume 
of his poetry as a handbook” (Anonymous, “On the Death of Mr. Cawein.” Bulletin. The Poetry Society of 
America, December 1914, The Story of a Poet, 159). Although positive, such a response does not do justice 
to how Cawein’s nature poetry asks readers to “explore” our response to the familiar or reassess it. Other 
critics saw the descriptive quality of Cawein’s poetry actively as a hindrance. Reviewing Cawein’s New 
Poems, Brian Hooker writes, “[i]t is true that purely descriptive poetry is restricted in emotional appeal, 
awakens at best only a quiet pleasure, and easily becomes cloying” (“Recent Volumes of Verse,” The 
Bookman, January 1910, 465). Description is thus interpreted as a lacking context to explore human 
affective depth and sociality. In Cawein’s case, however, description intentionally becomes “cloying,” or 
laden with excess and heightens “emotional appeal.” 
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expectations of violence—like lynching—Cawein actually withholds gory details and 

creates eerily depersonalized landscapes that are deeply political. Tapping into 

descriptive expectations about the South that were used as an excuse not to intervene, 

Cawein disrupts reader assumptions. As such, Cawein encourages his audience to 

become conscious of what they look at, what they expect, and why. The ultimate goal of 

making literary representation more in line with the complexities of reality would 

hopefully include dialogue to start shifting social injustice instead of predominantly 

ignoring matters.7 

The decision to concentrate on nature to talk about social patterns functions as a 

sophisticated move although this might not be obvious from the beginning. Cawein’s 

poetry gives expression to a type of haunting that shares similarities with what Jennifer 

C. James has termed “ecomelancholia.” James focuses on African American literature 

that represents the “earth as a site of black memory” (163). James uses the example of 

Paul Laurence Dunbar’s “The Haunted Oak” (1900) to study the enduring affect of black 

trauma as it manifests in nature. In Dunbar’s lynching poem, the landscape speaks of 

racial horrors that were often silenced and illustrates how ecomelancholia “refuses to take 

consolation in fantasies of rectification while destruction occurs unabated” (167). 

Although Cawein as a white, Southern man obviously could not have the same affective 

7 Cawein’s investment in local color predominantly surfaces in his private letters. He had a long lasting 
correspondence with the most popular dialect poet of the day, James Whitcomb Riley. Cawein showed 
appreciation of the Appalachian realism of Charles Egbert Craddock in a 10 August 1898 letter (Craddock 
was the penname for Mary Noailles Murfree), and in a 3 June 1899 letter Cawein wrote of Kate Chopin’s 
Louisiana short fiction that “it is intensely human, therein its charm consists” (Cawein to R. E. Lee Gibson, 
10 August 1898, Mss. A C383: Madison J. Cawein papers, 1886-1928. The Filson Historical Society, 
Louisville, KY; Cawein to R. E. Lee Gibson, 3 June 1899, Mss. A C383: Madison J. Cawein papers, 1886-
1928. The Filson Historical Society, Louisville, KY). Moreover, local color enfant terrible Hamlin Garland 
asked Cawein on 6 April 1909 to join “The Cliff-Dwellers,” the literary club he had founded in Chicago in 
1907. As becomes clear from Garland’s 25 October 1910 letter to Cawein, this club valorized the critical 
potential of a state of in-betweenness: “we welcome every visiting artist or literary man, with the heartiness 
of those who feel themselves more or less on the borders of civilization” (Mss. A C383: Madison J. Cawein 
papers, 1886-1928. The Filson Historical Society, Louisville, KY). 
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response to racial trauma as African Americans, his nature work—which also includes 

lynching scenes—points to the fantastic nature of performative gestures of “rectification” 

without acknowledgment of racial violence. Cawein’s landscapes consist of modernist-

like lists of natural elements that create a building atmosphere that works against the 

complacency often associated with this method. The poems also consciously indulge in 

idealizations that are questioned by elements of haunting. In the highly explosive social 

landscape of the American fin de siècle, pontificating and finger pointing could increase 

polarization. Moreover, talking about violence in direct and graphic terms includes the 

risk of re-inscribing it in a sadistic fashion. Making violence visible through condensed 

natural poetic landscapes that are haunted has, however, unexpected rich potential. 

Removing human beings from the scene but bringing to the foreground an often 

alienating Southern landscape forces readers to think about the politics behind patterns of 

sadness that point to human responsibility without necessarily openly incriminating 

anyone. Employing, like modernism, methods of seemingly inwardly-oriented 

description, Cawein’s realism attempts to redirect interpretative habits and renew 

engagement with the intersections of personal and communal responsibility. 

Howells was invested in exposing and correcting how the romanticized South 

came to be read as the realist South through its associations with the detail of local color. 

Before this could happen, the taken-for-granted entanglement in Southern literature 

between the real and ideal needed to be critically addressed. In order to accomplish this 

re-routing, Howells re-imagined a core U.S. concept and focused on poetry instead of 

prose. According to Howells, there was an analogy between the South and the Western 

frontier as a space of new beginnings. The Western frontier, which symbolized American 
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democracy and adaptability, became a fervent topic of debate after Frederick Jackson 

Turner declared it geographically closed in 1890. How could the presumed vitality of 

America live on? Although Turner and others pointed to a global solution by promoting 

imperialism, the South was also often referred to as a new West. The crucial difference 

between Howells’s and Turner’s interpretation of the frontier is that Howells does include 

violence. The frontier was not unoccupied and early Americans actively decimated 

Native Americans. The South could only be a space of promise if racial violence was not 

glossed over. In order to re-contextualize the overdetermined expectations about 

Southern local color, poetry surfaced as a field of promise. It offers a condensed and 

relatively decontextualized focus on a single but not singular moment that is driven by 

the affordances of linguistic details as meaning making and altering entities. Local color 

prose tells the story of social difference and details make this human difference visible. 

The intention is to create a receptive atmosphere for this difference, not necessarily to 

question its very texture. This is exactly, however, what poetry does more vigorously. 

Focusing on how words combine, juxtapose, and leave interpretational room for 

alternatives in the process, poetry (like local color prose) evaluates interpretative patterns 

of inclusion by studying relationalities of difference but on a different scale, that of 

language itself. Cawein’s interpretatively plural and stark natural poetic renditions of the 

South emphasize haunting and conflict. His Southern aesthetic of recursiveness and 

minimalism, which partly previews modernism, as a result has the potential of becoming 

a new realist embodiment of a more self-conscious democracy by pointing to patterns of 

complicity. 
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Much of the popular local color in the South used realist techniques to turn 

romanticized notions into truths. As Sharon Monteith notes, Southern literature has often 

been as much about “myth-making,” commonly associated with romanticism, as “place 

making,” which has traditionally been equated with realism. In a sense, this dynamic 

interaction between fact and fiction is true about most renditions of local color, but it 

becomes particularly insidious in the South (1). During the aftermath of the failure of 

Reconstruction, America, as K. Stephen Prince points out, craved a “moonlight and 

magnolia” South to mitigate Northern guilt about its Civil War victory and functioned as 

a counter-narrative for the shame of Southern defeat (138). The purported realism of the 

Plantation tradition partly came into being through a detailed emphasis on the seemingly 

more objective realm of natural splendor and minute descriptions of everyday life. 

Thomas Nelson Page initiated the Plantation tradition with In Ole Virginia (1887) and the 

genre was further shaped by Edward King’s highly popular travel narrative The Great 

South, serialized in Scribner’s Magazine in 1875 (20-21). Local color and travel 

narratives create similar expectations with regard to presumed interpretative 

transparency. These literary forms are first-person descriptive accounts that are designed 

to allow readers to vicariously immerse themselves in scenes of otherness. The 

meticulousness of description is often directly associated with truthfulness. Partly as a 

result of this technique, literary and cultural expectations and representations of the South 

as a space devoid of serious violence became a largely unquestioned norm. 

Most expressions of Southern local color, including the following poem “Nectar 

and Ambrosia” by Maurice Thompson, celebrated the landscape in expected, positive 

terms: 
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If I were a poet, my sweetest song 
Should have the bouquet of scuppernong, 
With a racy smack in every line 
From the savage juice of the muscadine. 

The russet persimmon, the brown papaw, 
The red wild plum and the summer haw, 
Serviceberries and mandrake fruit, 
Sassafras bark and ginseng root, 
Should make my verse pungent and sweet by turns; 
And the odor of grass and the freshness of ferns, 
The kernels of nuts and the resins of trees, 
The nectar distilled by the wild honey-bees, 
Should be thrown in together, to flavor my words 
With the zest of the woods and the joy of the birds! 

Who sings by note, from the page of a book, 
So sweet a tune as the brawl of a brook? 
Shall Homer, or shall Anacreon 
Suggest as much as the wind or the sun? 
Give me a shell from the sea so green, 
Cut me a flute from the Aulocrene,  
Give me Nature’s sweets and sours, 
Her barks and nuts, her fruits and flowers; 
And all the music I make shall be 
Good as the sap of the maple-tree, 
Whilst a rare bouquet shall fill my song8 

Southern natural bounty is here equated to lush lyric potential. According to Lucinda 

Hardwick MacKethan, in much Southern literature “the importance of the details as 

images is sacrificed to their function as symbols” (26). In other words, when 

predominantly read symbolically, details gesture toward a pre-established narrative that 

relies minimally on imaginative transformation. Using words like “racy smack,” 

“pungent,” “sweet,” and “zest,” Thompson indeed affirms cultural expectations about the 

South that include passion, intrigue, exoticism, and pleasure. Cawein’s own definition of 

8 From Southern Poems. Selected, Arranged and Edited with Biographical Notes, edited by Charles 
William Kent. Houghton Mifflin Company, 1913. https://docsouth.unc.edu/southlit/kent/kent.html#kent78. 
Originally from Maurice Thompson, Poems, Houghton Mifflin Company, 1892. 
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poetry published in the 2 January 1921 New York Herald, however, introduces additional 

complexity: “[p]oetry is the metrical or rhythmic expression of the emotions occasioned 

by the right or the knowledge of the beautiful, the melancholy and the noble in nature and 

in man” (Edwin Carty Ranck, “Edwin Arlington Robinson Defines and Illustrates 

Poetry,” 7, Madison J. Cawein papers, 1886-1928. The Filson Historical Society, 

Louisville, KY). Although Cawein’s interspersion of the Southern “beautiful” and 

“noble” with the “melancholy,” is not unexpected, the distinction between “the right or 

the knowledge of the beautiful” is. The most popular expressions of Southern local color 

conflated “right” and “knowledge,” with readers assuming that the Southern enjoyment 

they felt entitled to constituted the truth. Cawein, however, questions the contours of our 

knowledge of the South and indicates that its beauty was not the only or full story. 

Cawein’s nature poems, like “Drouth,” instead foreground that there is a Southern abject 

and connect it to existing and overly emphasized expectations about Southern splendor. 

Such a literary approach moves us beyond the biased nature of the popular version of the 

South and indicates that it is biased in the first place. 

In Cawein’s “Drouth,” the Southern landscape takes center stage but takes shape 

through defamiliarization because the unforgiving nature of the parched landscape 

penetrates representation: 

Drouth 

I 

The hot sunflowers by the glaring pike 
Lift shields of sultry brass; the teasel tops, 
Pink-thorned, advance with bristling spike on spike 
Against the furious sunlight. Field and copse 
Are sick with summer: now, with breathless stops, 
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The locusts cymbal; now grasshoppers beat 
Their castanets: and rolled in dust, a team, — 
Like some mean life wrapped in its sorry dream, — 
An empty wagon rattles through the heat. 

II 

Where now the blue wild iris? flowers whose mouths 
Are moist and musky? Where the sweet-breathed mint, 
That made the brook-bank herby? Where the South’s 
Wild morning-glories, rich in hues, that hint 
At coming showers that the rainbows tint? 
Where all the blossoms that the wildwood knows? 
The frail oxalis hidden in its leaves; 
The Indian-pipe, pale as a soul that grieves; 
The freckled touch-me-not and forest rose. 

III 

Dead! dead! all dead beside the drouth-burnt brook, 
Shrouded in moss or in the shriveled grass. 
Where waved their bells, from which the wild-bee shook 
The dewdrop once, — gaunt, in a nightmare mass, 
The rank weeds crowd; through which the cattle pass, 
Thirsty and lean, seeking some meager spring, 
Closed in with thorns, on which stray bits of wool 
The panting sheep have left, that sought the cool, 
From morn till evening wearily wandering. 

IV 

No bird is heard; no throat to whistle awake 
The sleepy hush; to let its music leak 
Fresh, bubble-like, through bloom-roofs of the brake: 
Only the green-gray heron, famine-weak, — 
Searching the stale pools of the minnowless creek, — 
Utters its call; and then the rain-crow, too, 
False prophet now, croaks to the stagnant air; 
While overhead, — still as if painted there, — 
A buzzard hangs, black on the burning blue. 

Nature here seems at war with itself. Although summer is often presented as a season of 

luscious excess, it here becomes a desert wasteland. The “sunflowers” with their “shields 

of sultry brass” resemble the adjacent “glaring pike” that pokes at the sky. The landscape 
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has a “furious” aspect with its angular, aggressive “spike[s]” of “teasel tops” and the 

ominous “beat” of “castanets.” Jessie B. Rittenhouse, the poet and critic who was one of 

the main founders of The Poetry Society of America and a promoter of modernism, 

focused on “Drouth” to make an argument for the realism of Cawein’s work: “This is 

vivid picturing and a fine touch of realism fused with imagination which compares the 

team rolled in dust to ‘some mean life wrapped in its sorry dream’” (185). Rittenhouse 

does not focus on description as a mimetic device (which is often an expectation about 

realism) but on a process of layering that unsettles interpretative contours. Likening the 

team to “some mean life wrapped in its sorry dream,” the sentence folds one level of 

perceived inadequacy—the intentional detachment of “some” to the already implied 

desperation of a “mean life”—unto another because the possible escape of a “dream” is 

merely a “sorry” one. Realism for Rittenhouse (and Howells) is far more about the 

evaluation of the textures of reality and making its instabilities visible rather than 

presenting a stable point of reference. In the poem, life seems to disintegrate and it 

becomes difficult for readers to distinguish between dream and reality as heat itself can 

create mirages. 

Especially the opening and closing stanzas seem to go beyond the romanticized 

expectations that still haunt the majority contemporary opinion about nineteenth-century 

poetry. The final lines, “While overhead, — still as if painted there, — / A buzzard 

hangs, black on the burning blue,” function as the main interpretative lens for the poem. 

They offer a metanarrative on the inadequacy and ominous “still[ness]” of Southern 

literary idealization. By making a reference to death an aesthetic effect—the buzzard 

seems “painted” onto the sky—Cawein comments on the stereotyped beauty associated 
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with the South that has a deadly tendency to stick in people’s imagination. For a 

contemporary audience, the second and third stanzas seem to represent this type of stasis. 

With their continuous questions and the melodramatic exclamation that most of nature is 

“Dead! dead!,” these stanzas seem too assiduous in their explanatory urge. Cawein’s 

poetry, however, functions in a very particular context. In order to make an audience 

aware of their interpretative patterns and move them away from these, some intermediary 

work is needed. Stanzas two and three can therefore also be read in a critical light. 

Southern beauty makes its appearance but is presented as only a part of a larger and more 

complex picture. By making the most romantically stereotyped stanzas the middle of the 

poem, Cawein seems to indicate that this tone and style function as a type of 

interpretative “Drouth.” 

Despite literary expectations of the South as an organic and stable entity, it has 

indeed always been geographically and ideologically more fluid than commonly 

acknowledged. The field of new southern studies, originated by Houston Baker, has done 

much to emphasize the South’s different levels of referentiality. Although regions are 

often read in terms of idiosyncratic difference, new critics of the South have, to use the 

words of Harilaos Stecopoulos, “powerfully deployed a traditional notion of region in a 

distinctly transnational critical mode” (8). These critics have made a convincing 

argument for how the South functioned as an “imperial signifier” that justified American 

expansionism (9). Jennifer Rae Greeson notes that the South partly functioned as an 

“internal other for the nation” because it is 

simultaneously colonial and colonized, it diverges from the nation writ large on 

the basis of its exploitativeness – as the location of the internal colonization of 
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Africans and African Americans in the United States – and on the basis of its 

exploitation – as the location of systemic underdevelopment, military defeat, and 

occupation.” (1, 3) 

Although exploitation was more visible in the South, the strains of the “colonial and 

colonized” also characterized the North. The shifting ideological grounds of the North 

and South relied on each other: the refusal of many white, Southern writers to confront 

racial conflict allowed the North to continue its stance of non-intervention. Prince 

therefore introduces a potentially more capacious term by pointing out that the South 

“operated much like an artist’s negative space” (4). In other words, the space around 

Southern idealizations, which indirectly refers to racial violence, was as relevant as the 

idealizations themselves. Emphasizing a different sense of relationality, Prince’s 

definition allows us to refocus on the cultural amnesia that surrounded and emerged from 

the supposedly objective detail of Southern nature. 

The South, however, was also an ambiguously generative space that exceeded 

what the North expected. At the dawn of the twentieth century, the South was 

undoubtedly a gothic space, but it was not without democratic potential. This part of 

America was still undergoing a fraught process of Reconstruction in which the colored 

population was to be included on terms of social equality. Although it is an element that 

remains underemphasized in the study of Frederick Jackson Turner, the most influential 

cultural critic of the Western frontier argues that the South could partly take over the role 

of the West as a space of democratic renewal. In the essay “The Problem of the West” 

(1896), Turner argues that the “old West, united to the new South, would produce not a 

new sectionalism, but a new Americanism” (75). The South could thus function as a 
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productive microcosm for the United States as a whole. Turner does not explain how this 

could happen but part of the answer lies in a certain mental attitude. Turner argues that 

“frontier intellect” arises from interacting with obstacles that force people to reassess old 

habits: it includes “coarseness and strength combined with acuteness and inquisitiveness; 

that practical, inventive turn of mind, quick to find expedients” and, most importantly, 

“buoyancy and exuberance” (“The Significance of the Frontier in American History,” 

59). Although much of the frontier thesis relies on geographical expansiveness, it also 

maps onto the space of the mind. Howells indeed echoes these sentiments. In “Southwest 

and Northwest in Recent Verse,” Howells writes that Cawein belongs to “that mood of 

the race’s Westward advance, when it still looked longingly Eastward over its shoulder; 

and when it could no longer see its old home, sat down in its new place and fondly strove 

to dream out an image of it there” (Literature, 9 September 1899, 253). In other words, 

the South functions as an in-between space in which the partly oxymoronic doubling of 

“dream” and “image” points to the promise and inherent complications of a reinvigorated 

democracy as a new social equilibrium needed to be crafted. 

Poetry, moreover, unexpectedly features in Turner’s theory of generative 

adaptability. In order to illustrate that the “early Western man was an idealist withal,” 

Turner quotes Harriet Martineau’s stance on the poetic (1834): 

I regard the American people as a great embryo poet, now moody, now wild, but 

bringing out results of absolute good sense: restless and wayward in action, but 

with deep peace at his heart; exulting that he has caught the true aspect of things 

past, and the depth of futurity which lies before him, wherein to create something 

so magnificent as the world has scarcely begun to dream of. There is the strongest 
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hope of a nation that is capable of being possessed with an idea. (“The Problem of 

the West,” 69) 

Contrary to many expectations, being an “idealist” does not function in opposition to 

being a realist. Functioning as a metaphor for an America that can unite oppositions—“he 

has caught the true aspect of things past, and the depth of futurity which lies before 

him”—poetry becomes a promising space of repetition with a perspective-widening 

difference. In the 1890s, the status of poetry indeed embodied productive tensions 

between the “past” and “futurity” that lie at the heart of a literary “new Americanism.” 

Poetry functioned as a space of the new because interpretative distance, which has 

commonly been associated with the birth of twentieth-century modernism, has its roots in 

late nineteenth-century nature poetry. Paula Bernat Bennett argues that this development 

was particularly present in nature poems written by women. Bennett notes that the 

poetry’s emphasis on stark, non-metaphorical description functioned as a “frequently 

alienated [] vision” (91). This stylistic change, however, does not have to be viewed as a 

break from realism. It can also be viewed as an organic development from the descriptive 

impulse in realism that encountered points of saturation in prose at the end of the 

nineteenth century. Equally important, the realization that this turning point toward 

modernism is partially routed through the South, which has often been interpreted as the 

baroque antithesis of the more minimalist appeal of twentieth-century modernism, adds 

complexity to our understanding of literary origins and their internal variety. 
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The intersections of poetry and realism while mapped onto the South thus raise 

new questions about genre, its function, and representation. Cawein’s poetry consistently 

breathes quaintness that mixes Southern natural lusciousness with indirect but consistent 

moments of haunting thus criticizing the Plantation tradition and the expectations about 

Southern poetry. Howells, moreover, places Cawein’s poetry within a Western frontier 

frame that includes an acknowledgment of racial violence. As such it is in tune with 

Cawein’s own poetic recreation of the South as a space where the familiar and the 

unfamiliar get recalibrated through gothic traces and functions as a potential mirror to the 

rest of the United States. Although Cawein uses nature to repurpose the relationships 

between remembering, forgetting, and attention, the critical establishment could not think 

of realism in genre crossing and expansive terms. Discussing Cawein’s second volume of 

verse, Moods and Memories, one reviewer writes, “[w]hy did Mr. Madison J. Cawein 

dedicate this volume of fanciful verse to Mr. W.D. Howells, who doesn’t believe much in 

either verse or fancy?” (The Literary World, 16 July 1892, 248). Being a poet himself, 

revitalizing realism in his poetry, and promoting a broad variety of poets in the 1890s, 

Howells obviously did believe in poetry. Moreover, unlike Howells himself, the reviewer 

fails to realize that Cawein’s employment of the Southern “fanciful” has critical edge. It 

does not function as a means of escapism but rather points to a new type of realism that is 

invested in restructuring interpretative habits to include violence and complicity but in 

relatively non-confrontational ways. In order to illustrate the importance but ultimately 

unsuccessful nature of Howells’s insight, I will also analyze Cawein’s Kentucky Poems. 

This collection, edited and selected by British literary critic Edmund Gosse in 1902, 

functioned as a model of the hyper-local difference of the South. A closer look at 
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Kentucky Poems, however, indicates that in the hands of Cawein the local continuously 

doubles back on notions of exceptionalism. Despite the volume’s overt emphasis on the 

South as a space of exotic curiosity, violence is inescapable albeit displaced onto other, 

more alien Southern spaces (i.e. Mexico) and the past. In larger cultural contexts, the 

natural South thus kept circulating in terms of a benign phantasmagoria that covered up 

but could not eliminate underlying racial trauma. 

Cawein’s Southern Landscapes as an Aesthetic New West 

Howells made the most explicit argument for the importance of Cawein’s 

Southern nature poetry as a realistic genre of rerouting expectations about violence and 

creating new, more inclusive types of the common. Cawein’s poetry was, however, often 

dismissed as being devoid of social import because of its descriptive focus on natural 

scenes. For example, Shaemus O’Sheel in “Madison Cawein’s Poetry Once More,” 

lambasts Cawein arguing that “Mr Cawein has long been known as one whose verse is 

best compared to a prairie—apparently boundless and interminable and quite without 

elevation” (North Carolina Review, March 1913, Madison J. Cawein papers, 1886-1928. 

The Filson Historical Society, Louisville, KY). Cawein’s poetry thus offers too much of 

the same natural images that lack variety. Howells himself verbalized such critiques of a 

“prairie”-like aridness to Cawein’s work by imaginatively asking him in a review: “‘Why 

do you always write Nature poems? Why not Human Nature Poems?’” (“The Poetry of 

Madison Cawein,” Poems, xiv). Howells, however, replies that Cawein’s nature poetry is 

“instinct with human poetry”: 

not one of his lovely landscapes in which I could discover no human figure, but 

thrilled with a human presence penetrating to it from his most sensitive and subtle 
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spirit until it was all but painfully alive with memories, with regrets, with 

longings, with hopes, with all that from time to time mutably constitutes us men 

and women, and yet keeps us children. (xv) 

As Howells points out, in Cawein’s work nature becomes a complex repository of human 

affective dynamism because its representation forces readers to pay close attention and 

extrapolate. Cawein’s poetry after all “thrill[s] with a human presence” without actually 

offering a “human figure.” This “human figure” materializes through conscious patterns 

of interpretation. By pointing to childhood, Howells also refers to a welcome element of 

adaptability that functions as a strange echo of the ideological work of renewal projected 

onto the West. The Plantation tradition favored a reductive, childlike innocence while 

eliding “regret[].” Howells’s inclusion of “regret” is, however, meaningful because one 

can only express repentance after the acknowledgement of wrongdoing. Hope, the 

aspiring after positive difference might be associated with youth but does not have to be 

naïve. On the contrary, hope can also be a painful exercise as it often emerges out of a 

type of dissatisfaction that needs to be faced first. Howells thus positions Cawein’s nature 

work as an imaginative West that revitalizes because it goes back to the basics of a 

critically self-reflexive kind of observation. In order to make this process visible, I will 

discuss the Southern and New England nature poetry context that Cawein emerged from 

and Howells’s engagement with underrepresented violence and overrepresented nostalgia 

in local color work. 

According to Howells, at the end of the nineteenth century, Southern nature poets, 

who besides Cawein, included Lizette Woodworth Reese, Adelaide Anne Procter, and 

Rose Terry Cooke, approached nature through a more modernist-like type of description 
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(“Editor’s Study,” September 1888). As John Timberman Newcomb points out, the New 

England, or so-called Fireside, poets, who experienced the peak of their cultural influence 

in the 1860s—William Cullen Bryant, Ralph Waldo Emerson, Henry Wadsworth 

Longfellow, John Greenleaf Whittier, Oliver Wendell Holmes, and James Russell 

Lowell—functioned as the devalued norm in terms of poetic nature work. Many of these 

poets had been staunch abolitionists who used their poetry as a social tool of agitation 

during the Civil War and in the years leading up to the conflict. After the trauma of the 

Civil War, many of them turned away from explicitly political subject matter and instead 

focused on nature as evidence of what Newcomb calls the “continuity and coherence of a 

benevolent cosmic order” (14). Newcomb continues that these poets’ work was defined 

by what he calls a “recipe of nostalgia, domesticity, pastoralism, and formal 

conventionality.” This does not mean that the work of the Fireside poets had no critical 

edge. The perceived idealizations that materialized in their poems rather emerged from 

“evasion and repression” because there was no corresponding reality (4, 17). Newcomb 

here rightly points to the more subtle elements in the Fireside poets’ work: a less overt 

type of criticism rerouted through nature does not necessarily mean there is no social 

engagement. Although nature as a presumably objective realm for description might map 

onto realism quite organically, this connection became fraught because nature came to be 

read as being too much in the service of a predetermined sense of human reality.  
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Howells noticed that in 1890s poetry, nature was often used symbolically and 

functioned as a stable point of reference for existing cultural concepts. It therefore did not 

open toward a more complexly realist understanding of American life that was 

increasingly characterized by biases. In Howells’s September 1888 “Editor’s Study,” in 

which he makes a case for the groundbreaking work of a new generation of Southern 

nature poets, he discusses a Fireside poet’s work as a point of contrast. Howells evaluates 

Holmes’s most recent volume of poetry, Before the Curfew, and Other Poems, as 

follows: 

[t]he precision of form indicative of a close-wrought, highly polished intellectual 

life; the touch as firm as it is fine; the philosophic poise of mind; the inward and 

backward look; the question consoling itself with hope where faith would seem 

too arrogant; the gentle yet penetrating suggestiveness; the air of ripe learning, 

and all the discipline of social and literary culture, with that tenderness for the 

past that half-compassionate interest in the present, which the years bring. (640) 

Although Howells is obviously respectfully praiseworthy of Holmes, an element of 

stiltedness emanates from the words “close-wrought,” “polished,” “poise,” and 

“discipline.” Before the Curfew, and Other Poems predominantly functions as a 

memorial to the past with poetic odes to Harriet Beecher Stowe, Lowell, and Whittier, 

who were vocal about their abolitionist beliefs. Such idealization of past activists can 

indicate that the present is lacking or that this more recognizable type of activism is no 

longer productive. In these contexts, nature was often introduced as an alternative space 

that works through the idea of depoliticized non-confrontation. 
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In Before the Curfew, there is only nature-oriented poem, “The Golden Flower” in 

which literal and metaphysical ecological patterns intersect: 

When Advent dawns with lessening days, 
While earth awaits the angel’s hymn; 
When bare as branching coral sways 
In whistling winds each leafless limb; 
When spring is but a spendthrift’s dream, 
And summer’s wealth a wasted dower, 
Nor dews nor sunshine may redeem, -
Then autumn coins his Golden Flower. 

Soft was the violet’s vernal hue, 
Fresh was the rose’s morning red, 
Full-orbed the stately dahlia grew, -
All gone! their short-lived splendors shed. 
The shadows, lengthening, stretch at noon; 
The fields are stripped, the groves are dumb; 
The frost-flowers greet the icy moon, -
Then blooms the bright chrysanthemum. 

The stiffening turf is white with snow, 
Yet still its radiant disks are seen 
Where soon the hallowed morn will show 
The wreath and cross of Christmas green; 
As if in autumn’s dying days 
It heard the heavenly song afar, 
And opened all its glowing rays, 
The herald lamp of Bethlehem’s star. 

Orphan of summer, kindly sent 
To cheer the fading year’s decline, 
In all that pitying Heaven has lent 
No fairer pledge of hope than thine. 
Yes! June lies hid beneath the snow, 
And winter’s unborn heir shall claim 
Fir every seed that sleeps below 
A spark that kindles into flame. 

Thy smile the scowl of winter braves 
Last of the bright-robed, flowery train, 
Soft sighing o’er the garden graves, 
“Farewell! farewell! we meet again!” 
So may life’s chill November bring 
Hope’s golden flower, the last of all, 
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Before we hear the angels sing 
Where blossoms never fade and fall! 

Holmes uses the natural cycle of the seasons to indicate how life in heaven will be the 

final reward for earthly pain: “So may life’s chill November bring / Hope’s golden 

flower, the last of all.” In other words, Holmes compares the afterlife to an unfading 

blossom, which was a common trope. Although nature is here intended to catalyze hope, 

it is of a fraught type. The seasons are a returning reality, but the afterlife lacks such a 

verifiable outlook: one can only believe in it. The persistence of elements of bleakness— 

the majority of the stanzas deal with loss and lack—can be read as a sign of doubt. Some 

imagery is unexpected; for example, the metonymic mixing of sea, wind, and land in 

“When bare as branching coral sways / In whistling winds each leafless limb.” This poem 

lacks, however, an overall push toward viewing nature itself as a messy entanglement of 

difference. In other words, although nature is the direct means through which the 

generalized human condition is discussed, the landscape still features predominantly in 

terms of background material. Nature supports and mirrors and does not vigorously 

question core concepts of metaphysical beliefs. Although the concept of heaven starts to 

be laced with doubt, its presence is still affirmed. In Cawein’s poetry, however, nature 

functions as a tenuous social ecosystem, a space that needs to be rediscovered and studied 

meticulously because it does destabilize what we desire to believe in and what actually 

exists. 
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When we turn to Cawein’s “The Wood-Path,” also published in 1888 in The 

Triumph of Music, and Other Lyrics, a different image emerges. In this poem, location is 

far from a stable entity. Particularity rather functions in an unsettling way, through the 

technique of listing. The use of the list—which as a form has the potential to endlessly 

bring together similar and disparate elements—leads the audience along a path that 

meanders along familiar territory to take us to an interpretative elsewhere: 

THE WOOD-PATH 

Here doth white Spring white violets show, 
Broadcast doth white, frail wind-flowers sow 
Through starry mosses amber-fair, 
As delicate as ferns that grow, 
Hart’s-tongue and maiden-hair. 

Here fungus life is beautiful, 
White mushroom and the thick toad-stool 
As various colored as wild blooms; 
Existences that love the cool, 
Distinct in rank perfumes. 

Here stray the wandering cows to rest, 
The calling cat-bird builds her nest 
In spice-wood bushes dark and deep; 
Here raps the woodpecker his best, 
And here young rabbits leap. 

Tall butternuts and hickories, 
The pawpaw and persimmon trees, 
The beech, the chestnut, and the oak, 
Wall shadows huge, like ghosts of bees 
Through which gold sun-bits soak. 

Here to pale melancholy moons. 
In haunted nights of dreamy Junes, 
Wails wildly the weird whippoorwill, 
Whose mournful and demonic tunes 
Wild woods with phantoms fill. 
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The opening stanza, with its archaic “doth” and its anthropomorphization, or rather 

feminization, of nature with its “Hart’s-tongue and maiden-hair,” creates a fairy-tale like, 

otherworldly atmosphere. As the poem progresses, however, there is an increased 

emphasis on recording itself and negative evaluation—mostly catalyzed through 

references to haunting, including “dark and deep,” “ghosts,” and “mournful and demonic 

tunes.” We are not even sure that this landscape is Southern until the fourth stanza with 

its “pawpaw and persimmon trees.” Compared to Holmes’s “The Golden Flower,” 

Cawein’s landscape is far more ambiguous. One element, however, becomes clear: the 

repetition of “Here,” which starts every stanza except the penultimate one, does not 

reaffirm interpretative moorings but actually leads to a dispersing of them. The fourth 

stanza, which does not start with a “Here,” seems to answer what this term means while 

simultaneously deconstructing it. “[W]hite” nature initially seems beautiful, but by 

comparing it to “fungus life,” which connotes the parasitic, and ending on “rank 

perfumes,” Cawein indicates that the South springs from a rotten foundation—slavery. 

Moreover, the repetition of “white” in the first stanza becomes an unexpected movement. 

Although repetition partly functions as reinforcement, it also points toward failed 

communication. It is as if the underlying connotations cannot be approached adequately 

and the repeated idea of whiteness becomes like interpretative quicksand. 
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Cawein’s perspective shifting poetics of destabilizing detail becomes most fraught 

in the poem’s last stanza. Cawein rearranges expected syntax patterns by putting the 

subject—the whippoorwill—last. The way in which this bird is presented also contributes 

to this effect: the alliteration of “w”-sounds can sonically embody the “mournful and 

demonic tunes” of the whippoorwill. It, however, also seems to revisit the incompleteness 

of “white” that was first introduced through repetition. Especially the word “demonic” is 

jarring and can refer to the unspoken contrast that underlies whiteness—meaning 

blackness—and thereby indirectly introduces slavery and its inhumanity as a system. 

Moreover, the introduction of the “whippoorwill” as a central element potentially fuses a 

partly defamiliarized South with its perceived antithesis, New England. In 1848, British 

poet Elizabeth Barrett Browning wrote “The Runaway Slave at Pilgrim’s Point,” which 

became one of the most famous expressions protesting the Fugitive Slave Act, which 

made it possible for Southern owners to repossess slaves who had escaped to the North. 

In essence, this Act made the supposedly free North the mirror image of the slave-

holding South. Browning’s poem is an emotionally charged narrative of infanticide as a 

black mother kills the child that resulted from rape by her white master. In “The 

Runaway Slave at Pilgrim’s Point,” Browning alludes to perceived African American 

inferiority through their relationship with nature. Whereas African Americans were often 

seen as an integral part of nature, the superior difference of the white population struck 

animals with awe. In order to create a context of equality, Browning extends this 

presumed privilege to the African American subject who utters: “Could the whip-poor-

will or the cat of the glen / Look into my eyes and be bold?” In Cawein’s poem, the 

whippoorwill “[w]ails wildly” because of an implied vortex of suffering that inhabits the 
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Southern landscape. More specifically, the whippoorwill seems to respond to the implied 

haunting of whiteness that resides within “pale melancholy moons.” In such a 

contextualized reading, the preconceived notions about Southernness are traveling along 

transatlantic and highly localized routes to unexpected interpretative destinations. The 

“weird[ness]” that the audience needs to come to terms with is how not only the North is 

incriminated in this cultural dynamic but America as a whole.   

Although Cawein’s nature work thus questions the desire for holistic patterns that 

emerged from the New England tradition, it also engaged with the Southern nature poetic 

tradition. Southern poets not only naturalized a type of cultural amnesia by skirting the 

history of violence and racism—like most Northern nature poetry—but they also used 

Southern abundance as a justification for colonization. A study of one of the most famous 

nineteenth-century Southern nature poems, Henry Timrod’s “The Cotton Boll” (1861) 

reveals this dynamic. Timrod uses a cotton boll as a romantic “sphere” of imperialist 

dreams that insidiously maps onto a reconceptualization of slavery as benign: 

While I recline 
At ease beneath 
This immemorial pine, 
Small sphere! 
(By dusky fingers brought this morning here 
And shown with boastful smiles), 
I turn thy cloven sheath, 
Through which the soft white fibres peer, 
That, with their gossamer bands, 
Unite, like love, the sea-divided lands, 
And slowly, thread by thread, 
Draw forth the folded strands, 
Than which the trembling line, 
By whose frail help yon startled spider fled 
Down the tall spear-grass from his swinging bed, 
Is scarce more fine; 
And as the tangled skein 
Unravels in my hands, 
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Betwixt me and the noonday light, 
A veil seems lifted, and for miles and miles 
The landscape broadens on my sight, 
As, in the little boll, there lurked a spell 
Like that which, in the ocean shell, 
With mystic sound, 
Breaks down the narrow walls that hem us round, 
And turns some city lane 
Into the restless main, 
With all his capes and isles!9 

Timrod erases painful complexities using the cotton boll as a “spell” that invites exotic 

beauty without any troubling afterthought. The colonized spaces, the “capes and isles,” 

are consciously not presented as sovereign entities but are merely metonyms of 

geographic isolation and accessibility that turn them into welcome points of possession.  

The intricacies of the cotton boll symbolize the presumed divinely ordained nature of the 

Southern system: the omnipresence of “fibres,” “gossamer bands,” “thread,” “strands,” 

and “tangled skein” is translated into the connectivity of “love” instead of oppression. 

The presence of slave labor is, moreover, literally marginalized by its envelopment within 

parentheses and metaphorically within the myth of the contently “smil[ing]” “darkey.”10 

African American presence is emphatically not presented as representative of human 

complexity as the slave only materializes through “fingers” and “smiles.” By choosing 

parentheses and a pars pro toto approach, Timrod implies that the contented slave is so 

familiarly real that it barely requires serious attention. In reality, however, work in the 

cotton fields involved the abuse of black bodies, which was accompanied by larger, 

global realms of financial, psychological, and emotional oppression and exploitation that 

also haunt the “boll.” 

9 This is only the first complete stanza of “The Cotton Boll.” 
10 Carrie Tirado Bramen writes about the history and complexity of this issue in the chapter “Southern 
Niceness and the Slave’s Smile” in American Niceness. 
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Another important element that contributed to the misreading of the romantic for 

the real was nostalgia. As MacKethan notes, nostalgia was one of the traditional 

mainstays of pastoralizing the South. Describing it as perpetually “passing or past,” the 

Southern pastoral “at its most glorious is an entrapment which if never abandoned can 

never be honestly explored” (4, 6). Thus functioning as longing for a past state of 

being—often more fictional than real—that is no longer accessible, nostalgia creeps into 

the present desiring it to be modeled after an elusive alternative reality posing as a 

truthful one. A representative poetic example is Samuel Minturn Peck’s “The Grapevine 

Swing”: 

When I was a boy on the old plantation, 
Down by the deep bayou, 
The fairest spot of all creation, 
Under the arching blue; 
When the wind came over the cotton and corn, 
To the long slim loop I’d spring 
With brown feet bare, and a hat brim torn, 
And swing in the grapevine swing. 

Swinging in the grapevine swing, 
Laughing where the wild birds sing, 
I dream and sigh 
For the days gone by, 
Swinging in the grapevine swing! 

Out - o’er the water-lilies bonnie and bright, 
Back - to the moss-grown tree; 
I shouted and laughed with a heart as light 
As a wild rose tossed by the breeze. 
The mocking-bird joined in my reckless glee, 
I longed for no angel’s wing -
I was just as near heaven as I wanted to be 
Swinging in the grapevine swing. 

Swinging in the grapevine swing, 
Laughing where the wild birds sing, 
O to be a boy 
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With a heart full of joy, 
Swinging in the grapevine swing!11 

In this poem, the plantation becomes a place of careless, youthful memories. The actual 

plantation is not described at all and the concept of labor, particularly slave labor, is 

completely absent. The “cotton and corn” are presented as self-generating crops that just 

spring into being. Nature, moreover, becomes a site of pleasure and play that reaffirms 

the speaker’s enthusiasm with the “mocking-bird join[ing] in [the] reckless glee.” The 

repetition of the line “Swinging in the grapevine swing” functions as a soothing sense of 

return to youth and innocence but it also becomes somewhat stultifying. Although the 

poem is supposed to be pleasant, the patterns of hyperbole and repetition indicate that this 

speaker is fabricating a past that is extremely partial. Yet the repetition at the same 

forcibly asserts its message as real, etching it into the reader’s mind in a way similar to 

William James’s discourse on habit, which comes into being through repetition. 

Howells wrote about the dangers of nostalgia in the essay “Storage” from 

Literature and Life (1902). Although Howells never uses the term nostalgia itself, he 

meticulously describes its potentially insidious meaning: we “cling to the life that has 

been ours, and hoard its mummified image in our hearts.” As becomes clear from the 

verbs to “cling” and “hoard,” there is a pathological refusal to let go of a dead past. This 

longing, as the use of “mummified” indicates, is always an unsuccessful and even 

grotesque attempt to keep death at bay. Using a spatial analogy—the new fin-de-siècle 

fad of storing one’s furniture instead of selling or otherwise getting rid of it—Howells 

can be said to make an argument for a Western frontier mindset that looks forward and 

11 From Southern Poems. Selected, Arranged and Edited with Biographical Notes, edited by Charles 
William Kent. Houghton Mifflin Company, 1913. https://docsouth.unc.edu/southlit/kent/kent.html#kent78. 
Originally from Samuel Minturn Peck, Rings and Love Knots, Frederick A. Stokes Company, 1892. 
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backward. As Howells points out, the past only has productive value for the present if it 

is re-contextualized according to the necessities of the present: “we can never return to 

the past on the old terms.” The past thus only serves a role as part of a concatenation of 

moments of experience that allows us to navigate the present. Describing a storage room 

as a “family vault,” Howells depicts how one’s former possessions once removed from 

their common use as part of one’s life turn into toxic presences: “[t]hey are the dead 

bones of homes, or their ghosts, or their yet living bodies held in hypnotic trances.” 

Calling storage warehouses “cemeteries” and making them sites of criticism, Howells 

touches upon one of the most popular and romanticized settings for local color 

engagement: the family burying ground. In his September 1888 “Editor’s Study” in 

which Howells promotes Cawein for his future-oriented appeal, he indeed quotes 

Cawein’s “The Family Burying-Ground” in which he uses natural detail to question 

nostalgic expectations. 

In Cawein’s poem, nature does not function as a means to comfortably indulge in 

nostalgic self-absorption, it actually reveals the possible narcissism behind such behavior. 

The Southern burial ground often functioned as an iconic canvas for nostalgic beauty and 

lost traditions of connectivity. In Cawein’s rendition, however, it becomes an 

interpretative ground for withholding and redirection since the poem focuses on an in-

depth exploration of a natural here-and-now that actively seems to disregard a human 

past: 

A wall of crumbling stones doth keep 
Watch o’er long barrows where they sleep, 
Old chronicled grave-stones of its dead, 
On which oblivious mosses creep, 
And lichens gray as lead. 
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Warm days the lost cows as they pass 
Rest here and browse the juicy grass 
That springs about its sun-scorched stones; 
After one hears their bells’ deep brass 
Waft melancholy tones 

Here the wild morning-glory goes 
A-rambling as the myrtle grows, 
Wild morning-glories, pale as pain, 
With holy urns that hint at woes, 
The night hath filled with rain. 

Here are blackberries largest seen, 
Rich, winy dark, whereon the lean 
Black hornet sucks, noons sick with heat, 
That bend not to the shadowed green 
The heavy-bearded wheat. 

At dark, for its forgotten dead, 
A requiem of no known wind said, 
Through ghostly cedars moans and throbs, 
While to thin starlight overhead 
The shivering screech-owl sobs. 

Although Howells in “Storage” presents nostalgia as a negative affect, he does not 

question that it has a sincere basis. Howells argues that “[w]e are supposed to have 

associations with the old things which render them precious, but do not the associations 

rather render them painful?” In other words, nostalgia makes the present more unbearable 

because the affective overemphasis on the past indelibly makes the present fall short. 

Cawein, however, in “The Family Burying-Ground,” implies that nostalgia originates 

from a lack of any real affective relationship with the idealized object. In the poem, 

associations become differently “painful” because Cawein deconstructs nostalgia and 

engages with the incompleteness it entails. Nostalgia in general thrives on partiality—the 

contours of the familiar are complemented with an elision of strife and the unpleasant. 

Here, however, the pastoral scene becomes eerily unresponsive to human pain. The 
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literally displaced syntax of the line “A requiem of no known wind said,” illustrates that 

mourning is forcefully projected onto the landscape. Cawein thus indicates that there is a 

lack of human sympathy and that nature is not an automatic fellow mourner. Moreover, 

the thing being “said” by the wind remains unarticulated. The “requiem” thus potentially 

becomes an empty gesture, a mere ritual that does not carry much meaning just like the 

burying ground has become deserted. 

Nostalgia, however, also refracts internally. In The Future of Nostalgia, Svetlana 

Boym argues that there are two types of nostalgia: productive and restrictive. “Reflective 

nostalgia” “dwells in algia, in longing and loss, the imperfect process of remembrance” 

(41). It fosters empathy and is associated with émigrés who long for a past that can never 

be reconstructed. According to Boym, reflective nostalgia needs to stay incomplete and is 

dynamic because there is a shared realization that the past is no longer attainable. Boym 

contrasts this type with “restorative nostalgia,” which “puts emphasis on nostos and 

proposes to rebuild the lost home and patch up memory gaps.” She defines it as a 

rigorous attempt to solidify the past through symbols and myths that function as the basis 

of nationalist paradigms. Although Boym separates these versions of nostalgia, Cawein’s 

poetry actually reveals the struggle and interaction between them. In “The Family 

Burying-Ground,” the opening line, with its “wall of crumbling stones” functions as an 

ambiguous guiding principle. Both reflective and restorative nostalgia are community-

building practices that actively respond to inclusion through exclusion. Although the 

image of “crumbling stones” can be viewed as a benign, natural process of erosion, there 

is still a hint of unsettling violence. The destruction of the wall could, after all, be due to 

human conflict that in Cawein’s Southern landscapes is a consistently lurking presence. 
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The differences between reflective and restorative nostalgia often seem to be more a 

matter of degree than kind. Whereas nationalists create an imaginary unitary past in order 

to safeguard sovereignty, émigrés do something similar on a smaller scale. In their role as 

temporally and geographically displaced people, their uncomfortable fit into a new 

society encourages them to idealize and prioritize the past in an effort to create an 

alternative community. This process can be stultifying and keep émigrés in an unhealthy 

limbo state: they do not belong in their new location but also do not belong to the 

imaginary construction they left behind. Cawein seems to show his awareness of this 

dilemma in “The Family Burying-Ground.” The literally naturalized bonds of a 

potentially more benign affection, for example the “mosses” that should embrace, protect, 

and generously absorb the abandoned graves, rather function as strangleholds: the 

vegetation is “oblivious” and the lichens are “gray as lead.” 

In “The Family Burying-Ground,” the type of melancholia that an audience would 

find comfort in is exposed as self-indulgent. For example, there is a discrepancy between 

the cows enjoying the “juicy grass” and the simultaneous human—unjustified— 

projection onto the animals as being “lost” and creating a “melancholy” atmosphere. This 

type of jarring juxtaposition becomes the most fraught in the following stanza: 

Here are blackberries largest seen, 
Rich, winy dark, whereon the lean 
Black hornet sucks, noons sick with heat, 
That bend not to the shadowed green 
The heavy-bearded wheat. 

In this part of the poem, nature can be argued to portray an excess of nostalgia that leads 

to stasis. Although there is richness in the landscape—the “blackberries” almost burst 

with their ripeness—this image is offset by the “heavy-bearded wheat” that “bend[s] not 
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to the shadowed green.” The presumed bounty seems unreal because humans do not 

harvest the berries and the wheat seems to defy the laws of gravity. The contrast between 

these luscious “blackberries” and the “lean” black hornet that sucks at them can indicate 

that naturalized romanticization is literally not sustainable except as nutrition for a mental 

and emotional pest. Due to this context, the poem’s concluding “sobs” of the “shivering 

screech-owl” also become ambiguous. Is this animal really tearful because of sympathetic 

neglect, thus mimicking a lacking human response, or does this sobbing become critical 

of a particular, self-indulgent melancholia? Is this a willful reading that exemplifies the 

“ghostly” nature of a predetermined type of human sympathy that is exclusive because it 

is directed through nostalgia? The dead are ultimately “forgotten” and we gain no 

knowledge about the history of this family. A family burying ground ideally functions as 

an extended form of reflective social connectivity because the past is metaphorically kept 

alive through commemoration. There is, however, always the risk that the past merely 

becomes a dead symbol, a mental shortcut that allows us to forget about complexities. 

In his reviews of Cawein’s poetry, Howells also seems to enact an awakening to 

cultural blindness with regard to the dark side of Southern life. This development shows 

how deeply views of a benign South had become entrenched in the cultural imagination. 

Offering a perspective that goes beyond established patterns of nostalgia and 

otherworldliness, Cawein’s poetry re-imagines connections between pain, artistry, and 

the role of the aesthetic. Howells’s remarks on Cawein’s nature poetry move from an 

emphasis on abundance that is mirrored in a lush verbal aesthetic to a harrowing 

rediscovery of violence that goes against any simplistic nostalgic longing for a pure 

South. In one of his first reviews of Cawein’s work in the May 1888 “Editor’s Study,” 
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Howells praises the poetry for its Southern excess, which is embedded in the exotically 

beautiful: “there is much that is expressive of the new land as well as of the young life in 

his richly sensuous, boldly achieved pieces of color” (136). Focusing on the hopeful 

future of a “young life” that will be as abundant as the South’s natural fecundity and 

exotic splendor, Howells idealizes the South and erases its troubling history. Ten years 

later, however, in his 1898 article “The Southern States in Recent American Literature,” 

Howells reinterprets the riotous aesthetic of the South in a more violent way and argues 

that the legacy of slavery (through lynching) still haunts it: “a colour of something cruel 

lingers yet in the new Southern work” (18). Although this sentence could be read as a 

euphemistic aestheticization of the blood-spattered history of the South, Howells came to 

realize that such destructive moments are an inescapable part of America’s experiential 

palette. 

Attempting to work through this dilemma of how to acknowledge Southern 

violence and Northern complicity, Howells wrote five articles about Cawein between 

September 1898 and January 1908. In these pieces Howells positions Cawein’s work 

within notions of racial violence but there is often a level of abstraction associated with it. 

This type of approach is often seen as a less invested mode of criticism regarding race 

problems. In “The Southern States in Recent American Literature. Second Paper,” for 

example, Howells argues that “slavery not only brutalized the facts, but brutalized, if I 

may so express it, the point of view” (Literature, 24 September 1898, 281). As such 

Howells comes close to Jacqueline Goldsby’s powerful argument about lynching, which 

she calls a “cultural logic.” In other words, lynching, which she contextualizes within 

nascent modernity, is integrated into the very fabric of Americanness. She therefore 
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relinquishes exceptionalist narratives.12 In the context of aesthetic criticism of the 

Plantation tradition Howells’s comment is meaningful, but it does not function very well 

as a call to arms about the real life suffering of African Americans. This lack has often 

been read in terms of cowardice and fear to jeopardize white, upper-class privilege. This 

same approach, however, can also be viewed as a response to the unsuccessful nature of 

polarization. Howells had after all encountered contempt and social ostracization after he 

spoke out during the 1888 Haymarket Affair. For similar reasons, Howells’s close friend, 

Mark Twain, never published his most damning piece on American racial violence, “The 

United States of Lyncherdom” (1901). In this essay, Twain argues that instead of trying 

to Christianize the “heathens” of China, America itself is in desperate need of 

humanization. As the title of Twain’s essay indicates, although lynching often took place 

in the South, it was reflective of a general American disregard of black lives. Howells 

and Cawein, however, did publish critical pieces that were less confrontational. This 

should not be dismissed as a tactic, especially during a time of intense “race-patriotism,” 

predominantly inspired by American imperialism in Cuba and the Philippines from 1899-

1902, which spurred on more vicious types of polarization. 

Although most late nineteenth-century cultural representations of the South did 

not seem to have much mediating potential, Howells discusses Cawein’s nature poetry as 

a positive model of realism in his criticism of American imperialism. In “The New 

Poetry,” published in 1899, Howells introduces Cawein as a more humane poet in 

comparison to Rudyard Kipling whose work promoted patriotism, which Howells 

12 Other studies of lynching have focused on particular segments of America’s population. Robyn Wiegman 
argues that lynching responded to the “transformation from chattel to citizenry” (82); Michael J. Pfeifer 
focuses on lynchers fighting to “preserve order” (4); and W. Fitzhugh Brundage notes that lynchers had a 
commitment to “white dominance, personal honor, and the etiquette of chivalry” (17). 
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criticized as “a source thick with ignorance and self-interest” (The North American 

Review, May 1899, 581). It is important that Howells chooses a Southern poet as a 

positive point of comparison because this part of America mirrored a dangerous type of 

atavism. Howells values the modesty and doubt of poets like Cawein, who understand 

complicity and conflict and whose work “embodies the universal human spirit, the spirit 

of the vast unfriended, unbounded commonness, before which imperialism shrinks to the 

measure of parochialism” (201). Howells’s use of “unfriended, unbounded commonness” 

seems reflective of the diminishing status of the realist paradigm at the close of the 

nineteenth century. It could also harbor a more critical element. The “common” in 

Cawein’s South is indeed an “unfriended” place: it is an alienating, haunted space that 

requires effort to be understood. Moreover, it actively needs to be befriended. Howells 

thus implies that there is already so much amiss in America itself that it should not have 

the ambition to invade other countries on the basis of some perceived moral superiority. 

The labor of friendship in the here-and-now of a divided and divisive America was 

already challenging enough. 

Although Cawein did not publish many poems that explicitly refer to Southern 

racial violence, Howells mentions and praises all of them—“The Feud,” “Ku-klux,” and 

“The Lynchers”—as “genuinely dramatic” in “The Poetry of Madison Cawein” (xviii). 

Howells uses the word “dramatic” to classify a type of poetry that is akin to modern, late 

nineteenth-century drama, like Henrik Ibsen’s, that reinvigorated realism. Relying on 

dialogue, which similar to real-life settings merely offers incomplete access to characters’ 

thoughts and emotions, Ibsen’s dramatic performances focus on complex philosophical 

questions about how much we know about people and how we acquire and process this 
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knowledge.13 In a period during which very few white literary figures openly wrote about 

racial violence, Howells’s intervention becomes noteworthy. Alice Dunbar-Nelson, poet, 

journalist, and African American activist (also wife to Paul Laurence Dunbar) included 

“Ku-klux,” and “The Lynchers” in The Dunbar Speaker and Entertainer: The Best Prose 

and Poetic Selections by and about the Negro Race (1920). In the foreword to The 

Dunbar Speaker and Entertainer, Leslie Pickney Hill writes that Dunbar-Nelson intended 

to illustrate that “the white man has no fine quality, either of heart or mind, which is not 

shared by his black brother” (13). When it comes to “poetry that has sung its way out of 

the black man’s sorrow,” Dunbar-Nelson only included Paul Laurence Dunbar’s lynching 

poem “The Haunted Oak” besides Cawein’s work on racial violence. As such, Cawein’s 

approach to a topic that was extremely traumatic must have been meaningful. In his 

poetry on Southern racial violence, Cawein moves away from the riotous abundance of 

detail that characterizes most of his nature work and instead uses almost stereotyped 

fragments of the gory, sensational lynching story that audiences had learned to expect: 

Lynchers 

At the moon’s down-going let it be 
On the quarry hill with its one gnarled tree 

The red-rock road of the underbrush, 
Where the woman came through the summer hush. 

The sumac high and the elder thick, 
Where we found the stone and the ragged stick. 

The trampled road of the thicket, full 
Of footprints down to the quarry pool. 

The rocks that ooze with the hue of lead, 
Where we found her lying stark and dead. 

13 Howells was one of the earliest supporters of Henrik Ibsen’s work. 
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The scraggy wood; the negro hut, 
With its doors and windows locked and shut. 

A secret signal; a foot’s rough tramp; 
A knock at the door; a lifted lamp. 

An oath; a scuffle; a ring of masks; 
A voice that answers a voice that asks. 

A group of shadows; the moon’s red fleck; 
A running noose and a man’s bared neck. 

A word, a curse, and a shape that swings; 
The lonely night and a bat’s black wings. 

At the moon’s down-going let it be 
On the quarry hill with its one gnarled tree. 

Cawein uses repetition, indirection, temporal disorientation, and a minimal reinvention of 

almost cliché-like material to defamiliarize racial violence. By using what in a sense are 

the props of a pre-interpreted natural crime scene and intentionally presenting them as 

fabricated, Cawein reinterprets what the natural means. Although lynching was 

supposedly driven by black criminality, the poems indicate that it was rather the result of 

a hyper-stylized attempt at white self-justification.       

“Lynchers” has a dramatic feel because it is presented as an oath or a curse and 

lynching, functioning as a highly ritualized type of racial violence, indeed partakes of 

both elements. According to Ida B. Wells’s “Lynch Law Statistics,” in 1892 Kentucky 

ranked ninth out of 26 states with 9 lynchings (87); in 1893 it ranked seventh out of 16 

states with 8 lynchings; and in 1894, it ranked sixth out of 18 states with 12 lynchings 

(152). Lynching violence thus seems to have been a consistent part of Kentucky life and 

the condensed nature of “Lynchers” brings in the fraught dimension of the role of the 

audience as interpreters and potential agents. This poem is the only one in Cawein’s 
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oeuvre that is written in rhyming couplets, which gives the impression of an aurally self-

enclosed space that partly echoes the reductive logic of lynching. Lynching was 

commonly justified because of the assumption that black men raped white women and 

the law was deemed inadequate in persecuting them. In A Red Record (1895), Wells 

successfully dismantled this assumption by quoting reports from white newspapers thus 

creating an alternative collage-like constellation of information. Cawein does something 

similar by working within and unsettling expectations and using details that resemble 

stage directions. The naturalized images in the poem create a minimalist narrative 

backdrop but exceed expected explanatory contexts because these partial elements 

become exposed as fabrications. 

“Lynchers” is designed to leave gaps in interpretation because lynching practices 

owed their status quo nature to people accepting moral holes. Cawein uses these gaps for 

critical purposes. The poem’s two acts of violence—the implied rape and murder of an 

unidentified woman and the lynching of another unidentified person who barricaded 

himself in “the negro hut”—are presented in abstract and eerily disembodied terms. 

Although the poem’s title “Lynchers” is intended to set this “we” apart from the supposed 

crime of African Americans, Cawein constructs the poem in such a way that these 

differences blur. Especially the following stanzas illustrate this dynamic: 

The sumac high and the elder thick, 
Where we found the stone and the ragged stick. 

The trampled road of the thicket, full 
Of footprints down to the quarry pool. 

Although the introduction of “the woman” in line four creates the impression that these 

stanzas refer to the expected violence of rape and murder, the focus on the aftermath of 

270 



	

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

  

 

violence—“we found the stone and the ragged stick” and there is a “trampled road”—is 

generic enough to incriminate the lynchers as well. Cawein introduces elements of 

passivity to emphasize the supposed self-fulfilling prophecy used by lynchers: the murder 

weapons of “the stone and the ragged stick” are “found” as if nature was just offering. 

Moreover, the poem indicates an unfair advantage—the lynched man is by himself 

whereas the “quarry pool” is “full / Of footprints,” which indicates that the lynched 

victim was outnumbered. Even the line break between “full / Of footprints” indirectly 

refers to a type of excess that breaks literary space. Although lynchings were narrativized 

as justified acts of violence, they were deeply sadistic rituals of prolonged torture. People 

were not just lynched, they were viciously beaten, cut, branded, and taunted. Although 

the natural abundance of the South was commonly used to hide the realities of violence, 

the landscape in Cawein’s “Lynchers” seems dotted with red marks of blood (“sumac” 

flowers) and black bodies. These are metaphorically presented by elderberries, a choice 

that in its indirection—the poem only incorporates the related “elder thick”—implies that 

African American presence is erased in order to be consumed. 

Cawein’s poem seems to go against realist expectations because of its 

otherworldly elements and its lack of temporal linearity. Although these choices can be 

interpreted as lacking, they facilitate an exposé of the naturalized misuse of Southern 

local color. The poem’s opening and closing couplets respond to the notion of the South 

as a fairytale place of moonlight splendor. This illusion is quickly dispelled by the omen-

like quality of the “gnarled tree.” By making the tree misshapen, Cawein points to the 

unnatural reality of lynching and notes that there is a deeply unsettling, gothic element 

that roams the Southern landscape. Although, as Goldsby notes, lynchings also took place 
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in urban spaces where people were strung up from lampposts, the most common cultural 

image of Southern lynching is a black body hanging from a tree (21). It is this 

commonness that Cawein approaches anew in a realistically complex fashion. Lynching 

violence was often perceived as a completely irrational, and therefore not to be stopped 

phenomenon but activists like Wells emphasized its premeditated nature. Lynchings were 

sometimes spontaneous acts but they were also often elaborately staged feats of 

entertainment.14 In “Lynchers,” the stage that is set in the opening stanza seems 

cardboard-like because it is so over-familiar that it becomes questionable as a reflection 

of reality.15 The insidious truth, however, was that for African Americans moonlight, a 

deserted space, and a tree could very well be lethal because any excuse could be 

fabricated to murder them. The opening couplet is, moreover, repeated verbatim at the 

end. This repetition indicates that the act of lynching is a continuous practice that follows 

its own reductive, circular logic. The phrase “let it be” functions as an imperative and 

connotes a sense of resignation, a passivity that does not seem to include human volition. 

This could be read as an indirect critique of lynching as just an accepted practice, a 

Southern cultural quirk that should not be interfered with. The overall abstraction of the 

poem, which becomes jarring because of its own excess and repetition, however, 

functions as an implied counter-narrative that emphasizes the staged nature of the crime 

of lynching. Approaching lynching through synecdoche, Cawein’s poem leaves questions 

of guilt, agency, and complicity in apparent suspension. 

14 Describing the lynching of Henry Smith in Paris, Texas on 1 February 1893, Wells notes that “special 
trains” were running to transport people to a gruesome spectacle. It included Smith being placed “upon a 
carnival float in mockery of a king upon his throne.” Using particularly acerbic language, Wells describes 
another lynching as “Fun in Gretna” (A Red Record, 96, 94, 188). 
15 Although Prince talks about Ku Klux Klan exposés between 1868-72, which were characterized by 
“descriptions frequently bordering on the grotesque” and a “peculiar theatricality,” these elements carried 
over into lynching (63, 68). 
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If Cawein would offer a fully contextualized picture of lynching, instead of 

disembodied, fragmentary details, readers would paradoxically not blink an eye because 

continuous exposure to scenes of violence produces a de-sensitizing effect. Cawein works 

against this expectation in the indeterminacy of the line “A voice that answers a voice 

that asks,” in which the expected order of question and answer is reversed. Although the 

reader might want to know who is doing the asking and answering, this ambiguity is 

intended. In the system of lynching culpability does not have to be established: the color 

of one’s skin was enough evidence for a person’s guilt and the “answer” thus literally 

preceded the “ask[ing].” Cawein’s “answer” is a sophisticated re-use of expected 

paradigms by making them into questionable grounds. By ending with the same lines it 

started with, the poem does not seem to offer any resolution. Although the presence of “a 

ring of masks” implies a past description of Ku Klux Klan activity, the general 

atemporality of the poem makes it eerily alive at the dawn of the twentieth century. By 

leaving the readers with the bare facts of the night, the incantation to “let it be,” and the 

“gnarled tree,” Cawein asks them whether they should continue to let this violent, 

inhumane practice “be.” Unfortunately, the gothic image that Cawein critically 

contextualizes within his poem and the larger social discussion of racial violence 

increasingly became a negatively self-enclosed space. Although Cawein’s meticulous 

attention to the complexities of nature functioned as a challenge to the desire to “let” 

romanticized imagery of the South just “be,” the larger vortex of artistic developments in 

the fin de siècle that remade the romantic into the real erased this critical potential.  

An analysis of Howells’s process of selection of how to represent “Feud” as a 

complex realist poem also reveals his hauntingly prescient doubts about the potential 
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success of his mediation.16 Howells only quotes three stanzas of “Feud,” which I have 

italicized below: 

FEUD. 

A MILE of lane,—hedged high with iron-weeds 
And dying daisies,— white with sun, that leads 
Downward into a wood; through which a stream 
Steals like a shadow; over which is laid 
A bridge of logs, worn deep by many a team, 
Sunk in the tangled shade. 
Far off a wood-dove lifts its lonely cry; 
And in the sleepy silver of the sky 
A gray hawk wheels scarce larger than a hand. 
From point to point the road grows worse and worse, 
Until that place is reached where all the land 
Seems burdened with some curse. 

A ragged fence of pickets, warped and sprung,— 
On which the fragments of a gate are hung,— 
Divides a hill, the fox and ground-hog haunt, 
A wilderness of briers; o’er whose tops 
A battered barn is seen, low-roofed and gaunt, 
’Mid fields that know no crops. 

Fields over which a path, o’erwhelmed with burs 
And ragweeds, noisy with the grasshoppers, 
Leads,—lost, irresolute as paths the cows 
Wear through the woods,—unto a woodshed; then, 
With wrecks of windows, to a huddled house, 
Where men have murdered men. 

A house, whose tottering chimney, clay and rock, 
Is seamed and crannied; whose lame door and lock 
Are bullet-bored; around which, there and here, 
Are sinister stains.—One dreads to look around.— 
The place seems thinking of that time of fear 
And dares not breathe a sound. 

16 Other critics especially used references to realism in their discussion of Cawein’s poems about social 
injustice. In a 10 May 1908 letter to Cawein, R. E. Lee Gibson writes about “Feud”: “I have often read in 
the newspapers about feuds in Kentucky & other states; but I venture to say the story was never before so 
affecting told as in these half dozen sonnets of yours, every one of them presenting a picture – realistic and 
impressive (Madison J. Cawein papers, 1886-1928. The Filson Historical Society, Louisville, KY). 
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Within is emptiness: the sunlight falls 
On faded journals papering its walls; 
On advertisement chromos, torn with time, 
Around a hearth where wasps and spiders build. — 
The house is dead; meseems that night of crime 
It, too, was shot and killed. 

Howells paradoxically omits the lines “One dreads to look around.— / The place seems 

thinking of that time of fear / And dares not breathe a sound.” because he wants his 

audience “to look around” at the present state of affairs. These lines position fear of racial 

violence in the past although it should be a continuing concern. By deleting the material 

in the first two stanzas that could offer diversification of the landscape, Howells makes 

the reader more painfully aware of an open, ominous space in which an outworn path 

leads to a house with a horrible legacy. In other words, the reader has to stick to an 

uncomfortable interpretative road leading to ruin. In the review, Howells argues that 

“Feud” “blend[s]” “Kentucky nature with a sense of the Kentucky civilization” (136). 

The word “civilization” is thus used in such a way that it gains layers of unexpected 

connotations: it can be used euphemistically—since ritualized murder should be the 

diametric opposite of a humane society—but it also becomes an uncannily apt term. 

Narratives of American civilization have often been inextricably linked with exactly this 

type of violence. Howells’s expectations for an alternative future are, however, 

ambiguous. He argues that Cawein’s work emphasizes a “personal sense of the tragic 

squalor, the sultry drouth, the forlorn wickedness of it all. By such a way as this lies Mr. 

Cawein’s hope of rise from Nature up to Man, if it is up.” Howells thus doubts whether 

progress is possible at all. Although the appearance of “Feud” makes the underlying 

cultural practice of Southern violence explicit, Cawein often chooses to leave it implicit 
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and thereby criticizes how the topic had become normalized. As becomes clear from the 

final stanza of “Feud,” in which “faded journals paper[]” the “walls,” the magazines that 

Howells and Cawein envisioned as virtual political realms could also function as mere 

objects of display that uncritically affirmed bourgeois taste. 

Changing literary tastes indeed influenced Cawein’s status. If reviewers refer to 

realism at all, there is only a very narrow understanding of it. In “‘Recent Verse,’ New 

Poems by Madison Cawein” (1909), the reviewer writes that “[a] sonnet on ‘The Rag 

Picker,’ for instance, presents a realistic picture of squalor” (Madison J. Cawein papers, 

1886-1928. The Filson Historical Society, Louisville, KY). Such an evaluation is not 

unjustified, but it reduces realism to a certain mimetic harshness of contemporaneous 

description. Jessie B. Rittenhouse was the only one who followed Howells and kept 

praising Cawein as a more complex realist in the early twentieth century. In “MADISON 

CAWEIN: A Posthumous Volume of Poetry and Prose THE POET AND NATURE and 

THE MORNING ROAD. By Madison Cawein. Louisville: John P. Morton & Co. $1.,” 

Rittenhouse argued that “Mr. Cawein’s poetry was subjective even when objective; there 

is never lacking that inner vision, that record of the moment when the spirit met the 

event” (New York Times, 3 January 1915, Madison J. Cawein papers, 1886-1928. The 

Filson Historical Society, Louisville, KY). In other words, Cawein goes beyond the 

mimetic and adds a dynamically reflective cast to it. In order to elucidate this point, 

Rittenhouse creates an analogy with impressionistic painting: 

Corot sketched a thousand trees, but never duplicated his subject. Manet painted 

the same scene innumerable times, but had never the same picture. So with Mr. 

Cawein, there was always some new manifestation of the eternal fact, and while 
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his poems seem often to repeat their themes, there is always a fresh approach, a 

new play of the imagination. 

According to Rittenhouse, Cawein’s realism is a subtly perceptive one, a style in which 

the “play of the imagination” is as important as the “fact[ual].” Cawein’s poetry thus 

becomes a training ground for perception. Although Cawein’s poems partake of Southern 

tropes and expectations, his way of presenting them emphasizes that we should question 

what we know. According to the art reviewer of Scribner’s in 1897, in impressionism 

“surfaces are only associated reflections and the reflection of reflections” (“The Field of 

Art,” 391). Is this emphasis on “only,” however, justified? Impressionism reveals the 

internal richness and ephemeral quality of seemingly one-dimensional or mundane 

objects and scenes of nature. Inserting Cawein into this story, however, changes it. He 

employs subtle elements of variety to disclose that perceptions of the South only show a 

stultifying type of variety, namely that of idealization. Impressionism puts the moment 

into motion and through his poetry’s patterns of displacement and the reinsertion of 

haunting and violence, Cawein unmoors and recreates the South. Turning excess into 

lack, he makes readers aware that what they often unquestionably accept as real is a 

subjective construct. Unfortunately, Cawein’s haunted poetry was culturally 

contextualized in such a way that its relationship to Southern violence remained a thing 

of the past if acknowledged at all.    

Kentucky Poems and the Infringement of Naturalized Violence 

Cawein’s reputation as the representative poet of Kentucky was most firmly 

established with the London publication of Kentucky Poems in 1902, which consisted of 

selections of his poetry since 1887. This matter of being representative is a highly 
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culturally charged question. Most reviewers gladly indulged in narratives of naturalized 

cultural amnesia when referring to Cawein. In “The Impress Left upon American 

Literature by the Late Madison Cawein,” Edward J. O’Brien writes: “[i]n Kentucky 

[Cawein] found an individual landscape which he could people with his fancy, and in this 

kind of creation he was assisted by an absence of self-conscious environment” (19 

December 1914, The Story of a Poet, 156). The reviewer here seems to map Cawein’s 

Kentucky onto the traditional understanding of the myth of the West that epitomizes 

American adaptability in the purported “absence of self-conscious environment.” In his 

poems, however, Cawein rather points out that nature carries conflicting and conflicted 

histories and is not a blank space that can be overwritten at will. Kentucky Poems created 

an international scope for Cawein and was selected and introduced by British critic 

Edmund Gosse.17 As becomes clear from Cawein’s letters, he was not involved in the 

selection of this volume. According to Madeline Covi, Cawein was “[n]aturally honored” 

by Gosse’s attention and hoped to “bring out an American edition of Kentucky Poems to 

be called In the Garden of Polymina with an introduction by William Dean Howells” (5). 

This American version never materialized. Although both Howells and Gosse position 

Cawein as a unique product of the South—Gosse writes that his “blood is full of the 

colour and odour of his native landscape” (“Introduction,” xvi)—their selections are 

radically different. Out of the eighty-two poems in Kentucky Poems, only eleven are 

17 Edmund Gosse (21 September 1849 - 16 May 1928) and Howells were correspondence partners. Part of 
their literary tastes overlapped as Howells championed Henrik Ibsen in the U.S. and Gosse did similar work 
in Great Britain. When it comes to poetry, however, Howells seems to have been more radical in 
acknowledging how the South functions as a multivalent point of criticism concerning the potentially self-
serving nature of local difference. 
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included in Howells’s selection, Poems.18 Like Howells, Gosse valued Cawein’s work 

because of its descriptive qualities but Gosse’s framing of the poems turns out to be 

contradictory and partly reductive. Gosse’s introduction emphasizes a positive type of 

Southern exceptionalism although Cawein’s poetry often works toward dismantling it.    

Howells selects poems in which nature becomes a point of departure that 

questions cliché representations of Southern excess. Gosse, however, associates Cawein’s 

poetry with a deceptive type of clarity in his introduction to Kentucky Poems by likening 

it to Southern waterways: 

The genius of this poet is like one of those deep rivers of his native state, which 

cut paths through the forests of chestnut and hemlock as they hurry towards the 

south and west, brushing with the impulsive fringe of their currents the 

rhododendrons and calmias and azaleas that bend from the banks to be mirrored 

in their flushing waters. (xvii) 

This contextualization is ideologically laden because its descriptive effort brushes away 

conflict and functions as a self-enclosed circuit of reaffirmation. Southern rivers, 

especially the iconic Ohio River that crossed Kentucky, were sites of horror because of 

slavery transport. Gosse, however, seems to value Cawein’s poetic and the Southern 

landscape’s stylistic flourish, which mirror each other in an “impulsive fringe.” Although 

Gosse does include specific poems that deal with Southern violence, namely “Feud,” 

“Lynchers,” and “Dead Man’s Run,” their critical edge is compromised. “Feud” and 

“Dead Man’s Run” represent the outdated cultural quirk of white blood revenge feuds in 

which both sides are equally invested in killing for honor. The placement of “Lynchers” 

18 These poems are: “A Twilight Moth,” “October,” “Feud,” “Lynchers,” “May,” “At Sunset,” “Rain,” 
“Intimations of the Beautiful,” “Unrequited,” “The Swashbuckler,” and “The Old Spring.” 
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between these two poems that refer to outdated violence that had a clear narrative of guilt 

diminishes the seriousness of the contemporary racial violence of lynching. In Gosse’s 

edition, these poems thus partly become inadequate reflections of past and present waves 

of African American suppression, abuse, and exploitation. They are, however, realistic in 

the sense that they illustrate all too clearly that expected representations of Southern 

beauty are accompanied by the devaluation of violence as a quaint curiosity. 

Most of the poetry that Gosse selected for Kentucky Poems engages with 

stereotypes that seem to reinforce expectations about the South as an exotic space of 

retreat. Poems describe the various seasons in graphic, meticulous detail, 

anthropomorphize nature as a beautiful woman, and introduce mythical creatures like 

dryads that emphasize beauty and caprice. The following poem, which Howells also 

selected for his volume, functions as a good example of the unexpected overlap and 

difference between him and Gosse: 

MAY 

The golden discs of the rattlesnake-weed, 
That spangle the woods and dance— 
No gleam of gold that the twilights hold 
Is strong as their necromance: 
For, under the oaks where the woodpaths lead, 
The golden discs of the rattlesnake-weed 
Are the May’s own utterance. 

The azure stars of the bluet bloom, 
That sprinkle the woodland’s trance— 
No blink of blue that a cloud lets through 
Is sweet as their countenance: 
For, over the knolls that the woods perfume, 
The azure stars of the bluet bloom 
Are the light of the May’s own glance. 

With her wondering words and her looks she comes, 
In a sunbeam of a gown; 
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She needs but think and the blossoms wink, 
But look, and they shower down. 
By orchard ways, where the wild bee hums, 
With her wondering words and her looks she comes 
Like a little maid to town. 

The most intriguing aspect of “May” is that it potentially complicates romantic notions 

about spring and renewal without pointing to new definite realms of expectation. An 

existing image is approached, reassessed, and consequently becomes only a version 

among others instead of a seemingly self-enclosed stereotype. The “spangle” in the first 

stanza is subtly interwoven with elements of darkness and it is left to the reader as to how 

to read these interpretative refractions: as a mode of introducing doubt or as a 

complimentary but unchallenging background that only further intensifies a “golden” 

nature. Cawein uses self-referential patterns of blue to create connections between the 

natural, floral representations of May—the doubling of the “azure stars of the bluet 

bloom”—and the eyes of May personified as a woman: “the light of the May’s own 

glance.” Image and vision thus temporarily seem to come together but how should this be 

read? Depending on how aware one is of the romantically constructed nature of the 

South, the last stanza can be read as a dazzling result of unquestioned and unquestionable 

Southern beauty. It can, however, also be read as an explicitly narcissistic and hyperbolic 

performance because of its juxtapositioning with the opening paragraph in which the play 

on light and perspective is introduced as an unsettling, ricocheting principle. 

Although local color thrives on rediscovering patterns of sympathy where few are 

initially to be expected, a diminutive reading can possibly further entrench people in their 

privilege and re-emphasize false us/them binaries. According to Gosse, the Kentucky 

Southernness of Cawein’s poetry relies on a restrictive type of interpretation: “Mr. 

281 



	

  

 

 

  

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Cawein’s narrative poems on mediæval themes, and in general his cosmopolitan writings, 

have been neglected in favour of such lyrics as would present him most vividly in his 

own native landscape” (xi-xii). Gosse here tries to dissociate Cawein’s Southernness 

from the “cosmopolitan,” as if these are conflicting efforts. Critics such as Brad Evans, 

however, have emphasized that the local always circulates in wider interpretative 

contexts. An appreciation of the specific, the local, or the commonly overlooked, often 

functioned as an element of the cultural connoisseurship that signaled one’s cosmopolitan 

status. As a British subject, Gosse is a cultural outsider and has an investment in 

accessing a particular type of Southernness that fetishizes a sense of “mediæval” 

backwardness. A more critically reflective representation of the South—one that 

emphasizes the horrors of slavery and racism—could function as an appeal for British 

intervention, and hence partly incriminate them for not doing so. A romanticized notion, 

however, avoids such a conundrum because violence is seen as either a cultural relic or is 

presented in terms of the aesthetic pleasure of mere cultural difference. Moreover, there 

could be another dynamic at play: an awareness of the romanticization of the South 

becomes satisfactory in itself in terms of affirming the perceived moral and cultural 

superiority of Great Britain. When Gosse writes that Cawein’s South is a “queer 

landscape, but one of new natural beauties frankly and sympathetically discovered,” the 

pejorative nature of “queer” seems to linger (357). 

Gosse’s framing of Cawein’s poetry does show the dark side of Southern history. 

This violence, however, follows expected patterns and merges pioneering, colonization, 

and the romanticized image of the vanishing Native American. According to Gosse, the 

“Kentucky flavour” “is most agreeably detected” in Cawein’s long narrative poem 
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“Intimations of the Beautiful” (1894) and he ends his introduction with an excerpt (xxii). 

In line with Turner and Howells, Gosse maps Kentucky’s South onto an image of the 

West. Gosse’s selection, however, seems to be a stereotyped “bright and exuberant” one 

that relegates violence to a distant past: 

Where, in the hazy morning, runs 
The stony branch that pools and drips, 
Where red-haws and the wild-rose hips 
Are strewn like pebbles; where the sun’s 
Own gold seems captured by the weeds; 
To see, through scintillating seeds, 
The hunters steal with glimmering guns. 
To stand within the dewy ring 
Where pale death smites the bone-set blooms, 
And everlasting’s flowers, and plumes 
Of mint, with aromatic wing! 
And hear the creek,—whose sobbing seems 
A wild man murmuring in his dreams,— 
And insect violins that sing! 

At first glance, these lines offer a straightforward, highly romanticized image of the 

frontier experience: man conquers a willing, feminized landscape. Nature morphs from a 

picturesque canvas of a gently gothic kind—the “stony branch that pools and drips”—to 

abundance that is waiting to be mined. The comparison of “red-haws and the wild-rose 

hips” to “pebbles” creates the impression that nature is paving the way to its “gold” that 

needs to be disentangled from its “weeds.” Vision, however, also becomes an 

aggressively appropriating gaze as the “hunters” need “glimmering guns” “[t]o see.” The 

last three lines of “Intimations,” moreover, map onto the myth of the vanishing Native 

American. Native people supposedly lacked the plasticity to adjust successfully to 

modern life. In reality, they fell victim to forced removal, of which the 1830-1850 “Trail 

of Tears” has become the most well known example. In an ironic reversal of the white 

American myth—a move West was seen as an opportunity for revitalization—Native 

283 



	

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Americans faced death when they had to move from their traditional lands in the 

Southeastern United States. The rich internal juxtapositioning of Cawein’s poetry, 

however, exceeds such established patterns geared toward racial denial. 

Cawein’s poetry uses the amorphousness of established racial stereotypes to 

indicate how a toxic logic about discrimination cannot be cordoned off. Derogatory 

assumptions about savagery have equally been mapped onto the Native and African 

American other. Turner’s theory of the West, however, presupposes a sense of return that 

nevertheless works toward a distinct type of progress—the white population temporarily 

goes native in order to revitalize itself. Discussing a particular interpretation of the 

layered nature of multiple Wests, Turner argues that moving frontiers are like “successive 

terminal moraines [that] result from successive glaciations” (34). In other words, Turner 

separates the debris, the “moraines” of prior states of being, from the moving mass of 

civilization. In the case of Cawein’s poetry, such an attempt at separation is questioned as 

layers of the past and present continue to intermingle in incriminating ways: 

And hear the creek,—whose sobbing seems 
A wild man murmuring in his dreams,— 
And insect violins that sing! 

The dashes that circumscribe the “wild man” seem to enact the layering that Turner 

employs as an inevitable process. The dashes seem to visualize how, similar to the term 

“wild” itself, a part of the population is leveled with nature and therefore becomes 

reconfigured as in need of colonization. Although such a reading creates boundaries, the 

dashes also visualize that violence functions as an unsettling type of connective tissue. 

The poem’s reference to a “wild man” can also encompass 1890s African American 

lynch victims, lynchers, and even the white cultural establishment. Although the practice 
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of lynching has come down in history as violence targeted at African Americans, it 

originated as a mode of justice among white men in the rugged frontier where law 

enforcement systems were still developing. In this reading, the reference to “dreams” 

seems to refer to a “wild” past that can be left behind. In reality, this murderous practice 

continued into a nightmarish present. Lynchings were often cordoned off in the cultural 

imagination: they were downplayed as cultural quirks that only took place in the South, 

and if they happened at all, only lower-class subjects were supposedly involved. These 

increasingly narrow realms of responsibility are potentially exploded by the unexpected 

biting quality of “insect violins.” Referring to a literally minute and highly 

sentimentalized type of lamentation, these words can refer to the hypocrisy of the white 

establishment. The middle and upper classes would gladly indulge in being appalled by 

conveniently othered violence but would be oblivious to their own complicity. 

Although Cawein’s poetry in Kentucky Poems offers glimpses of 

defamiliarization of the South as a space of violence, haunting, and intense loneliness, 

these come with limitations. Natural details that open up spaces of incriminating guilt are 

often minute and can easily be overlooked. If desolation is openly discussed, it is in a 

poem like “Dead Cities” that deals with the further South of Mexico. The poem’s 

hieroglyphic ruins function as a “pictured codex of its fate,” meaning that only Latin 

American barbarism was deemed irredeemable and had to be punished with destruction. 

The last poem of Gosse’s collection, “Adventurers” uses similar patterns of otherness. 

The poem alludes to Hernán Cortés, the sixteenth-century Spanish conquistador whose 

brutality in colonizing the interior of Mexico became legendary. This seems an odd 

choice for a collection that is invested in grounding the South in a steady sense of the 
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present. Although this poem displaces violence unto a further, even more exotically 

different and past South, it also becomes representative of an eternal present because of 

its symbolic elements: 

ADVENTURERS 

Seemingly over the hill-tops, 
Possibly under the hills, 
A tireless wing that never drops, 
And a song that never stills. 

Epics heard on the stars’ lips? 
Lyrics read in the dew?— 
To sing the song at our finger-tips, 
And live the world anew! 

Cavaliers of the Cortés kind, 
Bold and stern and strong,— 
And, oh, for a fine and muscular mind 
To sing a new-world’s song! 

Sailing seas of the silver morn, 
Winds of the balm and spice, 
To put the old-world art to scorn 
At the price of any price! 

Danger, death, but the hope high! 
God’s, if the purpose fail! 
Into the deeds of a vaster sky 
Sailing a dauntless sail. 

The title “Adventurers” seems to repurpose the murderous intent of colonization into 

something more benignly exploratory. The metonymic “wings,” which interchange with 

synecdochal “sailing seas,” erase human agency and make the aggressive invasion of the 

Southern other a natural and “[c]avelier[]”-like endeavor. The poem, however, also 

harbors a haunting quality. The lines “A tireless wing that never drops, / And a song that 

never stills” carry a harrowing continuity that unsettles a straightforward narrative of 
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romance. In the end, the seeming contrast between “old-world art” and “a new-world’s 

song!,” turns out to be a central concern. By putting the “new” before the “old,” and 

thereby reversing temporal expectations, Cawein criticizes this dichotomy. The “new-

world’s song” turns Cortés’s men into “Cavalier[s],” a title that was also often used for 

the U.S. South’s upper classes, who saw themselves as a sort of aristocracy. There is no 

break between old and new patterns of institutionalized violence: whether it is under the 

guise of spreading civilization in the sixteenth century, the peculiar institution of 

antebellum slavery, or 1890s lynching, they equally thrive on patterns of romanticization 

and exploitation. In the end, the “dauntless sail” of whiteness as an interpretative space of 

blame-free superiority is all that remains. In a 26 October 1896 letter to Cawein, Gosse 

writes about his “daring use of language which sometimes, nay often, conducts you to 

genuine and startling curiosities” (The Story of a Poet, 333). As Gosse’s Kentucky Poems 

shows, these “genuine and startling curiosities” for him often do not seem to travel 

beyond glittering gems of language that merely fascinate for a moment. They do not 

seem to entice a curiosity that questions the main premise as to why Americans and 

British people have a fascination with Southern otherness. Howells recognized the 

problem of such erasure and attempted to renegotiate its meaning in his own reviews of 

Cawein’s work. 
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Connections to modernism could have ushered Cawein into the early twentieth 

century.19 In Edmund Clarence Stedman’s An American Anthology, 1787-1900 (1900), 

Cawein, with eleven poems, shares the stage of the “Close of the Century (Typical Poets 

and Poetry of the Final Years)” with nine poems of Stephen Crane, including modernist 

favorite “The Black Riders.” Cawein also corresponded with Japanese poet Yone 

Noguchi, who admired Cawein’s work and played an important role in the development 

of modernist techniques in America.20 Cawein’s nature poetry was, however, often 

coopted in cultural expressions that glorified the South in ways that denied complicity. A 

good example is Matthew Page Andrews’s 1912 calendar with prose and poetry excerpts 

entitled The Dixie Book of Days. By choosing the format of a calendar, which enacts the 

rhythm of the quotidian, Andrews crafts a specific mode of Southern being. The Dixie 

Book of Days creates an idealized Southern space through repetition, decontextualization, 

and selection, whereas a more holistic view of Cawein’s nature poems shows that he 

actively complicates scenes of Southernness. Andrews was an editor, author, and 

historian who hailed from Virginia and made this state central to his view of American 

19 Some critics have argued that Cawein’s “Waste Land,” published in January 1913 in Poetry (edited by 
Ezra Pound), inspired T. S. Eliot’s 1922 “The Waste Land.” I am less interested in following this 
interpretative path, which is tentative at best. See Robert Ian Scott, “T. S. Eliot and the Original Waste 
Land,” University of Windsor Review, vol. 19, no. 2, 1986, 61-64 and Richard F. Patteson, “An Additional 
Source for The Waste Land,” Notes and Queries, vol. 23, 1976, 300-01. Cawein did not appreciate Pound’s 
modern poetry: “The less of that Ezra Pound stuff you put in your pages the better it will be for the future 
of Poetry. Walt Whitman gone mad, without the grace and sound common sense of Whitman to redeem the 
platitude and lack of poetic form and inspiration” (Cawein to Harriet Monroe, 4 June 1913, The Story of a 
Poet, 316). 
20 In a letter to friend and fellow poet Robert E. Lee Gibson dated 15 May 1906, Cawein writes the 
following: “I have been corresponding with my friend Yone Noguchi, Tokyo, Japan, the Japanese poet.” 
“He is publishing a volume of new poems in Tokyo and a month or two ago wrote me requiring that I write 
an introduction for it. I did it” (The Story of a Poet, 255). Although it is uncertain which volume Cawein 
refers to, it is likely Noguchi’s The Summer Cloud (1906), which bears many similarities with Cawein’s 
own Nature-Notes and Impressions, published in the same year. Both poetry collections consist of a 
modernist mixture of poetry and prose fragments. Paula Bernat Bennett argues that Noguchi endorsed the 
aesthetic and seemingly paradoxical concept of ma, or a “rhetoric of omission,” a technique that also 
partially applied to Cawein’s nature work (2). 
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greatness. In his calendar, he mixes quotes from fictional characters with seemingly 

factual material from historical people—often of a questionable and racist nature—and 

does not distinguish between these. Andrews thus creates a highly contentious 

interpretative canvas of Southern vindication that glorifies it as a space of justice, beauty, 

invention, and humor. By lifting quotations out of their context, he actively repurposes 

fragments to follow a narrative of his own design. For example, Andrews twice includes 

the following excerpt from a speech that Abraham Lincoln made during the Lincoln-

Douglas Debates in 1858 (the repeated part is italicized): 

I will say that I am not, nor ever have been, in favor of bringing about in any way 

the social and political equality of the white and black races; that I am not, nor 

ever have been, in favor of making voters or jurors of negroes, nor of qualifying 

them to hold office, nor inter-marry with white people; and I will say in addition 

to this that there is a physical difference between the white and black races which 

I believe will forever forbid the two races living together on terms of social and 

political equality. And, inasmuch as they cannot so live, while they do remain 

together, there must be the position of superior and inferior; and I, as much as any 

other man, am in favor of having the superior position assigned to the white race. 

(February 11 and August 12) 
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Without reference to the occasion of this comment or an accurate timestamp, this 

quotation paints Lincoln as someone in support of Southern racist beliefs. Lincoln, 

however, felt obligated to speak out in such strong terms because he was accused of 

being an abolitionist and promoting complete and unqualified racial equality. Moreover, 

the historical reality of the Civil War proves that this quotation was most certainly not the 

most representative or enduring of Lincoln’s stance toward the question of race. 

Although Andrews thus attempts to create a world in which the South becomes the 

natural true moral and cultural compass of America through the use of selection, the 

negative space around these tendentious quotations undermines this effort because the 

complexities of history linger. 

In The Dixie Book of Days, poetry plays a framing and decorative purpose. Every 

month starts with a nature poem that celebrates details of Southern beauty and 

lusciousness. Cawein’s “Fall,” which is one of his less critically complex works, is 

selected to introduce November: 

FALL 

Sad-hearted Spirit of the solitudes, 
Who comest through the ruin-wedded woods! 
Gray-gowned in fog, gold-girdled with the gloom 
Of tawny sunsets; burdened with perfume 
Of rain-wet uplands, chilly with the mist; 
And all the beauty of the fire-kissed 
Cold forests crimsoning thy indolent way, 
Odorous of death and drowsy with decay. 
I think of thee as seated ’mid the showers 
Of languid leaves that cover up the flowers— 
The little flower-sisterhoods, whom June 
Once gave wild sweetness to, as to a tune 
A singer gives her soul’s wild melody— 
Watching the squirrel store his granary. 
Or, ’mid old orchards, I have pictured thee: 
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Thy hair’s profusion blown about thy back; 
One lovely shoulder bathed with gypsy black; 
Upon thy palm one nestling cheek, and sweet 
The rosy russets tumbled at thy feet. 
Was it a voice lamenting for the flowers? 
Or heart-sick bird that sang of happier hours? 
A cricket dirging days that soon must die? 
Or did the ghost of Summer wander by? 

This poem is organized around the conceit of feminizing a vulnerable and delicate nature. 

It therefore also connotes the presence of a chivalric manly South that protects her. “Fall” 

less obviously harbors the tension that is noticeable in much of Cawein’s other nature 

work—the archaic use of “thy” and “comest,” the consistent alliteration, and the 

personification work as habit-conforming stylistic devices that reinforce the romantic. 

Although “Fall” is a season that is traditionally associated with loss, Cawein’s 

descriptions also have a disturbingly haunting quality, which becomes particularly 

noticeable in the line “Odorous of death and drowsy with decay.” The terms “death” and 

“decay” act as jarring bolts that harshly offset the expected romantic indulgence of 

“Oderous” and “drowsy.” Such a reading is partly halted in its orbit of meaning because 

of the overall denial of the brutality of the South in The Dixie Book of Days. In the 

calendar, nature is obsessively stylized to represent a phantasmagoric South as a 

legitimate memory that becomes common knowledge. 

During the fin de siècle, the following quotation about Cawein’s work negatively 

came to represent Howells’s and Cawein’s realism: he presents a “finely finished picture 

in a very small space” (R. E. Lee Gibson, “The Poetry of Madison Cawein,” The 

Hesperian, A Western Quarterly Magazine, January-March 1900, p. 28. A\C383, folder 

123, The Filson Historical Society, Louisville, KY). In other words, a myopic view of 

realism as photographically mimetic reduced the complex aesthetic of Howellsian realism 
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to a space that could only represent the details of the mundane. For both Howells and 

Cawein, however, realist detail became a source of expansive potential. In an attempt to 

reroute toxic expectations about the South that smothered stories of racial violence, 

Cawein recontextualized detail to deconstruct its symbolic complacency that enabled a 

lack of intellectual engagement and sympathetic investment. Introducing explicit 

elements of haunting but also making the detail itself a haunting force by accumulating 

juxtapositions that jar and paradoxically create room for questioning by their sheer 

excess, Cawein’s nature poems remake interpretative landscapes. An in depth look at 

Cawein’s nature work reveals a dedication to realism as a psychological tool that expands 

conversations about social and aesthetic meaning and complicity about racial violence, a 

fraught topic that still haunts American society. Howells’s perceptive readings of 

Cawein’s nature work were as unique as Cawein’s alternative presentations of the South. 

Howells’s interest in the darker undercurrents of American life did not end there, 

however, and he next turned toward the toxic influence of the mob in Stephen Crane’s 

poetry.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Stephen Crane and the Poetics of the Mob: 
Realism and Poetic Form in the 1890s 

“[An] artist sees a dog down the street – well, his eye instantly relates the dog to its 

surroundings. The dog is proportioned to the buildings and the trees. Whereas many 

people can conceive of that dog’s tail resting upon a hill top.” (Stephen Crane, “Howells 

Fears Realists Must Wait: An Interesting Talk with William Dean Howells,” New York 

Times, 28 October 1894, 20) 

Like Emily Dickinson’s Poems (first published in the 1890s), which flouted 

expectations concerning rhyme and metaphor, Stephen Crane’s The Black Riders and 

Other Lines (1895), written in blank verse and presented in all capital letters, was 

contextualized by critics within faddish formalism.1 Thomas Wentworth Higginson, 

Dickinson’s editor, even recycled the same words he used to introduce Dickinson to 

describe Crane’s poems: “[t]he total effect of the book is that of poetry torn up by the 

roots” (“Recent Poetry,” Nation, 24 October 1895, The Contemporary Reviews, 17). 

These poets’ break with convention is defined in organic terms, but an organicism that is 

violently uprooted—“torn” from the ground. Poetic innovation, in other words, is 

described as a rupture with nature. Breaking with the conventions of poetic form, 

Dickinson and Crane create a new, highly stylized poetry that is de-naturalized. This 

poetic difference was, moreover, seen as a performance of idiosyncrasy. Such a reading 

took quite a literal turn when reviewer Harry Thurston Peck called Crane “the Aubrey 

1 Crane’s poetic output was moderate and consists of 136 poems: 68 in The Black Riders and Other Poems, 
37 in War is Kind (1899), and 31 uncollected poems (Dooley, 110). 
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Beardsley of poetry” (“Some Recent Volumes of Verse,” Bookman, May 1895, The 

Contemporary Reviews, 11). Beardsley was an 1890s illustrator whose minimalist black 

and white and often grotesque drawings, mainly published in the decadent British 

periodical The Yellow Book (1894-97), positioned his art as the epitome of the “modern” 

(“Short Notices,” London Times, 4 February 1897, The Contemporary Reviews, 20). This 

term functioned as an interpretative chorus in the 1890s reception of Dickinson, 

Beardsley, and Crane but its amorphous contours often halted at the difference of 

eccentricity, a form of the unconventional that ventures into the unsettling and illegible 

realm of the strange. 

Crane, however, was not only positioned within the collective consensus of the 

fad, which refers to mass interest in stylistic trends. He made examples of mass affect, 

what Teresa Brennan calls how “people in groups, crowds, and gatherings can often be 

“‘of one mind’” central to his art (8). In the 1890s, psychology in general had become a 

major field of interest, and especially William James’s Principles of Psychology (1890) 

altered expectations about the independence of the mind by emphasizing links to the 

body’s physiology, introducing the concept of stream of consciousness, and raising new 

questions about habit and will.2 Although James focused on the multiplicity within 

individual consciousness, Crane approached psychology from a collective perspective, 

more specifically he focused on the more sinister social double of the fad, the mob.3 Both 

2 In The Pluralistic Philosophy of Stephen Crane, Patrick K. Dooley argues that Crane shares with William 
James an interest in relationality that is focused on the premise that “cognitive contact with the world is an 
interested selection” (40). As such, people can be habituated to engage with the world differently. Although 
Crane does have an interest in pluralism, he was attracted to the dark sides of relationality. 
3 Chester L. Wolford points out that Crane “often betrays great anxiety about what Fredric Jameson calls 
‘the primal nineteenth-century middle-class terror of the mob’” (xv). Unfortunately, Wolford does not 
develop this notion further. Critical engagements with the role of the mob tend to focus solely on Crane’s 
fiction. Examples include “When Man Falls, a Crowd Gathers,” (1894), The Red Badge of Courage (1895), 
“The Blue Hotel” (1898), and “The Monster” (1898). The most extensive treatment of the crowd in Crane’s 
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words—mob and fad—became mainstays of 1890s modern experience. The fad focuses 

on aesthetic and cultural components of mass affect. A good example is Americans’ 

infatuation with George Du Maurier’s 1894 novel Trilby, which inspired products from 

hats to ice cream. The mob, however, refers to a threatening aggregation of people acting 

as “one mind.” According to 1890s psychologist Boris Sidis, a mob represents a 

seemingly uncontrollable outburst of social discontent, often associated with the lower 

classes, and functioned as a “hypnotized crowd” (“A Study of the Mob,” Atlantic 

Monthly, February 1895, 191). As such, the mob becomes a useful interpretative ground 

to approach questions of individual and collective responsibilities and complicity in 

Crane’s poetry, which has often been associated with an excess of individualism. 

Middle-class media outlets mainly used the word mob in the 1890s to describe 

labor unrest and racial violence. Whereas for social activists like Eugene V. Debs, mobs 

consisted of freedom fighters, many middle-class people denounced them as harboring 

uncivilized aggressors. Although labor gatherings were intended as platforms to 

demonstrate for workers’ rights, such as an eight-hour workday and relief for those who 

became unemployed following the 1893 economic panic, they became synonymous with 

mob violence. Moreover, as Jacqueline Goldsby notes, “[b]ecause labor strikes were 

often deadly conflicts of interest, workers’ battles with corporate bosses were often 

compared with lynching as twinned symptoms of modernization’s distemper” (24). 

During the May Day Riots in Cleveland, Ohio in 1894, four thousand frustrated laborers 

prose is Mary Esteve’s “A ‘gorgeous neutrality’: Social Justice and Stephen Crane’s Documentary 
Anaesthetics.” In this chapter, Esteve reads Crane’s use of the crowd as a form of resistance on the part of 
the lower classes who were often the subject of charitable motives. According to Esteve, the crowd 
functions as a “site of radical privacy or separation” (97). In my reading, which focuses on the poetic, the 
crowd indeed partly catalyzes privacy but in order to reestablish lines of social connection and context. 
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damaged property in the manufacturing district of the city after massive demonstrations 

turned violent. The Pullman Palace Car Company strike that started on 11 May 1894 

lasted until 20 July and grew to include 250,000 workers. As Paul A. Gilje points out, the 

“strike paralyzed rail communications in twenty-seven states and territories and led to at 

least twenty-five deaths” (120). News reporters categorically invoked the mob in deeply 

pejorative ways: “[w]hen a Governor takes the raging, savage, unthinking mob, as it 

stands in front of the police and the soldiers, into partnership – that’s a climax” (Frederic 

Remington, “Chicago Under the Mob,” Harper’s Weekly, May 1894, 681). The specter of 

the mob, however, has become even more connected with racially motivated lynchings. 

In A Red Record (1895), Ida B. Wells uses the word mob one hundred and twenty times. 

There are only five references to “‘great dark-faced mobs’” but these were imaginary and 

never materialized. The other instances of the mob all refer to white lynchers, including 

direct quotations from white media outlets, such as the Times, which refers to “the killing 

of Negroes by bloodthirsty mobs.” Even the Scimitar from Memphis documents a 

lynching “by a mob of about 200 white citizens.”4 

The topic of the mob, moreover, resonated with Crane on a personal level. He 

grew up in Port Jervis, NY, which witnessed one of the few lynchings that took place 

outside of the South.5 As Goldsby notes, on 2 June 1892, Robert Lewis was hung not 

once but twice (the ring leaders initially did not tie the knot tightly enough) after being 

accused of raping a white woman. While two thousand citizens watched, Lewis was hung 

4 As Stewart E. Tolnay and E. M. Beck point out, “on the average a black man, woman, or child was 
murdered nearly once a week, every week, between 1882 and 1930 by a hate-driven white mob” (ix). 
Although the majority of lynchings took place in the South, other areas of the U.S. were not exempt from 
this type of violence. 
5 Goldsby notes that there were “twelve sites where lynching murders occurred in the North before World 
War I” (107). 
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in front of the Baptist church and across the street of Crane’s brother, Orange County 

jurist William Howe Crane (106). Many critics have interpreted Crane’s novella “The 

Monster” (1898) as a response to this lynching. In the story, a young African American 

man, Henry Johnson, becomes severely facially disfigured and suffers brain damage in a 

fire while saving a white boy. Being branded a “monster” as a result of the accident, 

Henry becomes the center of expanding circles of mob affects of racism, fear, and 

exclusion. Goldsby offers the most nuanced reading of “The Monster.” She concludes 

that “Crane’s elision of the murder is not just a bad, flawed, or ‘racist’ choice, because 

the novella predicts the history of the future of lynching’s cultural logic all too well. The 

novella’s literary history archives how easily it was then, has been, and continues to be 

for white Americans to remember to forget the violence done to black people in the name 

of progress and achievement” (114). This desire to forcibly forget the complicated social 

roots of mob structures is, however, only one of the many aspects of the mob that Crane 

addresses in his work.  

Crane’s most famous engagement with a different type of mob dynamics, war, 

occurred in his Civil War novel, The Red Badge of Courage (1895). This novella portrays 

war as the antithesis of heroic action. Protagonist Henry Fleming mainly waits for battles 

to begin, contemplates deserting, and his perceived heroism is an accident of his 

immersion in the dramatic spectacle of war: 

He was bewildered. As he ran with his comrades he strenuously tried to think, but 

all he knew was that if he fell down those coming behind would tread upon him. 

All his faculties seemed to be needed to guide him over and past obstructions. He 

felt carried along by a mob. (18) 
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The mob only allows for movement of the body, not of the brain in the moment of action. 

Crane partly represents this ambiguous dynamic of the loss of will by including many 

instances of repetition: events recur again and again—mainly boredom and anxious 

anticipation before battle. Crane’s representation of the mob in The Red Badge is 

psychological and fractured and there are moments when the prose starts to move into the 

minimalism and associative momentum of poetry: 

Once he saw a tiny battery go dashing along the line of the horizon. The 

tiny riders were beating the tiny horses. 

From a sloping hill came the sound of cheerings and clashes. Smoke welled 

slowly through the leaves. 

Batteries were speaking with thunderous oratorical effort. Here and there 

were flags, the red in in the stripes dominating. They splashed bits of warm color 

upon the dark lines of troops. (30) 

This quotation foregrounds interpretative disorientation in a more condensed fashion than 

the rest of the prose. Without offering contextual anchor points, these short paragraphs 

move from distorted vision, to undulating, confusing sounds, to a personification of war 

rhetoric. One minimal vignette follows the other, ending on a metaphoric meditation on 

violence and nationalism because Crane combines the “red,” representing heart and 

blood, and “stripes,” referring to the American flag and whipping marks. Although the 

mob shaped Crane’s prose and poetry, the condensed nature of poetic form and its 

attention to language critically embody the process of depersonalization through 

generalization instead of mainly describing it. There is thus an experiential layering to 

Crane’s poems that performs a visceral encounter with the potentially suffocating 
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contours of knowledge production. In this case, the “tiny battery” and “tiny riders” 

constitute warped impressions. Although these military groups consist of people, their 

humanity literally diminishes. This perspective is amplified by an emphasis on a primal 

sense of sensation through the repetition of strangely animated sounds and colors. The 

mob, after all, recalibrates perspectives: its violent power is brutally intoxicating while it 

paradoxically also has an ephemeral quality.  

It is within this volatile social and personal context that Crane writes his poetry. 

His work seems to resonate with the energy of the moment, which David Halliburton 

describes in terms of the “kinetic energy” of Crane’s work [that] “never stops flowing, its 

direction and tempo being itself subject to change, interruption, and resumption” (6). This 

vibrancy within Crane’s aesthetic legacy itself is, however, often contrasted to what 

Daniel Hoffman has termed his presumed “isolato” status in terms of genre and social 

responsiveness (216). Crane is often seen as a proto-modernist who was ahead of his time 

and his work is less obviously invested in social justice as much earlier realist work was. 

In contrast to Hoffman who underscores the insulated nature of Crane’s writing, 

Halliburton has done important work on socially contextualizing the abstraction of 

Crane’s work by arguing that in each human being Crane “sees all other human beings 

collectively, so that anyone’s experience is precisely everyone’s experience” (7). This 

social permeability, however, also holds apocalyptic potential. Expanding upon 

Halliburton’s reading of Crane as a socially responsive writer, I argue that Crane 

incorporates critical meditations on group psychology and social unrest by focusing on 

the mob as a thematic subject in his poetry, a model for poetic form, and as an audience 

form for his poetic work. I will furthermore contextualize Crane within a constellation of 
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realist literary figures, including William Dean Howells, Hamlin Garland, and Henrik 

Ibsen. Such an approach will add to the inner complexity of realism as a genre deeply 

intertwined with the affordances of poetry. It will also illustrate that the genre boundaries 

between modernism and realism are more fluid and ambiguous than commonly assumed. 

Crane’s Mobs 

Crane’s literary engagement with the mob coincided with explicit intellectual 

attention to the phenomenon. The 1890s witnessed the first steps toward the systematic 

development of crowd psychology. The most prominent European authors were Gustave 

Le Bon, who wrote Psychologie des Foules (1895), and Gabriel Tarde, who published 

Les lois de l’imitation (1890). In their attempt to theorize how interpersonal connection, 

or sympathy, could potentially become destructive and entail a seeming loss of individual 

will, these authors initially had to rely on vocabulary that was used in other fields. As 

Jaap van Ginneken points out, where “today’s psychologists speak of deindividuation, for 

instance, Le Bon and his contemporaries spoke of hypnotic suggestion. Where today’s 

sociologists speak of interaction, Tarde spoke of imitation” (15). Current terms thus 

emphasize intersocial dynamics whereas the 1890s foregrounded a sense of passivity in 

mob members that was framed in terms of a crisis of the will. One of the first American 

popular points of access to a theory of the mob occurred in Century magazine: Josiah 

Royce published “The Imitative Functions and Their Place in Human Nature” in May 

1894 and Boris Sidis published “A Study of Mental Epidemics” in October 1896. 

Although both authors refer to what Van Ginneken notes are still common stereotypes 

about collective behavior—meaning “spontaneity and suggestibility, emotionality and 

irrationality, mental disturbance and lower class participation” (5)—they did not 
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necessarily always contextualize it within abnormality. Royce argues that “mobs,” 

“commercial panics,” “‘fads,’” and “great reform movements” are all equally 

characterized by “imitative contagion” (138). Imitation was after all in itself a normal, 

human process that created constructive habits and affective familiarity. How did it 

become excessive and what genre could capture this dynamic most convincingly? 

The answer seems to lie in the concept of simultaneity, of parallel energies that 

problematically conflate the individual and communal. Although mobs are commonly 

presented as being of “one mind,” they are notoriously fractured in their energy (people 

get carried along despite themselves) and their causes are notoriously difficult to pinpoint 

exactly. Van Ginneken notes that masters of nineteenth-century prose realism, including 

Leo Tolstoy, Émile Zola, and Howells, often portrayed crowds. The following is an 

example from Howells’s A Hazard of New Fortunes (1890) and illustrates the moment 

before Conrad, the idealist, Christ-like son of money-driven industrialist Dryfoos, 

encounters his death during the turmoil of a strike: 

[Conrad] looked up and down to see if there were any turbulent gathering of men 

whom he might mingle with and help to keep from violence. He saw none 

anywhere; and then suddenly, as if at the same moment, for in his exalted mood 

all events had a dream-like simultaneity, he stood at the corner of an avenue, and 

in the middle of it, a little way off, was a street-car, and around the car a tumult of 

shouting, cursing, struggling men. The driver was lashing his horses forward, and 

a policeman was at their heads, with the conductor, pulling them; stones, clubs, 

brickbats hailed upon the car, the horses, the men trying to move them. The mob 

closed upon them in a body, and then a patrol-wagon whirled up from the other 
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side, and a squad of policemen leaped out and began to club the rioters. Conrad 

could see how they struck them under the rims of their hats; the blows on their 

skulls sounded as if they had fallen on stone; the rioters ran in all directions. 

(book 2, chapter 5) 

Although the central experience in this scene seems to be one of “simultaneity,” the 

description itself does not seem to capture this affect completely. “[S]imultaneity” in a 

mob setting often maps onto a feeling of being disoriented and overwhelmed. The 

occurrences here, however, are chronologically ordered through the narrative energy of 

“and then.” This sequencing might not immediately catalyze the expected frenzy of the 

crowd but that is also the aspect that became a point of contention. If mobs are 

completely irrational events, how can they be stopped or prevented? They seem to be 

spontaneous eruptions of violence but there is nevertheless an order to them: there has to 

be a pre-existing condition of social instability. Mobs are symptomatic of this turmoil: 

they do not originate as self-contained systems of socially asphyxiating cohesion (the 

peer pressure exerted by the mob) and breakdown (the dehumanization mapped onto the 

targets of mobs and mob participants). The gaps between the lives of the haves and have 

nots and a general sense of misunderstanding between these groups in A Hazard of New 

Fortunes as a whole provide the context for this novel’s mob scene. In this specific 

example, however, the piling up of descriptions of violent acts literally blocks Conrad’s 

misguided desire to “mingle with and help keep [the mob] from violence.” The mob, 

which functions as a sadistic “body,” has a logic of its own that in most cases does not 

allow for the inclusion of the alternative dynamic of pacifism—and Conrad accordingly 

remains on the outskirts of the mob. Instead of making cycles of violence arbitrary, 
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Howells, moreover, emphasizes that specific murderous intent is initiated by those who 

are supposed to maintain law and order. The police officers hit the rioters “under the rims 

of their hats,” thus aiming for maximum damage and pain. Although Howells describes 

the workings of mobs and critiques their seemingly arbitrary nature, the narrative form he 

chooses privileges an onward momentum that seems adverse to a more confrontational 

and directly disorienting representation of “simultaneity.” 

Crane, however, seems to have created a style that precisely allows for a more 

visceral experience of “simultaneity” that is central for mobs. Whereas the mob only 

occasionally makes its appearance in Howells’s work as a description and not so much as 

a participatory experience, Crane delved into its psychology more deeply, particularly in 

his poems.6 Crane’s decision to call his poetry volume The Black Riders and Other Lines 

plays with the interpretative multiplicity of simultaneity by referring to the human and 

the textual as potential mob-like entities. More precisely, The Black Riders and Other 

Lines can be read as an engagement with what Le Bon argued constituted the “cognitive” 

life of the crowd. According to Le Bon, the ideas that drive crowds “assume a very 

absolute, uncompromising, and simple shape,” are often presented as “images,” include 

the crude logic of “analogy” and are of “extreme intensity” but they “would be dispelled 

could they be submitted to the action of reflection” (Van Ginneken, 176). In other words, 

Le Bon emphasizes a sociological system that is powerful by virtue of its limitations 

because it does not seem to provide room for ambiguity or alternative views. 

6 Howells also referred to racially contextualized mobs. In his last unpublished novel, “The Home-
Towners,” he describes a lynching mob from an auditory perspective: “The thing went on like something 
behind the scenes in a theatre; the sort of tumult which hoarsely, hollowly, reaches the auditors instructed 
to understand it as the growing fury of a mob” (83). In Stories of Ohio (1897), Howells refers to mobs 
several times in the context of violence against abolitionists before the Civil War: “He used to preach 
against slavery at frequent peril of his life, and his son tells how a mob leader once mounted to his pulpit, 
and threatened him with his club.” 
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“[R]eflection,” Le Bon argues, is a possible antidote to the absolutism and the simple 

binaries of mob mentality. The Black Riders and Other Lines gives Le Bon’s theory of 

mobs poetic form. The poems often include typological representations of humanity that 

seem highly polarized along an “I” versus “they” axis and feature subjects characterized 

by their acts (“riders” a “traveller”) that submerge their individuality. Crane consistently 

refuses, however, to present mob dynamics as something given, something to be accepted 

and not questioned. The title’s “Black Riders” can literally refer to cavalrymen, soldiers 

who metonymically seem to fuse with their horses. These already abstract human figures 

are immediately made more indefinite by their absorption within “Other Lines.” 

Although the “Black Riders” seem to stand out from the “Other Lines,” the conjunction 

“And” implies that military units are just “Lines,” rows of flesh that are fighting for 

someone else’s cause. As such it partly points toward the way in which mobs, which can 

be interpreted as less structured and temporally more contingent versions of armies, are 

embodiments of repetition of contagion. 

The Black Riders and Other Lines can, however, also be a self-reflective title 

functioning metonymically for writing that moves audiences. Whereas for Le Bon the 

crowd only had a literal existence, meaning a mass of bodies in proximity to each other, 

Tarde voiced a more figurative perspective. He emphasized public opinion in crowd 

formation because advances in communication allowed for a more pronounced “sensation 

of actuality” and created forms of consensus rapidly and across geographical distance 

(221, 220). In 1889, Munsey’s Magazine was the first American mass magazine. It was 

immensely successful in the nineties due to its low price. As Richard Ohmann notes, 

Munsey’s dropped its price from 25 cents to 10 cents. This increased its sales 
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spectacularly and in the year that The Black Riders and Other Lines was published, 

Munsey’s monthly circulation was close to 600,000 (364). A “Rider[]” also denotes an 

addition supplementing something said or written and by putting this word before “Other 

Lines,” Crane reverses logical sequences. As such, the title partly embodies the 

interpretative upheaval that mob dynamics can cause: by combining typography with 

violence (through the indirect reference to war that haunts “Riders”), Crane suggests that 

the media can function in an unfair and incendiary fashion. The exact meaning of the 

poetry collection’s title, however, remains in the interpretative fringe and this indirection 

is intentional. Just like is the case with crowds, The Black Riders and Other Lines 

constitutes an undeniable presence characterized by intense affect and movement but 

without a seemingly clear teleology. Crane partly wants to refamiliarize his audience with 

mobs—so that horrendous acts of violent exclusion are not taken for granted—and to 

defamiliarize us. 

The partly eponymous opening poem, “Black riders came from the sea,” is 

representative of Crane’s poetic work on mobs and maps onto the dynamics of the U.S. 

Civil War. The poem creates sparse images that are minimalistically human and violent 

but continuously mobilize a sense of excess. It is characterized by metonymy and 

repetition, a movement that seemingly propels itself forward but ultimately remains 

caught within a returning motion: 

Black riders came from the sea. 
There was clang and clang of spear and shield, 
And clash and clash of hoof and heel, 
Wild shouts and the wave of hair 
In the rush upon the wind: 
Thus the ride of sin. 
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Max Cavitch has studied what he calls Crane’s “refrain,” meaning patterns of repetition 

that represent the “effort to speak from beyond certain conventional limits of the self, the 

better to articulate the defamiliarized, depersonalized context of its communications” 

(34). Although Cavitch’s emphasis on the “depersonalized” in Crane’s poetics is very apt, 

he has a somewhat narrow reading of Crane’s engagement with subjectivity. Cavitch 

points out that traditionally a refrain “interrupts monophonic lyric discourse, either with 

choral polyphony or with phatic, often subverbal reassurance,” which means that the 

refrain inherently invites a type of multiplicity (48). Although Cavitch complicates a 

focus on the self in Crane with aspects of plurality, it is also possible to read these 

refrains as referring to the singular plurality of mob dynamics. Despite the movement 

from the plural—“riders”—to the apparent singularity of a “wave of hair,” there is an 

expansive and accumulative momentum in the poem: the ominous “ride of sin” is abstract 

yet consists of a coalescing of violence, the animalistic, and the supernatural, which 

materializes the contrastive forces of individuality and multiplicity haunting mobs. 

Although mobs consist of humans who ordinarily behave according to social 

standards, they function as exceptional, almost otherworldly spaces. Another 1890s 

theorist of the mob, Giuseppe Pugliese described it as “almost an organism with forces 

and energies, wills and sensations, ideas and actions, which is governed by laws different 

from those that govern individual actions” (Van Ginneken, 71). The crucial term here is 

“almost”: mobs are “different” social systems but also not. The common patterns of 

inclusion and exclusion that characterize society are in these instances murderously 

amplified. The crucial point was, however, that mobs were too emphatically presented as 

other thereby relieving society of any type of responsibility for their existence or for 
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preventing them. The violent scene that Crane is painting seems very abstract with its 

emphasis on sound instead of image and the ancient weaponry of “spear and shield” but 

is it therefore alien and outside of contemporary realms of responsibility? 

There was clang and clang of spear and shield 
And clash and clash of hoof and heel 
Wild shouts and the wave of hair 

Although the “black riders” are initially introduced as agents, they almost immediately 

fall out of view. They are mainly characterized by props that are common to soldiers— 

weaponry and what appear to be horses—which seem to absorb their human agency. The 

“black riders” are strangely passive, as if they are merely swept along, and the “spear and 

shield” seem to “clang and clang” out of their own accord. This disjunction is so 

emphasized that it requires questioning. Wars and mobs are catalyzed by major social 

imbalances that are driven by human choices and action. This does not only include 

political leaders but implicates everyone in a democratic society in which majority rule is 

the norm. 

In order to represent and critique the inadequate logic of the mob, “Black riders 

came from the sea.” seems to move toward an affirmative conclusion because of the 

inclusion of “[t]hus” in its last line. Like the other ambiguous attempts in the poem to 

create the impression of a self-enclosed narrative, this final line does not provide any 

clarity. Instead of moving from the abstract to the concrete, we move from one human 

type—“Black riders”—to the conceptual abstraction of “sin.” This alignment, however, 

belies the desire to disavow responsibility because the line’s order posits human agency 

as the origin of sin and not the other way around. Moreover, there is no mention as to 

who is being attacked or why. Whereas Halliburton interprets this withholding of the 
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poem’s object as “constrain[ing]” for the reader, it can also be read as an attempt on 

Crane’s part to actively involve the reader. Due to the absence of clearly identifiable 

antagonists, the “Black riders” almost seem to fight themselves, which did indeed happen 

during the Civil War. Crane’s use of “wave,” takes this perspective further, as it 

metonymically echoes the opening line’s “sea.” This body of water is characterized by 

continuous ebb and flow movement, and seems, like the mob, a natural, self-enclosed 

system. The sea and the waves, however, are set into motion by the invisible, 

gravitational pull of the moon. Mobs similarly operate through catalysts like racial hatred 

and social mistrust and jealousy. By presenting the human through the lens of the abstract 

and the animalistic, the spectacularized cultural image of the mob becomes a self-

fulfilling prophecy: it is a mass of humans that like a destructive wave moves forward 

and it is difficult to hold individuals responsible. Such an approach, however, as the 

poem indicates through its heavily abstracted style, also seems like an easy copout. 

Exaggeration therefore becomes both a space of potential criticism—the interpretative 

void left behind by the type begs to be questioned—and one that denies it. 

In terms of social ideology, Crane’s work has often been classified as nihilistic 

but he preferred to associate it with “anarchy,” a term that was very much in the social 

forefront in the mob-driven 1890s. In the cultural vortex of the period the terms mob and 

anarchy were often used interchangeably in discussions of labor unrest and lynching. In 

response to proposed excisions suggested by his publishers—mainly the “lines” that were 

critical of Christianity—Crane wrote: “it seems to me that you cut all the ethical sense 

out of the book. All the anarchy, perhaps. It is the anarchy which I particularly insist 

upon” (Letters, 9 September 1894, 40). For Crane, anarchy, which refers to a rejection of 
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hierarchy of an oppressive establishment, is an ethical choice that affirms a conscious 

move away from convention through a stark poetics of confrontation. In line with the 

associations with the mob, anarchy in the 1890s was often described as “‘individualism 

gone mad’” (“American Socialism,” 415) and this was also exactly the type of criticism 

that Crane had toward society: anarchy functioned as a space of possibility and limitation. 

Mob mentality is anarchist in the sense that it aims to undermine the perceived 

dysfunction of social institutions. It is, however, also dysfunctional because the mob in 

itself is intolerant of criticism. How “anarchy” is shaped poetically and in prose becomes 

highly visible in Crane’s engagement with war. War is a specific type of mob 

engagement and was the focus of Crane’s first and highly successful novel, The Red 

Badge of Courage. 

In The Red Badge of Courage, Crane explores the trauma of the “battle-blur” of 

the Civil War in its mundane grittiness (RBC, 51). Although Crane was born after the 

Civil War, he has often been praised for his hyperrealist depiction of the ennui and 

paralyzing fear associated with it. As Thomas Wentworth Higginson notes, the literary 

critic who also served for the Union during the war, The Red Badge captures the 

“breathlessness, the hurry, the confusion, the seeming aimlessness, as of a whole family 

of disturbed ants, running to and fro, yet somehow accomplishing something at last” (“A 

Bit of War Photography,” 34). The Red Badge was the first Civil War novel that 

unearthed the mob characteristics of warfare and its emphasis on the experience of 

“aimlessness” directly went against expectations of heroic purposefulness. War is messy 

and dehumanizing and victories cannot solely be connected to willed acts of human 

bravery. Critically dissecting the myth of heroism, Crane, as Higginson points out, 
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chooses as his protagonist a “young man who does not know himself, who first stumbles 

into cowardice, to his own amazement, and then is equally amazed at stumbling into 

courage” (37). War seems to happen to Henry and creates a mob-like pressure that 

seemingly gives him purpose but also violently restricts his will: 

He became not a man but a member. He felt that something of which he was a 

part – a regiment, an army, a cause, or a country – was in crisis. He was welded 

into a common personality which was dominated by a single desire. For some 

moments he could not flee no more than a little finger can commit a revolution 

from a hand. (RBC, 27) 

In this quotation, Crane highlights the conflict between individuality and the communal 

in war settings. Although becoming “a member” ideally refers to a situation in which the 

group and the individual mutually benefit, Crane’s introduction of the “little 

finger”/“hand” analogy indicates otherwise. War is inherently associated with a 

psychological sense of individual subordination as the cultivation of a sense of duty to 

one’s unit is crucial to prevent soldiers from deserting. While this bond of honor is 

supposed to minimize the “revolution[ary]” act of betrayal, it can only work in unison 

with attempting—often unsuccessfully as the novel indicates—to view the enemy as less 

than human. Due to these highly polarized dynamics, The Red Badge often presents 

soldiers as “spell bound” spectators of war. 

The emphasis in Crane’s poetic engagement with war, however, lies in making 

people think beyond divisions by paradoxically making interpretative omissions 

underneath generalizations visible. In The Red Badge, Crane focuses on the experiential 

reality of Henry, a specific character, as mob dynamics are happening. The poetry, 
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however, through a focus on more amorphous personal pronouns functioning as subjects 

and objects shows which cognitive and social assumptions cause and feed into mobs. 

Lack is indeed often a driving force of mobs: lack of a more expansive type of sympathy, 

reflection, and any realization of complicity. In “‘Tell brave deeds of war,’” Crane 

critically approaches verbal war-related rituals that supposedly prove manhood and 

bestow honor: 

“Tell brave deeds of war.” 

Then they recounted tales, -
“There were stern stands 
“And bitter runs for glory.” 

Ah, I think there were braver deeds. 

Being more minimal than The Red Badge, the poem’s direct juxtapositioning, stark 

decontextualization, and typographically induced indirection as to which words belong to 

whom constantly induce an interpretative push toward a beyond, a space of experience 

that the self-enclosure of mobs attempts to prohibit. Crane opens the poem with a 

decontextualized snippet of dialogue, “‘Tell brave deeds of war.’” This line refers to 

social expectations of heroism that often go unquestioned by people who have not 

experienced war. Or they refer to the active distortion of memories by those who have 

experienced its periods of grotesque insignificance. As becomes clear from The Red 

Badge, former soldiers often engaged in “thrusting out of sight the memory of disaster, 

and disappearing with the valor and confidence of unconquered legions” (53). Although 

ordinary war life consists of an excess of monotony dotted by disorienting bursts of war 

frenzy, this reality “disappear[s]” behind a similarly empty but differently conceptualized 

story of absolute success. Higginson argues that such distortions are “the result of too 
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much perspective,” meaning absence that needs to be populated due to social 

expectations of honor (“A Bit of War Photography,” 35). Crane’s poetry actively 

catalyzes this reality of “too much perspective” and attempts to undermine it at the same 

time by refusing to comfortably immerse narrow expectations about bravery (which often 

include larger-than-life actions of leadership and self-sacrifice) into the texture of the 

ordinary.     

Whereas The Red Badge points to ego-preserving explanations behind stories of 

inflated heroism as the war is in full swing, “‘Tell brave deeds of war.’” alerts readers to 

war’s afterlife in the cultural imagination, which also fuels new future conflicts. By 

enveloping one of the most common expectations concerning war—that it is all about 

“brave deeds”—within quotation marks, Crane indicates that he is dealing with a cliché. 

Quotation marks serve an ambiguous purpose: they signal that the phrase inside them is 

an accepted part of the socio-cultural vocabulary but it also points to distancing. The use 

of quotation marks is generally reserved for signaling that we deal with other people’s 

words. An author’s use of these typographical marks always catalyzes a question about 

interpretative relationality: who is speaking and how should we engage with it? The 

phrase in itself, “[t]ell” sounds like a command and harbors a sense of aggression that 

reveals that society often closes ranks when it comes to fallibility. People do not want to 

hear about failure, pain, and doubt because these affects will incapacitate those involved 

in war: the soldiers have to fight and kill what has been constructed as the enemy and the 

non-combatants have to support war efforts. In line with the seemingly hypnotic dynamic 

of the mob, the presumed bravery—which is already questioned by the use of quotation 

marks—is further undermined by the abstract nature of the phrase. There is no active 
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agent who performs these “brave deeds,” they seem to emerge out of nowhere. As such, 

Crane encourages us to demystify “brave deeds of war.” 

In this poem, Crane also directly engages with the momentum of the military-as-

mob: there seem to be grand declarations, questionable actions, and unmoored moments 

during which action seems to propel itself forward. Although these elements seem to 

signal difference, Crane insists that we are actually dealing with interlocking folds of 

sameness and repetition. He makes these patterns visible through typography and 

syntactic structure. By creating single-line opening and closing stanzas, Crane visualizes 

the expected self-enclosed nature of cultural practices and criticizes them: they harbor the 

potential to be isolationist stances despite being put in dialogic contexts—in the opening 

line/stanza the quotation marks point toward a larger dialogue and the introduction of an 

opinionated “I” in the last line/stanza creates an invitation for other voices to join. Due to 

the unexpected stanza lengths of the poem, Crane emphasizes the blank space of the 

breaks between the stanzas. Similar to the mob, absence becomes strangely animated. 

Functioning as pauses, the poem’s blank spaces materialize unquestioning acceptance but 

also create space for reflection to mentally populate the poem with questions. In a 

typographic landscape that is this sparse—it is predominantly constructed within the 

ambiguity of quotation marks and the implied finitude of the full stop—the appearance of 

the dash stands out. Positioned after “tales,” a word that is supposed to mitigate the 

abstraction of “brave deeds” with storied human potential, the dash encapsulates this 

promise and deflates it at the same time. What follows is essentially more of the same, a 

linearity that looks different because of the use of words but it could just as well be filled 

by the flat, one-dimensionality of the horizontal line. The “tales” actually negate the 
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“brave deeds” and merely gesture toward what could have been bravery: “stern stands” 

constitute acts of defense and inactivity and “bitter runs for glory” similarly gesture to the 

realm of the might have been. There is a distinct sense of the unachieved in “And bitter 

runs for glory,” which with its ambiguous sense of action literally comes after the 

passivity of “stands.” 

The Red Badge and “Tell brave deeds of war.” in essence function as unexpected 

extensions of each other. The novel’s narrative takes place between image clusters that 

emphasize the ominous, expectant nature of the mob and the poem is organized around 

stereotypical patterns of verbalization that sustain and create such imagery. The novel 

opens with: “The cold passed reluctantly from the earth, and the retiring fogs revealed an 

army stretched out on the hills, resting” (3). It ends with: “Over the river a golden ray of 

sun came through the hosts of leaden rain clouds” (104). The final sentence is a play on 

the common saying that after rain comes sunshine. Crane reworks it by reversing the 

expected order and ending on the ominous foreboding of a storm. The end and beginning 

mirror each other in the sense that what is revealed by the final cliché “golden ray of sun” 

rather functions as a starting point: there is a smoldering conflict waiting to happen. The 

poem, being a highly condensed and spatially engaged push toward questioning mob-

attitudes, never allows the topic of “brave deeds” to come fully into view: after all, we 

only know about a beyond space through the comparative “braver” but we do not know 

what it entails. As such Crane indicates that the heroic does not exist as an absolute 

concept and can therefore be reimagined. The last line critically revisits the opening one 

and seems more inclusive and sympathetic despite its focus on an “I.” “Ah, I think there 

were braver deeds.” refers to a different type of bravery that remains dynamic because it 
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opens up discussion about different perspectives. The initial “brave deeds” can then be 

classified as a form of dehumanization because these tales discount the messiness and 

trauma of real war, a void that the last line potentially refers to. The last line can, 

however, also function as a reinforcement of the already existing clichés of violent 

superiority inherent in mobs. The combination of the comparative “braver” and “I” can 

be read as the beginning of a boastful competition. In order to assert one’s self in a 

system that is laced with aggression there is often the drive to put other people down. 

Such moments of humiliation only feed into future disintegration, which functions as the 

starting point of mob dynamics. 

Crane’s choice for poetry in the 1890s was a calculated risk: as a genre it did not 

seem to have a far-ranging, popular appeal but poetic form also created unique 

opportunities. Whereas the realist novel uses accumulative detail to forge social contexts 

(that often disintegrate at the same time), poetry materializes thought processes that 

people use to create and justify these social contexts. Especially the de-individuated 

speakers and subjects, the “I,” “they,” “a man,” and “a traveller” that populate Crane’s 

poems make his work both familiar and abstract; the interpretative contours fit everyone 

and no one at the same time. As such it becomes a powerful genre to explore the more 

frustrating parts of the common that often remain invisible as modes of perception in 

prose. Moreover, when Crane focuses on the subject of the mob, the condensation of his 

poetry creates a formal ground that resonates with the unstable sense of proximity 

inherent in mob psychology and behavior: closely spaced, juxtaposed words get more 

immediately pulled into adjacent but unexpected gravitational orbits of meaning. In 

addition, decontextualized snatches of dialogue start to live a life of their own, which 
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allows Crane to explode the myth of American democracy as predominantly a safe space 

of connection. In “Once there came a man,” for example, Crane criticizes one of the main 

tenets of crowd dynamics: imitation in social settings as insidiously catalyzed through 

language: 

Once there came a man 
Who said, 
“Range me all men of the world in rows.” 
And instantly 
There was terrific clamor among the people 
Against being ranged in rows. 
There was a loud quarrel, world-wide. 
It endured for ages; 
And blood was shed 
By those who would not stand in rows, 
And by those who pined to stand in rows. 
Eventually, the man went to death, weeping. 
And those who staid in bloody scuffle 
Knew not the great simplicity. 

This poem opens with a seemingly simple request “‘Range me all men of the world in 

rows,’” which instantaneously unleashes violence. Crane refuses to use the word war 

despite the details that are commonly associated with it—it is a “world-wide” conflict 

that lasts for “ages” and includes the shedding of “blood.” By not calling it war, which 

functions as an exceptional but clearly defined interpretative space of strife, but still 

alluding to universalizing elements, Crane makes intergroup violence uncannily part of 

the common and everyday. 

Crane, moreover, engages with the moral ambiguity and volatility characterizing 

mobs and dissects how they rely on hyper-emotionality and interpretative modes of 

abstraction. Initially, there seems to be no reason for the poem’s bloody “quarrel” 

between pro-row and anti-row people—the poem does not allude to what is at stake in 

either choice. This lack of reason is filled in with intense affect: the absolute 
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determination of “would not stand” is counteracted by to “pine[],” which denotes a 

searing desire for something, the absence of which causes significant emotional suffering. 

The introduction of the loss of lives is also significantly made abstract: “And blood was 

shed.” The phrase itself is passive, the introduction of “And” strangely classifies it as an 

afterthought, and the metonymic “blood” cannot adequately represent the gruesomeness 

of what causes this “blood” to flow, meaning active assaults to hurt or kill fellow human 

beings. The parallel syntax used in the line to describe “those” who want to obey the 

man’s demand and “those” who do not indicates that differences continuously collapse 

into similarity. But why would a request like the one that opens the poem cause such 

abstract, seemingly illogical, aestheticized violence? The answer lies in an unexpectedly 

recursive quality. According to Hoffman, the concluding line’s reference to “the great 

simplicity” “is some platonic vision of perfectability achieved, one which makes no 

greater demand upon mankind than that ‘they stand in rows’” (151). I rather believe that 

Crane’s use of “great simplicity” is deeply ironic and refers to the hidden insidious 

potential of language and moves into the more fluid and complicated area of human 

interaction. 

In the strangely animated poetic landscape of “Once there came a man” in which 

the abstractions “man” and “men” are operating, Crane unveils the toxic effect of 

authoritarian impulses. In The Red Badge of Courage, the contrast between the larger 

social structures concerning war and participation are less visible because of the intensely 

subjective nature of the story that is completely told from the perspective of Henry 

Fleming. He partly participates in the Civil War because of romantic notions about 

expected heroism. In the case of this poem, however, there is no “red badge of courage” 
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to be had. Although the violent response to the request “‘Range me all men of the world 

in rows’” seems out of proportion, Crane asks us to rethink this through contrasts that 

because of the highly condensed nature of the poem function as a double-edged sword: 

the starkness of the lines might function as a stumbling block to further intellectual 

engagement. Their choppiness and their intentional lack of overt contextualization 

potentially make them inaccessible except as fragments. This formal austerity, however, 

also makes parallels more obvious because there is no larger context to facilitate grand 

narratives of bravery or the ultimately deeply oxymoronic concept of meaningful 

violence. The initial request, or rather demand, is framed in a context-less vacuum. It 

comes from “a man,” a typified figure who, although devoid of particularity, in his 

singularity paradoxically emanates a strong authoritarian outline. Why does this “man” 

ask for this type of formation? He never explains his motives but simply expects people 

to comply with his request. 

In a nutshell war is about people lining up against each other, united in mutual 

aversion. The seeds of conflict are already present in Crane’s early introduction of the 

word “row,” which cannot be separated from issues of hierarchy: who should stand where 

and why? The irony is that if these “rows” are intended—albeit supposedly peacefully— 

to rank people, the ensuing strife accomplishes just that: the strongest of those who want 

to conform will encounter the strongest of those who do not want to conform. The word 

“row,” which includes argument and line in its interpretative realm of connotations, thus 

functions as a self-fulfilling prophecy. The relationship between this verbally minute but 

interpretatively capacious bomb of interpretation and the “man” resurfaces at the end in a 

perfunctory fashion: he “went to death, weeping.” Does the man, whose “weeping” 
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indicates significant emotional turmoil, commit suicide because he feels guilty? Or is the 

man actually killed by the weirdly amorphous crowd? Elissa Zellinger makes an 

intriguing point arguing that this “man” is one of Crane’s poetic figures who “suffer for 

inadvertently causing harm to others, and Crane extends this fraternity of suffering into a 

form of protective love forged by disaster” (319). Although this element is present in 

Crane’s poetry, Zellinger does not provide a close reading of the poem, which overall 

emphasizes the detrimental results of being close-minded. As Fournial points out, the 

conveniently amorphous collective realm of the mob invites criminal acts for which no 

individual wants to or seemingly can take responsibility (Van Ginneken, 117). In that 

case, the mob could kill the “man” functioning under the false impression that he 

deserves it. Mobs, after all, need an external factor, a scapegoat, to direct their destruction 

at: the poem’s conveniently abstract “man.” 

This poem functions as a partial, critical metanarrative on the cognitive and 

affective workings of the crowd through social uses of language as a conduit of 

knowledge. Although rhyme patterns are very minimal in this poem, the few that appear 

are significant. Apart from the line-final recursive use of “rows,” which echoes the 

connotative texture of verbal disagreement and linear opposition, the only rhyme pairs 

are “said”/“shed” and “instantly”/“simplicity.” The unsettling “simplicity” that Crane 

gestures toward in these lines is that mobs reflect upon, catalyze, and are reflections of 

1890s mass media society. In the end, the person or entity that initiates thought processes 

through words is only partly responsible. In an environment that is predisposed to 

exclusion and distrust, words start to live lives of their own that exceed the interpretative 

contours of the starting point, as the rhyme pair “said”/“shed” indicates. The only 
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precondition is that words reach a large enough audience and get reiterated again and 

again. Although the poem eventually seems to make a distinction between the 

unenlightened—“those who staid in bloody scuffle”—and those who know the “great 

simplicity,” these apparent differences again eerily collapse. The knowledgeable are not 

mentioned in the poem because knowledge in itself does not necessarily simplify matters. 

Crowds appear during unstable times and are notoriously difficult to reign in with reason 

without a concomitant effort to change larger systems. As Le Bon notes, “[a]bove the 

substratum of fixed beliefs … is found an overlying growth of opinions, ideas, and 

thoughts that are incessantly springing up and dying out” (Van Ginneken, 177). Although 

Le Bon intuits that there are multiple levels involved in crowd dynamics, he again seems 

to set up a false dichotomy that Crane partly criticizes: “fixed beliefs” are not anchor 

points of relief and shelter, they are part and parcel of the problem of a lack of generosity. 

Mobs are exactly the result of a socially constructed misbalance between those who 

presumably “knew”—knowledge only exists as a retroactive experiment—and those who 

presumably “[k]new not.” But who determines what is worth knowing and why? Crowds 

are ultimately the result of alternative, often suffocating, chains of sympathy because 

people feel threatened in their established positions, or their “fixed beliefs,” thus violently 

reasserting us/them fault lines. 

Although Crane throughout The Black Riders investigates mob dynamics, this 

does not mean that he lost faith in affective human collective processes. In a January 12, 

1896 letter he wrote: 

The final wall of the wise man’s thought however is Human Kindness of course. 

If the road of disappointment, grief, pessimism, is followed far enough, it will 
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arrive there. Pessimism itself is only a little, little way, and moreover it is 

ridiculously cheap. The cynical mind is an uneducated thing. Therefore do I strive 

to be as kind and as just as may be to those about me and in my meager success at 

it, I find the solitary pleasure of life. (99) 

In these lines, Crane gestures to the constructed and possibly insincere nature of “Human 

Kindness” by capitalizing the concept. Yet this same typographical act literally gives it a 

transcendent importance. For Crane, being kind ultimately arises from negative 

experiences of “disappointment, grief, pessimism” that could just as easily lead to 

misanthropy. Due to its unusual trajectory “Human Kindness” for Crane becomes a mode 

of acceptance and understanding that cannot be achieved without the experience of pain. 

Although kindness is usually paired with a sense of naiveté and cynicism is associated 

with a bitter sense of enlightenment, Crane reverses these expectations. Kindness results 

from the knowledge of human frailty and flaws and is a braver choice than cynicism 

because renewed disappointment is always lurking on the horizon. In “I stood upon a 

high place,” Crane poetically engages with this reality and allows us an intimate glimpse 

into the affective state of a speaker whose presumed outsider status from mob violence 

turns out to be an illusion: 

I stood upon a high place, 
And saw, below, many devils 
Running, leaping, 
And carousing in sin. 
One looked up, grinning, 
And said, “Comrade! Brother!” 

In the prose realism of The Red Badge of Courage, Henry Fleming’s consciousness 

seems to be intermeshed with that of the war collective, but these are temporary moments 
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and are not as densely packed with reader-directed appeal as in “I stood upon a high 

place.” This poetic embodiment of mob dynamics literally makes readers complicit 

through Crane’s use of “I,” which the audience is asked to directly identify with, and the 

vertical dimension of the “devils” in the poem “look[ing] up” to the readers in a gesture 

of forced recognition and inclusion. 

“I stood upon a high place” at first glance deconstructs a holier-than-thou 

approach toward the mob. The literal “high place” the speaker occupies maps onto a 

presumed mental superiority. The poem, however, unravels any attempt at strict 

dichotomous thinking. Height is after all a relative measure that is more amorphous than 

the ostensible declarative nature of the opening line indicates. Moreover, how much of 

the seemingly I/them image that is being created here is actually objective? The speaker 

is positioned in such a way that distance must be an impeding factor in terms of 

judgment. Counter to expectations regarding visual distance, the movements of the 

“devils” become increasingly more detailed: we go from seeing the devils “running,” 

meaning horizontal motion that can easily be distinguished from an elevated point of 

view, to “leaping,” meaning a vertical movement that is notoriously difficult to spot from 

a bird’s eye perspective. The last visual confrontation with “[o]ne” devil connotes a very 

uncomfortable sense of intimacy: it is “grinning” at the “I.” To grin means to have an 

exaggerated smile that can refer to insincerity but also a shared sense of mischievousness. 

This latter aspect indeed starts to become more prominent in view of the conclusion. 

Although the poem starts with presumed distance, the final words “‘Comrade! Brother’” 

point toward increasing intimacy: a “Comrade” is an ideological ally but a “Brother” 

refers to a biological relation and implies that the “devil” and the “I” literally originate 
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from the same source. This final point of connection unravels the presumed distancing 

between bystanders and the crowd. In a crowd society there are ultimately no bystanders. 

Furthermore, the label of “devil,” which refers to the ultimate other of humanity, seems a 

highly arbitrary one. “Running” and “leaping” do not merit such judgment and even the 

phrase “carousing in sin” is ultimately unconvincing. What does it mean and how is sin 

interpreted? As such the poem itself seems to work toward breaking down the moral 

barriers that the speaker attempts to set up.    

A specifically American 1890s reading of this poem could fill in the general 

interpretative contours of this poem: lynching. “I stood upon a high place” could not only 

possibly refer to moral distancing but also the gothic spectatorship inherent in the public 

ritual of lynching. Although lynching has often been viewed as an exclusively Southern 

problem, it did not abide by a North and South distinction, as Ida B. Wells’s work and 

Crane’s family experiences indicated. In A Red Record, Wells gives the lynching 

statistics for 1892, 1893, and 1894—all based on information published in the white 

media. Of the 160 African Americans murdered in 1892 (the total amount of lynch 

victims was 241), four were lynched in the Northern states of “New York, Ohio, and 

Kansas” (87). In 1893, of the 159 recorded lynchings, three took place in Illinois, two in 

Kansas, and one in New York. In 1894, there were 134 lynchings of which twelve took 

place above the Mason-Dixon line in Missouri, Ohio, Maryland, West Virginia, Indiana, 

Kansas, and Pennsylvania (152). Lynchings might have been more prevalent in the South 

but these crimes also happened elsewhere and systematic racism characterized all of 

America. What does it mean if a group realizes the immorality of acts but does nothing to 

stop them except hypocritically judging it to be someone else’s problem? The immobility 
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of “I stood upon” and aloofness of “a high place” therefore potentially become just 

another incarnation of “carousing in sin” because they refer to some mental 

congratulatory attitude that merely feeds into the divisiveness that enables the emergence 

of mobs. 

The poem’s opening line, however, also allows for another insidious reading. The 

graphic contrast between the elevated position of the “I” and the “many devils” below 

conjures up the image of a theatrical spectacle. As Wells makes clear, lynchings were not 

spontaneous acts, they were planned assaults that were often marketed as festivities. One 

of the most gruesome and elaborately staged lynchings concerned the murder of Henry 

Smith in Paris, Texas on February 1, 1893. As Wells reports, this lynching was advertised 

as a celebratory event: schools were given off, special trains were introduced to transport 

the crowds, and before he was executed, Smith was “placed upon a carnival float in 

mockery of a king upon his throne” (94). The mob grew to 20,000 people and after 

Smith’s death people gathered to carry away “all that was left of the memorable event, 

even to pieces of charcoal” (97, 95). Although the number of people who were physically 

responsible for Smith’s death was limited, thousands of people were complicit in what 

turned out to be a forced bonding ritual. Everyone took a little piece of Smith: some 

turned the deceased man’s remains into souvenirs, some bought postcards of lynching 

scenes, but all participants structured their behavior around the haunting presence of a 

conveniently criminalized black other. Everyone believed that their position in society 

needed a scapegoat to unleash their frustration and perceived helplessness on. In these 

massive orgies of violence the role of proverbial bystanders is complicated. One could 
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even argue that the audience—representing social condonance—is a major factor in the 

appearance of these atrocities. 

Although the previous readings emphasized pessimism, there is also the 

possibility to read this poem as an illustration of how the “Human Kindness” Crane 

referred to in his 1896 letter can be achieved. In other words, another, more inclusive 

type of sympathy needs to become contagious. In a mob-directed reading of “I stood 

upon a high place,” the opening line paradoxically functions as an endpoint that disavows 

the perceived similarity between the “I” and the “many devils” that is the result of the 

closing “‘Comrade! Brother!’” In such a reading, the textual silence after the final phrase 

can be read as denial. There is, however, a differently oriented reading possible that 

undoes one of the main tenets of mob dynamics, namely a violent us versus them 

separation. Although the opening words are intended to set the speaker apart from 

perceived evil, the poem’s final silence can also be read as acknowledgment that this is 

not true. As such, the poem becomes a reinterpretation of the meaning of moral 

difference. The only act of connection—the one “devil[]” addressing the speaker as 

“Comrade! Brother!”—is performed by a purportedly negative character. Is the “I,” 

however, really different? Just because we do not see the speaker actively engaging in 

acts that are similar to the ones that the “devils” are associated with, this does not mean 

that they do not take place. Who has not sinned if sinful behavior constitutes the 

amorphous yet common “carousing in sin”? The “high place” can then indeed refer to a 

realization that man-made constructs like class, culture, and religion create outcasts. 

Crane’s work is inclusive because differences are introduced for reconsideration and re-
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imagination and therefore become less absolute markers of division that skirt the 

fallibility of humanity. 

Despite its overall tone of darkness and consistent insights into the ominous in 

terms of mob mentality, The Black Riders also offers poetic moments of reprieve that 

conjure a sense of openness and dialogue that mobs preclude. In order to be inclusive, 

Crane makes sure that he does not omit other opinions that seem more in line with the 

affects that feed mobs. In “‘Truth,’ said a traveller,” Crane offers a more complex 

understanding of 1890s crowd psychologist Pugliese’s argument that mob participants 

“are simply automatons carrying out the wishes of another mind” (Van Ginneken, 83). 

Such a reading makes mob participants virtually devoid of agency and does not do justice 

to complicated patterns of complicity. Crane instead emphasizes modes of reason and 

selection that can alter seemingly unalterable fissures in society that promote mob 

formation: 

“Truth,” said a traveller, 
“Is a rock, a mighty fortress; 
“Often have I been to it, 
“Even to its highest tower, 
“From whence the world looks black.” 

“Truth,” said a traveller, 
“Is a breath, a wind, 
“A shadow, a phantom; 
“Long have I pursued it, 
“But never have I touched 
“The hem of its garment.” 

And I believed the second traveller; 
For truth was to me 
A breath, a wind, 
A shadow, a phantom, 
And never had I touched 
The hem of its garment. 
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In this poem, we gain seemingly two perspectives on “truth” by a “traveller”: in the first 

stanza, it is rigid and absolute. The speaker compares truth to a “rock” and a “mighty 

fortress” and claims to have complete mastery of it: “‘Often have I been to it.’” Although 

its “fortress” status makes the truth a space for the elect or brave, it is also an 

unwelcoming entity. Connoting mental superiority, the truth is, moreover, likened to a 

“tower, / From whence the world looks black.’” This type of truth thus rather features as 

a mode of deception, something that isolates people and prevents the expression of 

interpretative generosity. 

Truth, however, is multidimensional and contingent, both in an enabling and less 

enabling sense. In the second stanza, truth is presented in a diametrically opposite 

fashion: it is unattainable as an absolute concept—it is “A breath, a wind, / A shadow, a 

phantom.” The repetition of the second stanza in the third one partly unsettles the binary 

of truth and untruth that seems to propel mobs forward. Although the use of quotation 

marks is usually employed to indicate that we are dealing with an opinion and not a 

general truth, Crane alters expectations. Both travellers’ declarative attempt at a universal 

definition makes their versions of truth seem to be beyond discussion. By making the first 

two speakers a “traveller,” Crane offers an important qualifying dimension. Although 

exposure to cultural and social difference through travel is often associated with a 

broadening of knowledge, just visiting other places is not necessarily going to change 

perspectives. Physical travel has to be accompanied by openness of the mind. The second 

stanza partly alludes to this reality: despite the lack of a pessimistic, or overtly “black,” 

outlook its message of tolerance can potentially develop into an equally toxic cultural 

relativism. As the third stanza, however, indicates, “Truth” is multidimensional because it 
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is a constant critical journey of discovery: it has “breath,” a vitalizing, human quality; it 

has strength like the “wind”; it can darken prior knowledge like a “shadow”; and it finally 

has a haunting quality, a past presence that like a “phantom” returns because it is never 

complete. The line that is missing from the third stanza, is an emphasis on personal 

“pursu[it]” except through belief. The third stanza therefore unexpectedly returns us to 

the negative workings of the mob. Belief indeed holds the potential of inhibiting further 

mental exploration. Like is the case with mobs, mindless imitation of others often results 

in a dangerous lack of conscious and critical judgment. Moreover, even the uninspired 

acceptance of a socially desirable attitude—that there is no absolute or univocal “truth”— 

can lead to modes of entrenchment. The rather consistent failure of critics to position 

Crane’s poetry within the realist paradigm illustrates this dynamic. 

Crane’s Poetics and Realism 

Due to its unusual stylistic layout and bleak content, reviewers often interpreted 

Crane’s work within the theory of the gimmick, as Sianne Ngai puts it. According to 

Ngai, calling something gimmicky includes “distancing judgment” but also 

acknowledges a “power to enchant” (471). As a result, Crane’s poetry was often 

subjected to parody. If you cannot fully understand it, then you can at least ridicule it by 

exaggerating unfamiliar aspects. Crane’s poetry was so unsettling that, as Hoffman notes, 

approximately “[o]ver a hundred parodies of his poems appeared between 1895 and 1900 

(25). A good example is the following poem published in Munsey’s in July 1895: 

An Omitted Introduction to ‘The Black Riders’ by S-ph-n Cr-ne. 

If this were Merely read to you, 
You might not Know that it was Poesy – 
Divine Poesy! 
You might indeed Regard it as plain prose – 
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Disjointed, jerky, Gasping prose, 
Smooth flowing as a Cable Car Conversazione. 

But lend me your eyes to Aid your ears! 
See how each line begins With a capital, 
Not to mention many a Mid-line word. 
See how, Every now And then, 
There is a mystic Meaningful line on a page. 
A lonely line At the top of A page, 
A single sentinel guarding a page – 
As 
“Ah me!” 
Or 
“Oh!” 
Or mayhap 
“Nemesis, let be!” 
Or even 
“Memory, pass, that I may sleep!” 

Observe, moreover, the color of the paper 
This is Printed on. 
When was dull, plodding prose in league with the Occultist? 
When was she 
(I am now personifying prose, 
Another proof that this is poesy, 
Figurative Poesy) 
Set up on sheets the color of burned violets, 
On sad, ashes-of-violets sheets, 
On sheets darker than the dear misery of youth? 
No! 
Prose is printed on paper white 
Or cream 
Or some common color 
That ink may make a slight impression on 
This is poetry. 
Prose isn’t printed this way. 

Crane’s free verse seemed to represent an ultimate sense of crisis in poetry that is jarring 

for both the eyes and ears. It unsettles visually through typography and unconventional 

capitalizations, as well as audibly: “If this were Merely read to you, / You might not 

Know that it was Poesy.” In other words, devoid of the traditionally recognizable features 
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of poetry—especially rhyme and rhythm—Crane’s writing almost automatically qualified 

as prose. The unusual line breaks in The Black Riders, its prosaic “jerk[iness],” and the 

use of decontextualized fragments of dialogue made Crane’s poetry difficult to process. 

According to the parodist, Crane believed that prose could falsely pose as revered but 

also quaintly outdated and sentimentalized “Poesy” through the typographical 

manipulation of line breaks. This sense of poetic transgression was even pathologized 

since Crane’s poetic work was read as an example of “Entartung” (“Some Recent 

Volumes of Verse,” Bookman, 1 May 1895, The Contemporary Reviews, 12), the German 

equivalent of Max Nordau’s 1892 theory of degeneration. According to Nordau, 

degenerate art was “absurd” because it purposefully flouted the rules of conformity and 

was therefore interpreted as dangerous and “anti-social” (viii). The 1890s literary context 

from which Crane’s poems emerged, however, seems to point to a completely different 

direction: what Richard M. Weatherford mistakenly calls the “genteel kind of realism” of 

prose writers and poets Howells and Hamlin Garland (9). 

But how is Crane’s highly experimental poetry deemed realism? The publication 

of Crane’s The Black Riders in spring 1895 seemed to have been a breaking point for 

both poetry and realism. Whereas Crane’s prose has always been defined as realist, his 

poetry is hardly ever spoken of in these terms. In the first review of Crane’s literary 

debut, Maggie, A Girl of the Streets (1893), a tale that presents the sociological and 

psychological effects of poverty in the New York Bowery, the author claims that the 

novel shows the “frank fidelity of the realist” (“A Remarkable Book,” Port Jervis Union, 

March 3, 1893). Although Crane did broaden the scope of realism—especially in terms of 

including New York tough dialect and the terseness and brutal nature of his 
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descriptions—he did not seem to enter completely new literary territory. As Crane 

himself indicates in a November 1895 letter to an editor of Leslie’s Weekly: “most of my 

prose writings have been toward the goal partially described by that misunderstood and 

abused word, realism” (78). Crane here argues for an unacknowledged capaciousness to 

the realist project in his “prose,” but what about his poetry? Can it be viewed as realist? 

Discussing the poetry of the 1890s, Carlin T. Kindilien noted in 1956 that the “elements 

in the American literary scene of the Nineties are as varied as the tags critics have tied to 

the decade: ‘the twilight interval,’ ‘the mauve decade,’ ‘the yellow Nineties,’ ‘the 

romantic Nineties,’ ‘Howells’ age’” (1). This variety, with Howells personally standing 

in for the realist genre that he so ardently promoted, dissipated and became dominated by 

the lackluster of a poetic “twilight.” Realism, however, is central to Crane’s oeuvre as a 

whole and reading his “lines” through the lens of realism has a twofold aim. It allows us 

to see realism as more responsive to 1890s democratic breakdown that was partially 

unfolding through mobs. It also makes Crane’s poetry less of a literary anomaly. His 

poems show how the genres of realism and modernism, which are often read as opposites 

in terms of providing a space for fragmentation, intersect rather than diverge. 

Realism was a crucial concept for Crane: he revered Howells and embraced the 

movement while partly reinventing it. Crane called Howells and Garland his “literary 

fathers” (Letters, March 1894?, 31), it was Howells who encouraged Crane to send The 

Black Riders poems to Harper’s magazine (they rejected them)7, and he reviewed most of 

Crane’s literary works. Crane gave Howells a copy of his Civil War novel The Red Badge 

of Courage, his most famous work in the 1890s, with the following inscription: please 

accept “this small and belated book as a token of the veneration and gratitude of Stephen 

7 Letters, William Dean Howells to Stephen Crane, 18 March 1894, 31. 
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Crane for many things he has learned of the common man and, above all, for a certain re-

adjustment of his point of view victoriously concluded some time in 1892” (Letters, 17 

August 1895, 62). Although it is not clear what this “certain re-adjustment” refers to, 

Crane seems to approach the “common man” in a different way from Howells. Especially 

in his own 1890s poetry, Howells not only attempts to reconstruct the humanity of the 

“common man” through the accumulation of detail but also points to the interpretative 

violence that can accompany such processes, especially in terms of charity. Crane, 

however, turns the “common man” more into a type and seems far more ambivalent 

about humanity in general. Crane’s desire was to “write plainly and unmistakably” 

(Letters, January 1896?, 109), which ends up giving a wry twist to Howells’s emphasis 

on the “simple, honest, and natural” that stood at the basis of realism (Criticism and 

Fiction 13). According to Crane, 

I developed all alone a little creed of art which I thought was a good one. Later I 

discovered that my creed was identical with the one of Howells and Garland and 

in this way I became involved in the beautiful war between those who say that art 

is man’s substitute for nature and we are the most successful in art when we 

approach the nearest to nature and truth, and those who say – well, I don’t know 

what they say. (Letters, March 1894?, 31-32) 

Although Crane, Howells, and Garland all take “nature and truth” as the basis for “art,” 

their approach is different. The disjointed syntax of the last two lines seems 

representative of Crane’s “lines” that open up room for an extension of realism that traces 

the interpretative lacunae that are inherent in the common. Crane here defines realism 

through indirection: he emphasizes that it offers the means to come “the nearest to nature 
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and truth” but where that point is located remains in an unapproachable and 

indeterminate realm because the real is by definition amorphous. Although Howells 

increasingly realized in the 1890s that the common can be as reductive and violent as 

expansive and inclusive, Crane seems to have confronted this fear more directly by 

actively engaging with larger-than-life us versus them scenarios. Poetry, moreover, seems 

to have been instrumental in Crane’s conceptualization of the workings of realism. 

Crane was very emphatic that The Black Riders was not only firmly within the 

interpretative realm of his overall realist project, but was absolutely central to it. Realism 

with its emphasis on the common and the communal is not usually associated with 

poetry, which is often read as a more private literary endeavor that attempts to transform 

the expected relationship between the common and the commonplace through 

defamiliarization.8 Crane, however, actually preferred his poetry over his prose in terms 

of their overall realist effect. In a November 1895 letter, Crane calls the “lines” his “more 

ambitious effort.” He continues that his “aim was to comprehend in it the thoughts I have 

had about life in general, while ‘The Red Badge’ is a mere episode in life, an 

amplification” (79). Poetic space is traditionally associated with the fragmentary and 

contingent and therefore does not seem to be the expected genre to represent life on a 

“general,” or panoramic scale, which is usually reserved for the larger interpretative 

canvases of the novel. It is, however, exactly the “lines”’ incomplete nature and the 

possibility to continuously start again with new “episode[s]” that makes poetic space 

more realistic because it is more multi-dimensional and random. Crane’s poetry has often 

8 Liesl Olson is one of the few critics who goes against this line of reasoning. In Modernity and the 
Ordinary, Olson argues for a connection between twentieth-century modernity and nineteenth-century 
realism. She notes that modernism’s focus on ordinary experience has often been overlooked because of an 
overemphasis on an aesthetic of self-conscious interiority. 
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been called prosaic and his prose poetic and Crane might have been invested in making 

genre boundaries more fluid, but the different genres do allow for different types of 

engagement. The more minimalist space of poetry in which there is less of a need or a 

demand for extensive narrative contextualization makes the work more rooted in the 

direct immediacy of experience and the mental processes of selection and interpretation. 

Due to expectations of form, prose is inherently structured along the lines of the episodic, 

meaning a period that can be read in isolation as an instance of a larger sequence of 

experiences. This larger interpretative arc tends to be less characteristic of the poetic 

realm. Crane purposefully called The Black Riders “lines” because at the end of the 

nineteenth century poetry had gained negative connotations as a mere formalistic fad. 

According to Edmund Clarence Stedman, poetry was characterized by “[o]ver-

refinement” and called the interest in “‘Art for Art’s sake’” “a vice of the period” (“The 

Twilight of the Poets,” Century, 794). Crane additionally feared that people “might 

confuse the word ‘poet’ with various kinds of crazy sentiment” (Letters, 12 January 1896, 

101). Many people saw poetry as a form of emotion driven excess, a type of outdated 

sentimentality that is very superficial. Crane’s “lines,” however, are affect-laden but 

stark, symbolic vignettes that reinterpret the contours of the familiar. 

Although Crane is usually positioned as a realist rebel and variously labeled as a 

naturalist and proto-modernist, he and Howells were more in sync than commonly 

assumed. The interview that Crane conducted with Howells, entitled “Howells Fears 

Realists Must Wait: An Interesting Talk with William Dean Howells,” published in the 

New York Times on October 28, 1894, allows us to reconnect Howells and Crane and 

rethink the intersections between poetry, realism, and the mob. Although the interview 
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does not contain direct references to mobs, it does offer insight into their coming-into-

being, which has to do with warped perspectives. In the interview, Howells and Crane see 

realism as being in a state of becoming, a dynamic and responsive genre that still has to 

reach its full potential. For them, proportion and relationality become especially 

important in a society increasingly characterized by mistrust and unwillingness to 

imagine alternative points of view. Howells makes these issues central by focusing on 

perception and interpretation: an “artist sees a dog down the street – well, his eye 

instantly relates the dog to its surroundings. The dog is proportioned to the buildings and 

the trees. Whereas many people can conceive of that dog’s tail resting upon a hill top” 

(20). Howells thus diagnoses 1890s society as being characterized by interpretative 

misalignment, which often leads to the inability to sympathetically connect to people. 

Creating perspective, a rational exercise of reconsideration that requires one to step away 

from the insularity of one’s own viewpoint, allows readers to recognize their role in 

larger wholes. This ideally prevents them from overreacting and falling prey to false 

dichotomies between an us and them. 

In the 1890s, Howells employed poetic form to voice frustration about the origins 

of societal fissures. Poetry delves into how perspectives are routed through language and 

confronts us with the selective nature of how we construct our realities. Unlike Crane, 

Howells could never subscribe to a type of realism that fully embraces the alienation of 

modern experience. For Howells, far more than for Crane, a realist poetics could still 

capture moments of human connection. Crane’s approach to a realist poetics is, however, 

through direct confrontation of conflicting perspectives. He actively seeks out warped 

perspectives, or what Howells calls the “dog’s tail resting upon a hill top.” Crane 
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defamiliarizes clichés, which function as the overly familiar, by emphasizing their 

reductive nature in highly polarized and universalized literary landscapes. His “lines”—in 

an 1896 letter Crane points out that “I never call them poems myself” (96)—materialize 

the luring and domineering force of the type, an interpretative space that comes about by 

hyper-emphasizing certain elements and making them represent the whole. Yet Crane 

always includes alternative interpretative spaces by making the type visible as a 

constructed and limited pattern. He constantly employs pars pro toto techniques that 

inherently bring up questions of relationality and positionality. He posits a highly abstract 

and universalized us versus them in many poems to make us aware that these suffocating 

presences are also eerily void of any real complexity because these polarities are easily 

assumed instead of critically examined. 

Howells’s and Crane’s engagement with a realist poetics is different in that 

Howells still insists on the possibilities of sympathy while Crane has predominantly lost 

faith in that type of human connectivity. The concept of waiting (meaning the insertion of 

reflective distance) that is central in Howells’s 1894 interview is, however, crucial for 

both poets. Toward the end of the conversation, the following exchange takes place: 

“Mr. Howells,” said the other man, suddenly, “have you observed a 

change in the literary pulse of the country within the last four months? Last 

Winter, for instance, it seemed that realism was about to capture things, but then 

recently I have thought that I saw coming a sort of a counter wave, a flood of the 

other – a reaction, in fact. Trivial, temporary, perhaps, but a reaction, certainly. 

Mr. Howells dropped his hand in a gesture of emphatic assent. “What you 

say is true. I have seen it coming. *** I suppose we shall have to wait.” (20) 
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Waiting connotes a sense of suspension that does not necessarily map onto inactivity. It 

rather refers to a space that opens up the possibility for reflection in anticipation of future 

action. In his poetry, Howells instills constructive modes of psychological being by 

offering examples that largely skirt the hyper-judgments that characterize the mob. His 

juxtapositions forge new combinations that create pause about how meaning is 

constructed and how we relate to people (or fail to do so) as a result. Most particularly, 

Howells wants to make readers aware of the contextual nature of our knowledge and 

behavior. Howells’s attention to detail forces his audience to see the results of living a 

myopic life of privilege, which often results in a willful blindness to the humanity of 

others, their suffering, and the audience’s triangulation in that process. Detail creates a 

space for waiting or reflection that goes against the flattening out that occurs in the 

psychology of the mob. In the case of Crane, this process of waiting is at once more 

oblique and confrontational. He purposefully highlights the banally brutal nature of the 

mob through the sparseness of his poetics. This is meant as a form of exposure therapy to 

make his audience aware of faulty interpretative paradigms and move readers away from 

it. Like the mob, Crane’s poetics seems abstract and partly dehumanized because of its 

generalized nature but there is always a deeply unsettling and ominous emotional 

undercurrent. How to poetically contextualize Crane’s volatile poetic energy has, 

however, remained an incompletely addressed question.  

According to apocryphal stories that have been repeated in many publications, 

Crane started to write poetry after he met Howells at his home in early April 1893 and 

Howells read Dickinson’s poetry out loud to Crane (Letters, footnote, 31). Dickinson’s 

play with prosody—her poetry is partly distinctive for its slant rhymes—could well have 
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inspired Crane’s use of free verse that completely moved away from conventional rhyme 

patterns. Dickinson’s poetic treatment of clichés, however, seems to be the element that 

connects her most clearly to Crane. Dickinson often engages with the hyper-familiar in an 

attempt to redefine it. In “Hope is the thing with feathers” (Fr314), for example, 

Dickinson reinvents the symbolic representation of hope by both alluding to the 

traditional figure of a dove and refusing to fill it in according to expected interpretative 

contours. The comparison with Dickinson, however, is in many cases also not the most 

suitable fit. Dickinson’s poetry often has a metaphoric density that is not present in the 

poetic landscapes that Crane creates. Crane’s “lines” function more often as vignettes that 

tend to be bleaker, sparser, and more symbolic than Dickinson’s work. Unlike Dickinson, 

Crane in many cases includes decontextualized bits of dialogue, which gives his poetic 

work a more prose-like quality and inserts the poems more directly into the living texture 

of the everyday. Although Dickinson had a deep engagement with personal pain, loss, 

and despair—an example being “I felt a funeral in my brain” (Fr340)—Crane emphasizes 

despair differently because his subjects, often “a man” or an “I” who is linked to defeat in 

a seemingly allegorical space, remain eerily abstract entities in an unresolved 

confrontation with personified social forces.9 

The poet who unexpectedly comes closest to Crane’s realist poetics is not 

Dickinson but Howells. He seems a very unlikely candidate because already in the 1890s 

Howells was positioned as a figure of Victorian obsolescence. One of the main cultural 

outlets to promote such a negative view of Howells and realism was the The Philistine 

(1895-1915), founded by Elbert Hubbard as part of his Arts and Crafts Roycroft 

9 For a recent attempt to verify the origins of this story, see 
https://donnamcampbell.wordpress.com/2018/06/26/did-stephen-crane-read-emily-dickinson-better-still-
did-w-d-howells-read-dickinsons-poetry-to-crane/ 
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community in East Aurora, NY (280).10 As David H. Dickason notes, Crane’s reputation 

as a rebel in the 1890s relied heavily on him being embraced by The Philistine, which 

positioned itself as the harbinger of a new type of social protest through an aesthetic of 

dissent from the established literary guard. A good example is the poem “Ballade des 

Écrivains du Temps Jadis,” which begins with a critique of Howells as the most 

conservative and outdated literary voice: “In what Limbo, or Paradis, / Hides the bulge of 

his brainful brow / Ponderous Howells, W. D.?” (June 1895, 11). The Philistine claimed 

to promote a “new realism” but if one looks closer there are more parallels with 

Howellsian realism than expected (“A Matter of Background,” 121): 

The new realism for which Philistines contend is no expose of the evils of modern 

society, no uncovering of a witch’s pot. It holds all these manifestations in 

perspective. But substitutes none of them for a general view of life and human 

destiny. It would make health instead of disease infectious, substituting for blind 

Oriental imitation a truer standard of custom, freer from convention that has no 

warrant of purpose, more direct in its expression of natural and normal vitality in 

personal living and thinking. 

This “new” realism with its emphasis on “natural and normal vitality” sounds very 

familiar. It counters mob dynamics because it prevents any point of view from being 

taken “for a general view of life and human destiny.” In other words, the Philistines, like 

Howells, eschew easy and absolute types of demonization and instead prioritize putting 

10 Dickason’s “Stephen Crane and The Philistine” lists the Crane poems that were first published in the 
magazine: “I saw a man pursuing the horizon” (June 1895), “The chatter of a death-demon from a tree-top” 
(July 1895), “A Lantern Song” (August 1895), “I have heard the sunset song of the birches” (January 
1896), “What says the sea, little shell?” (February 1896), “To the maiden” (April 1896), “Fast rode the 
knight” (June 1896), “Two or three angels” (March 1897), “Some things” (February 1898), “You tell me 
this is God?” (February 1898), “On the Desert” (May 1898), “When a people reach the top of a hill” (May 
1898), “Rumbling, buzzing, turning, whirling Wheels,” (December 1899), and “I stood upon a High place,” 
(March 1899). 
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things in perspective. It is true that in terms of a coherent artistic narrative, The Philistine 

was notoriously unstable but comments similar to this one appear over the course of time. 

Although Howells’s prose seemed to have come to represent a merely faded type of the 

genteel for The Philistine, Crane noticed a more radical affect and distinctly modern form 

in Howells’s 1890s poetry. In his August 18, 1891 New York Tribune article on a Garland 

lecture, Crane notes that Howells “has written of late some powerful poems in a full, free 

style” (5). This “style” included a minimal use of rhyme in Howells’s poetry that 

previews Crane’s free verse. 

Howells deals with social problems in all of his realist novels but he arguably 

engages most torturously with the existential dilemma of what he called “The riddle of 

our misery” in “Moods,” a collection of poems published in Harper’s Monthly in March 

1891. “Moods” consisted of “Another Day,” “Life,” “Temperament,” “Weather-

Breeder,” “Peonage,” and “Some One Else.” These poems foreground doubt and remorse 

more clearly than anything in Howells’s prose. “Temperament” and “Some One Else” 

refer to how we perpetually remain strangers to ourselves. “Weather-Breeder” and 

“Peonage” are meditations on the struggle of a “will within my will,” in other words how 

misery is at the same time relative and strangely unavoidable considering our human and 

fallible nature. Kindilien is one of the few critics who seriously engages with Howells’s 

poetic work and indicates matters of style that link him to Crane. As Kindilien notes, 

“[r]etreating from poetic clichés, Howells went often to a colorless and single leveled 

expression that was almost factual prose” (152). Although Howells’s poems are most 

definitely bleak, they are not “single leveled” because they seem more prose like in their 

less obviously embellished language. The poems often follow conventional aabb rhyme 
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patterns, but the language itself—which only includes minimal poetical inversions—is 

nevertheless poetic in that it encourages the audience to approach the familiar from an 

unusual perspective. Howells does not “[r]etreat[]” from poetic clichés but rather 

incorporates them with the intention of adding significant differences. In “Another Day,” 

for example, Howells takes up the topic of hope through the common cliché of there 

always being “Another Day” and turns it into a meditation on hopelessness. The poem 

ends with the following stanza: 

Before this sun shall sink into the west 
The tired earth may have fallen on his breast, 
And into heaven the world have passed away … 
At any rate, it is another day! 

Howells’s use of language has an understated lyric quality: the sentences sound 

conversation-like and the potentially stilted sentimentality of the personification of the 

“earth” falling “on his breast” is counteracted by the slanted use of platitude in the last 

line. The introduction of “At any rate,” a phrase that seems coldly pragmatic and 

calculative, morphs the hope for a future—“another day”—into a seemingly arbitrary and 

meaningless continuation of the same doubts. 

From an early twentieth-century modernist perspective, however, realism and 

Howells were often viewed as antiquated. While looking for Howells’s My Literary 

Passions in the UB library, I noticed that some previous reader had left a comment on the 

first page: “This is an incredibly stupid and boring book. It is utterly without value,” 

signed Ezra Pound. I am not sure whether this was actually written by one of the 

twentieth century’s most influential modernist poets, but this scathing comment 

nevertheless aptly represents the dismissive interpretational context in which Howells and 

his branch of realism came to be read. Although the modernists could probably not bear 
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the thought of being aligned with Howells, Howells in his turn could not completely 

reciprocate Crane’s praise of his poetry. Howells’s 25 January 1896 review of The Black 

Riders, published in his column “Life and Letters” in Harper’s Weekly, is tempered in its 

enthusiasm: he appreciates the fraught nature of the content of Crane’s “lines” but has 

problems with their form. Howells discusses “In the desert,” in which Crane gives a bitter 

literal twist “to eat[ing] one’s heart out.” Howells praises the poem for its “fresh, and fine 

and true” “thought,” but he finds the “lines”’ “near formlessness” problematic (18). He is 

concerned that the typographic unusualness and free verse of The Black Riders make it 

into a fad, a mere craze that cannot be adequately processed and absorbed by the social 

environment. In an October 4, 1894 letter to Crane Howells wrote: “[t]hese things are too 

orphic for me. It is a pity for you to do them, for you can do things solid and real, so 

superbly….I do not think a merciful Providence meant the ‘prose-poem’ to last” (40). 

Howells seems to think that the “‘prose-poem’” by its very hybrid nature has an 

ephemeral quality that cannot adequately capture the vicissitudes of life. The intertwined 

nature of prose and poetry does not function as a thought provoking experiment but rather 

blurs the intended message because its formal eccentricity takes up the majority of the 

audience’s interpretative attention. Moreover, Howells’s use of “orphic,” meaning a type 

of enchantment that prevents the audience from acting out their own will, returns us to 

the topic of mob dynamics. Although the mob shaped Crane’s prose and poetry, the 

affordances of poetic form make its seemingly illegible and self-enclosed nature more 

fraught. By concentrating attention on the relatively minimally contextualized moment in 

which, unlike in a novel or short story, there is not even the faint narrative promise of a 

resolution, Crane’s “lines” perform the collective insularity of the mob. 
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In his review of The Black Riders, Howells never explicitly mentions the mob but 

it is ghostly present through an emphasis on violence, emotional excess, and a sense of 

the primitive. This affect is predominantly associated with the typography of Crane’s 

poems. Although Howells notes that Crane’s free verse work is “the most striking thing 

of the year,” he is concerned that form is quite literally an obstruction to Crane’s 

message. Howells argues that Crane speaks through “unbroken phalanxes of small 

capitals.” A “phalanx” is a military term that refers to a rectangular formation of soldiers. 

Copeland and Day, the Boston publishers of experimental poetry who designed The 

Black Riders, made Crane’s “lines” look unusual by printing the poems all in capitals. 

For Howells, this typographic form becomes linked to assault and can be seen to 

personify grand and sweeping societal forces that potentially wreaked havoc. A phalanx, 

however, also has utopian socialist associations. The closing of the ranks inherent in the 

phalanx also functioned as an inspiration for Charles Fourier, the nineteenth-century 

philosopher who became one of the main proponents of utopian socialism. Fourier saw 

labor cooperation as the solution to poverty and suggested that people live in cooperative 

spaces he called phalanxes. Howells had mixed memories to such experiments as he had 

lived in the utopian community of Eureka Mills from 1850-51, which fell apart due to 

poverty and conflict (Goodman, 16). Reminiscing about this experience in My Year in a 

Log Cabin (1893), Howells wrote that Eureka Mills meant a “return to a state which, if 

poetic, was also not far from barbaric” (15). This disappointment does not mean that 

Howells had lost interest in the socialist cause. In 1898, Howells wrote “A Traveller from 

Altruria,” in which an alien from another planet that is based on cooperation visits earth. 

Just like the phalanx proved to be a double-edged sword in reading Crane’s work, poetry 
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as a genre in the 1890s struggled with conflicting forces. Poetry was partially seen as 

outdated by conservative critics such as Stedman but artists like Crane also used it to 

forge new (often misunderstood) meanings. 

Howells relied on the unexpected convergences of ideas that the associative realm 

of the poetic allowed in order to reimagine a potential return to an ideological and social 

common ground. This process, however, needed to be rooted in familiar poetic standards 

of style. In his review of The Black Riders, Howells uses a domestic metaphor to argue 

that the development of poetry should be connected to a content-related forward 

teleology within the known perimeters of form. Being critical of Crane’s use of free 

verse, Howells writes that he “would rather live in a house of the accepted structure than 

in a hut of logs and boughs” (18). Howells seems to define free verse and the typographic 

presentation of The Black Riders, which came to be seen as a modern reflection of de-

individuation, as somehow underdeveloped because he sees it as inefficient. Howells 

argues that in The Black Riders “sometimes the thought does not free itself enough from 

mere sensation or emotion to be tangible even when it is quite intelligible.” In other 

words, “emotion” is seen as excessive in Crane and undermines the “tangible” nature of 

“thought,” or its ability to pragmatically move people. Howells was impressed with the 

way in which Crane’s “lines” “plunge” him into “‘The abysmal depths of personality’” 

but he believed that their idiosyncratic form overshadowed the realization of this reading 

experience (19). Howells thus associates formal unconventionality with the affects that 

create mob mentality: there is a surge of emotion that seems uncontrollable and 

overwhelms rationality. In order to counteract this potentiality, Howells ends his review 

with a curious act of translation. He prints Crane’s “lines” as prose to “prove that it owes 
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nothing of its poetry to the typographic mask of metre”: “I was in the darkness. I could 

not see my words nor the wishes of my heart. Then suddenly there was a great light – 

“Let me into the darkness again!” In this quotation, “poetry” plays a seemingly 

contradictory role. By rewriting Crane’s poetry into prose, Howells tries to decouple it 

form the faddish formalism that became a reason to dismiss Crane’s message from the 

start. This does not mean, however, that Howells was averse against formalist innovation. 

In order to offer a more recognizable context for Crane’s realist experiments, 

Howells makes the unexpected move to create an analogy with Henrik Ibsen’s theater in 

his 1 December 1902 “Editor’s Easy Chair” column. As Elsa Nettels points out, Howells 

has been recognized as “the most influential champion of Ibsen in America” (153). In 

May 1889, Howells noted about Ibsen’s style that “there is often more of type than of 

character in [Ibsen’s] personages, and that the reality of the action is sometimes strained 

to an allegorical thinness. Nevertheless the effect is not much less than tremendous” 

(984-5). This “tremendous” effect takes place through contextual minimalism as Ibsen 

sets the stage by predominantly focusing on sparse dialogues, which give his plays an 

allegorical-like atmosphere. As such, Ibsen questions the contours of how we know 

characters, what we know, and if we can truly gain access to the complexities of 

someone’s life experience. Howells argues that Crane’s poetry is similar to the ethical 

“life-lie” that Ibsen made pivotal to his art. What Howells means by “life-lie” becomes 

clear in his 1906 article on Ibsen: “the great and dreadful delight of Ibsen is from his 

power of dispersing the conventional acceptations by which men live on easy terms with 

themselves, and obliging them to examine the grounds of their social and moral opinions” 

(“Henrik Ibsen,” 3). This “dispersing [of] the conventional acceptations” was catalyzed 
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by formal innovation, especially in Ibsen’s paring down of a cast of characters, mise en 

scène, and contextual information. Ibsen thus worked within the expected perimeters of 

theater but did not completely overturn them. Howells indeed claims that there is merit to 

unexpected types of artistic engagement, likening modern verse to “a man inverting his 

head and looking at the landscape between his legs, [and who thereby] gets an entirely 

new effect on the familiar prospect” (“Editor’s Easy Chair,” 1 December 1902, 325). For 

such an approach to be successful, however, the poetic still needs to be recognizable as 

formally poetic despite the difficulty that 1890s critics had in defining it.11 

Ibsen started his career as a poet and wrote his initial plays Brand (1865) and 

Peer Gynt (1867) in verse, before he completely switched to prose. The reason for this 

change was apparently associated with his investment in the social drama of realism: 

“The illusion I wish to produce is that of truth itself; I want to produce the impression 

that what he is reading is actually taking place before him” (“Ibsen’s Social Dramas,” 

299). Although poetry catalyzes the psychological thought processes behind social 

behavior, prose allows writers to describe the social landscape itself and how individuals 

interact with each other. Poetry and prose are thus not diametric opposites within the 

realist paradigm but do emphasize different aspects. Since Ibsen’s plays often do focus on 

aspects of psychology through modes of disjunction and incompletion, many 1890s 

critics indeed kept referring to his work in terms of the poetic. Attempting to define the 

“Real” Ibsen in 1901, William Archer even wrote the following: “Poetry, – poetry: that is 

11 In “The Nature and Elements of Poetry. What is Poetry?” (April 1892), conservative critic Edmund 
Clarence Stedman opens the article saying that the “essential spirit of poetry is indefinable” (821). After 
moving through the more conventional notion that poetry is “rhythmical, imaginative language, expressing 
the invention, taste, thought, passion, and insight, of the human soul,” which still privileges form, he 
concludes on something more amorphous: poetry is distinctive for its “faculty of movement in time” (828). 
In Ibsen and Crane this “movement” is heavily laden with a direct confrontation with negative affect in the 
common. 
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the first word and the last of any true appreciation of Ibsen” (“The Real Ibsen,” 201). 

This quintessentially poetic quality of Ibsen’s work seems to lie in a radical 

openendedness. The author of the 1894 “A Commentary on Ibsen” notes that he is a 

“ceaseless asker of questions. He propounds problems and leaves us to answer them or 

not as we will” (37). In other words, whereas prose is often more concerned with a 

teleology that answers, poetry mainly skirts such narrative frames and focuses on 

questioning itself. 

The difference between Ibsen’s and Crane’s realisms seems to lie in modes of 

emotional embodiment. In the theater, the presence of actors creates a performative space 

in which the audience is invited to emotionally interact with the players through vicarious 

means. Observing a character working through psychological conundrums is, however, 

different from engaging with language as a performative medium. Poetry reveals the 

selective processes that go into our perception of truth from many different and 

differently intersecting potentialities. In the poetic realm, the reader is confronted with 

thought itself and there is no externalized, preexisting character attached to it. Readers 

thus have to struggle with the very texture of what constitutes our reality. As such, 

potential discomfort becomes more unsettling and more literally forces the point that 

Ibsen was making throughout his career. As Hjalmar Boyesen notes, Ibsen “persists in 

seeing problems of universal application where most of us see only annoyances, or, 

perhaps, misfortunes affecting our individual lot” (794). Poetry thus functions as a 

poignant genre that reformulates us/them dynamics and creates more inclusive and 

disturbing grounds of complicity. Being anchored in a particular temporal and local 

context, realist prose contextualized idiosyncrasies in order to make them more relatable. 
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Although from a distance, certain behavior seems illegibly alien, realist prose allows us 

to narrativize these unfamiliar episodes and allows the audience to realize that they spring 

from common desires and fears. The possible disadvantage of such an approach, 

however, is that this experience of extending sympathy was not necessarily mapped onto 

real, thoughtful encounters with perceived others. Paradoxically going back to the 

“universal,” meaning a seemingly more abstract, language-oriented perspective, offered 

realism renewed zest as a force of potential connectivity. Language constitutes our main 

means of formulating perspectives that enable us to form opinions about people and 

social norms in the first place. 

Crane and Ibsen, moreover, share a specific interest in the mob. As E. P. Evans 

notes, Ibsen had a deep aversion of what he called “the compact majority, this cursed 

compact liberal majority, - the most dangerous foe of truth and freedom” (468). In other 

words, Ibsen despised mob mentality and he made this issue central in his work. Howells 

points out that in Ibsen’s The Pillars of Society (1877) we see “how the precious 

superstructure which we are so zealous to ‘save’ from time to time is propped upon an 

inwardly rotten respectability” (“Editor’s Study,” 985). In other words, what we view as 

the common and ordinary can in essence be unfair and detrimental. Mores change and at 

one point in U.S. history, for example, slavery was deemed legal. In Ibsen’s The Enemy 

of Society (1882), which literally includes a mob scene, the protagonist “tries to set right 

a dangerous evil in his little town, and stands outcast and alone where he had been 

idolized before.” Doing what is ethically right can indeed be an unpopular choice that is 

accompanied by ostracization. Crane directly praised Ibsen in the following words: “I 

like to look at blank books. They remind me of Ibsen” (“Something About the Beardsley 
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of Letters,” St. Louis Republic, 30 June 1895, The Contemporary Reviews, 15). Crane 

thus seems to value Ibsen for a sense of descriptive absence that is psychologically 

conducive to thought that revisits the familiar—the act of “remind[ing].” Crane’s “lines” 

do something similar but push the envelope further. Whereas Ibsen imaginatively lets the 

audience populate a new experiential landscape by focusing on minimalistically defined 

characters, Crane makes this process of affective extrapolation more pressing. It is 

difficult to forge a connection with a contextually thin “he” who partly stands in for 

universalized thought and behavior but this is also exactly the interpretative move that is 

most required. Crane’s poems are intended to critically materialize, not just describe, the 

force of the mob—the many that functions as one—in order to critique this mentality 

although there is not necessarily a simple solution for it. 

This interest in questions of individuality in the context of majority and minority 

perspectives and the realist movement went beyond the better-known Howells-Crane-

Ibsen group. Although Howells was instrumental in Crane’s development, there is 

another realist “father” figure: Hamlin Garland. Garland literally stood at the basis of 

Crane’s entry into the artistic realm. As Paul Sorrentino notes, on 17 August 1891, Crane, 

who was working as a journalist for the New York Tribune, covered Garland’s lecture on 

“The Local Novel” at a summer school at Avon-by-the-Sea (86). Crane approached 

Garland after the lecture and the two became friends and it was Garland who brought 

Crane into contact with Howells. Garland also seems to have played a special role in 

terms of poetry. Garland presented Crane with an inscribed copy of a book of Garland’s 

poems in 1894: “To Stephen Crane, a genius, Hamlin Garland” (Letters, 34). Although 

Stallman does not identify the volume, this most likely was Garland’s Prairie Songs, 
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published in 1893. Garland’s prose has garnered a moderate amount of critical attention 

but his poetry has remained virtually unstudied because of the longstanding 

disassociation between nineteenth-century realism and poetry. Prairie Songs functions as 

an extension of Garland’s most famous short story collection Main-Travelled Roads 

(1891). In these stories, Garland studied what Carrie Tirado Bramen has defined as 

“uneven development,” which refers to how the financial and psychological comfort of 

the urban middle classes depends on the myth of a pastoral rural backwater (115). 

Garland, however, shows that the Midwest is anything but a secluded space of delight: it 

is characterized by often unrewarding labor and it functions as a welcome but ostensibly 

ignored market for the products of the cities. Whereas in the short stories the emphasis 

lies on brooding conflicts that are predominantly presented through conversation, the 

poetry becomes hauntingly different in its use of imagery that dots, represents, and 

reimagines the common. 

Prairie Songs depicts the Midwest and includes modernist-like vignettes of prairie 

scenes—both laudatory and visceral—and dialect poems. Interestingly, Garland prefaces 

Prairie Songs with what appears to be a disavowal of the importance of poetry: “Prose 

seems to be drawing off all that is most modern and freest and most characteristic of our 

American civilization. I do not expect, therefore, to have these verses taken to represent 

my larger work” (1). Is this comment, however, unnecessarily self-deprecatory? Is it a 

mere gesture toward the dominant conversation that had pronounced poetry to be in a 

“twilight” stage? Garland’s poetry is indeed “modern” and unexpectedly “characteristic” 

of American civilization because of its subject and style. The geographical West, the 

frontier of civilization and progress that was officially closed in 1890s according to 
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Frederick Jackson Turner, has traditionally been read as representative of American 

individualism. Garland’s poems have a list-like quality combined with metaphorical 

idiosyncrasies that add enriching layers to what is often superficially viewed as the 

barrenness of prairie landscapes. The poem “A Town of the Plain” opens as follows: 

A shadeless clump of yellow blocks, 
It stands upon the sod, ringed 
With level lands and draped in mist, 
Wavering in air so dry, it seems 
The very clouds might burn. 

Although descriptions of the prairie often fall into the paradigm of man versus nature, 

Garland creates connections between them as both the landscape and the man made 

structures can be read as a “shadeless clump of yellow blocks.” This minimal but charged 

line breathes a sense of resistance and relentlessness through the scorching excess of 

“shadeless,” the naturalized density of “clump,” and the compacted obstruction of 

“blocks.” Garland’s prairie landscapes often have an ominous quality to them, which 

could map onto the historical reality of how mobs initially made their appearance in the 

West. Lynching was after all, as Michael J. Pfeifer writes, not uncommon in frontier 

communities: “[c]ontrary to the popular understanding, early territorial lynching did not 

flow from an absence or distance of law enforcement but rather from the social instability 

of early communities and their contest for property, status, and the definition of social 

order” (30). The mob therefore cannot be disavowed as America’s other as it was often 

perceived in the cultural and intellectual center of the U.S.: the North. History irrevocably 

shows that in contrast to the preferred narrative of an inclusionary vision of those willing 

to engage in self-making, exclusion also systematically lies at the root of American 

society. 
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The mob is a more obvious topic in Crane’s universalized and polarized poetry 

that deals with war and other directly recognizable modes of conflict, but this does not 

mean that it is absent as a psychological mode in Garland’s provincial yet representative 

poetics. Garland discusses mob affect from an animalistic perspective in “Atavism,” in 

which he describes the contagiousness of fear and unsettled aggression once a bull comes 

across “a trace of blood” and spreads emotional discomfort: 

The herd surges to and fro in mass, 
Blind and savage, seeking an unseen cause 
Of some ancestral danger. 

This poem is instrumental in exploring herd mentality as only seemingly unanchored 

movement. Garland emphasizes that although the cause is “unseen” for both herdsman 

and the rest of the animals, its presence is “ancestral,” meaning innate and longstanding. 

The more intriguing but far less obvious engagement with permutations of the mob, 

however, takes place in Garland’s landscape poems: 

A Human Habitation 

The sky was like a low-hung purple disk, 
The plain its counterpart. Eastward, between 
These infinite disks of variant purple, the train 
Rushed steadily, entering a belt of orange-colored sky, 
Wherein the spring-time sunlight grew in power 

Against the glowing band, 
A tooth of purple plain upreared, to notch 
The otherwise unbroken, splendid sweep 
Of intersecting sky and plain. From it 
A thin blue smoke arose. 

It was a human habitation. 
It was not a prison. A prison 
Resounds with songs, yells, the crash of gates, 
The click of locks and grinds of chains. 
Voice shouts to voice. Bars do not exclude 
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The interchange of words. 
This was solitary confinement. 

The sun up-sprang, 
Its light swept the plain like a sea 
Of golden water, and the blue-gray dome 
That soared above the settler’s shack, 
Was lighted into magical splendor 

To some worn woman 
Another monotonous day was born. 

Central to this and other prairie poems is a landscape that seems self-enclosed—the “sky” 

and “plain” mirror each other—and violently voracious, it has a “tooth.” This ominous 

landscape predominantly seems vibrant in the various ways that its apparent monotony is 

represented—lines of vision constantly intersect. The “human habitation,” its oppressive 

nature does not merit the term “home,” is predominantly a negative space—it is worse 

than a “prison” because it seems to preclude any type of verbal socialization. 

Significantly, after the stanza on the stifling nature of the human environment, the 

landscape seemingly enacts the overwhelming surging movement associated with mobs: 

sunlight “swept the plain like a sea.” Although there seems to be a positive element to 

this description—the scene is “lighted into magical splendor”—the oppressive nature of 

the sky’s “blue-gray dome” haunts. Mobs are indeed experienced as moments of elation, 

but they emerge out of constriction and are followed by negative affect. The last two 

lines, focusing on apathy, loss, and frustration through “worn” and “monotonous,” 

function as a reminder of the result of mobs: a loss of community—both in the sense of 

the pain of victims and the shame attached to perpetrators. These lines, however, also 

paint a convincing picture of the mental condition of the animated discontent that spurs 

the emergence of mobs.  
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The centrality of Garland for Crane in terms of a rich but minimalist poetic style 

and a related engagement with the fraught topic of American individualism is evidenced 

by the fact that Crane dedicated The Black Riders to Garland (Letters, 10 January 1895, 

47). Garland’s understanding of Crane and his own engagement with realism, moreover, 

seem to counteract the reservations that Howells expressed about the legibility, effect, 

and desirability of the affective intensity of Crane’s work. Garland’s interest in “truth” 

and “individual expression” is explicitly mediated through “passion” (21, 51). It is this 

emotional forcefulness that catalyzes both the unexpected possibility and—from a 

middle-class perspective—the often unappreciated complexity of Midwestern marginality 

in Garland’s realism, which he called “veritism”: “Write of those things you know most, 

and for which you care most. By so doing you will be true to yourself, true to your 

locality, and true to your time” (35). This affective valorization of the provincial as the 

truly representative was central to Garland’s 1896 realist manifesto Crumbling Idols, a 

boundary crossing exercise that included chapters on prose, theater, and painting in the 

realist movement. Poetry, however, seems to be both central to the project and curiously 

absent from it. Although Garland did not devote a section of Crumbling Idols to poetry, 

he gives it a role of ambiguous organizing prominence by using one of his own poems as 

the manifesto’s epigraph: 

To love the truth in an age of lies; 
To hold fast art when hunger cries; 
To sing love’s song in spite of hate, 
Keeping his heart inviolate, -
These are the artist’s victories. 

This poem, due to its end rhymes and the topic of love, could be read as somewhat 

archaic and does not seem to align with the fractured, bitingly modern style of Prairie 
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Songs. It therefore seems to be a point of departure from which the prose-oriented body 

of the text distances itself. The message of the poem, however, a deeply affective 

commitment to “art” and “truth” in a hostile environment of “lies,” “hunger,” and “hate,” 

can also be viewed as amplified by the emphatic return of rhyme. Moreover, the 

compacted nature of the poetic line maps out its own, idiosyncratic interpretative route 

regardless of the size of the page. The rest of the manifesto can thus be seen as deriving 

from and merely differently embodying the poetic. Poetry has less prominence in the 

manifesto itself not because it had lost its intrinsic value but because it had become a 

form associated with a commonplace elitism in large realms of the 1890s cultural 

imagination.   

The history of Crane criticism is similarly entrenched in dissociating his work 

from realist patterns of sociality. In 1896, William Heinemann published the British 

version of The Black Riders. An anonymous Athenaeum author, writing the last 

nineteenth-century American review of Crane’s poetry volume, wrote that it “hardly 

deserved the pretty printing” since the poems were merely “occasionally forcible by sheer 

abruptness” (Athenaeum, 24 April, 1897, The Contemporary Reviews 20). Such repeated 

emphasis on the iconoclastic initially positioned Crane’s poetry in a social no-man’s land. 

Form, however, also became the reason to celebrate Crane in the twentieth century as 

heralding a modernist aesthetic. In his 2 January 1924 review of Thomas Beer’s Crane 

biography, Edmund Wilson called the 1890s “perhaps the most provincial and uninspired 

moment in the history of American society.” Contrastingly, he categorized Crane as “a 

single vortex of intensity in an almost stagnant sea” (The Critical Heritage, 27). The 

1890s were, however, far from a “stagnant sea.” The problem rather lies in critics’ 
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inability (then and now) to view Crane’s poetry as part of a more diverse and divergent 

realist literary universe. Although Shira Wolosky emphasizes that Crane’s poems are 

inherently “social,” the shape of that sociality remains understudied in the poetic realm 

(206). Ironically, this lack of direct social relevance seemingly comes out of Crane’s own 

words. In a 26 January 1896 letter, Crane wrote “[w]hen I speak of a battle I do not mean 

want, and those similar spectres. I mean myself and the inherent indolence and cowardice 

which is the lot of all men” (105). These words seemingly direct attention away from the 

social—“want”—but only do so to reveal the deeper forces that allow for “want” to occur 

in the first place: the mob dynamics of “indolence and cowardice.” In one of his few 

direct references to the mob, in an 1899 letter, Crane scathingly remarks: “Mob-courage? 

– mob-courage. The mob has no courage” (223). This line, which in its associative, 

minimalist, and fragmentary repetitious nature partakes of the poetic, can unexpectedly 

be read as central to The Black Riders. Both its structure and content are performatively 

deconstructive in ways that embody the mob and point to more enabling possibilities. The 

conclusive dismissal of “mob-courage” seems to continue the polarization that started the 

exchange. This negative assertion, however, does not indicate what does characterize the 

mob. This line thus makes the mob a point of active contemplation instead of complacent 

or shameful denial.    

Poetry, which catalyzes connotative contextualizations, is a very useful genre for 

approaching exaggerations of the common. With its sparse but charged emphasis on 

language as a meaning-making entity in an emphatically polarized literary landscape, 

Crane’s poems force us to rediscover textual/social internal connections and 

disconnections that are commonly overlooked. This perceived lack thus becomes a space 
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of empathetic potentiality because the audience is more actively invited to reposition this 

glimpse of the everyday within larger social dynamics. In an 1897? letter Crane wrote 

about his literary aims: “I try to give to readers a slice out of life; and if there is any moral 

or lesson in it, I do not try to point it out. I let the reader find it for himself” (158). 

Constantly prioritizing process and incompletion—cognizant of their possibilities and 

limitations—Crane does not surface as a recognizably guiding force in what Hoffman 

calls his “apparently ‘prosaic verse and ‘poetic’ fiction” (220). A “slice out of life” 

approach, however, invites exactly such a boundary crossing exercise: Crane 

intentionally loosens dichotomies and leaves them as such. From the perspective of 

rhyme, Crane’s poetry does venture into the realm of prose but from the perspective of 

guiding the audience’s perception to the seemingly minute but interpretatively capacious, 

his approach is unquestionably poetic. Navigating the points of contact between genres, 

Crane’s most multidimensional and unsettling engagement with the American 1890s mob 

scene took place in The Black Riders. While the volume’s individual poems in terms of 

content and form preclude closure, the continuous reappearance of the image of the mob 

in related but subtly different emanations creates a continuous vortex of de- and 

refamiliarization. This experience is intended to create a reawakening of consciousness, 

which is particularly important in the context of the mob, since it operates on the violent 

fault lines of entrenched notions of individual versus larger group responsibility. 

Crane does not only present the image of mobs but unveils their ambiguous 

underpinnings through engaging with exaggeration and an obtuse partiality and thereby 

goes to the heart of their psychological (re)workings. Complicity in mobs is not 

necessarily about literally engaging in violence; it is more structurally about standing by 
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and condoning acts of violence by non-intervention. Mobs function as the ghostly other 

of 1890s U.S. democracy by showing how under the pretext of majority rule a 

sufficiently intimidating and threatening minority can catalyze dangerous—literally 

murderous—acts that very few people dare to speak out against. Crane did not only 

diagnose this 1890s social problem (one that has become eerily topical in the current, 

twenty-first-century political landscape dominated by Donald Trump) but used a poetics 

of confrontation to potentially build another type of majority consensus: one that is in 

flux but also cognizant of its limitations. Garland, often read as the so-called other realist 

in comparison to Howells, once wrote of Crane’s poetry that it “is the ghost of militant 

agnosticism – a satirical ghost” (Letters, 95). He could not have been more correct. 

Although Garland never literally referred to Crane’s interest in mobs, this quotation 

epitomizes what Crane attempted to accomplish in terms of social critique. Using 

chiasmus, a crossing of words and ideas, Garland recognizes a powerful affirmation of 

the questioning of universal truth in Crane’s work, something that haunts and exaggerates 

in order to expose lacks. Formally and psychologically embodying the reductive patterns 

of mobs but also exceeding these by flaunting their incomplete nature, Crane’s realist 

poetics gives us the opportunity to position ourselves more responsibly within a 

treacherous moral landscape of inconsistencies. 
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CODA 

Henry James to Howells on his 75th birthday: “Your really beautiful time will come.” 
(1912) (quoted in Trilling, 223) 

The story of a realist poetics is in essence one of missed encounters. A missed 

encounter concerning the internal vibrancy of poetry in the 1890s, realism as a socially 

capacious genre, and how these enrich each other instead of functioning in stark 

opposition. Writing in the early twenties, Harvard Professor Oscar W. Firkins noted 

about Howells’s Stops of Various Quills (1895) that in “poems like these we face the 

authentic power, depth, and weight of emotion converting itself into depth and weight of 

utterance by the rapid act of an aroused and potent imagination” (quoted in Cady, xii). 

Firkins thus notices a dynamic motion in Howells’s poetry: the repetition of “depth and 

weight,” which is attributed to the transference between “emotion” and “utterance,” 

makes the absent presence of the real and realism—Howells’s territory—one of 

meaningful translation that is contingent but not ephemeral. Reality, as William James 

reminds us, is after all predominantly a concatenated sympathetic “feeling” and not some 

objective sense of the external (285). The first objective of this dissertation was thus to 

show how poetry was part of 1890s realism, which is usually exclusively associated with 

prose. Even recent studies on late nineteenth-century poetry, such as Elizabeth Renker’s 

Realist Poetics in American Culture, 1866-1900, maintain that there was no formally 

recognizable realist poetics. I have, however, shown that Howells did promote such a 

movement as a poet and a critic of poetry. This new type of realism is characterized by 

subject matter (social inequality and stereotypes), social context (an increasing sense of 

complacency toward democratic fissures), and poetic form (the indirection and 
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defamiliarization of poetic language). Poetic form, a focus on language as an active 

meaning-making capacity, allowed Howells to create an accompaniment to prose realism. 

My second objective was to ask: how does the study of nineteenth-century realism 

change by foregrounding Emily Dickinson, Paul Laurence Dunbar, Madison Cawein, and 

Stephen Crane as “realist” poets? Although these poets are hardly associated with 

realism, Howells promoted and valued their art and thereby integrated them into realist 

constellations of meaning. As becomes clear from the work of these fin de siècle artists, 

their poetry redirects the ideological stakes of realism by pushing ethical responsibility 

for exclusionary practices to new affective depths. Whereas realist prose is the genre of 

sociality-coming-into-being through an aggregate of perspectives, poetry focuses on how 

these perspectives themselves are highly subjective. Poetry, the genre of language 

coming-into-being, shows the process behind interpretative choices that are inherently 

contingent and plural. In other words, a realist poetics shows how people’s reality is often 

already a form of complicitous exclusion and puts pressure on the intellectual and 

sympathetic scope of the other. By making thought processes not only tangible but 

offering them as constructs-in-motion that shape the real, Howells reminds readers of 

their responsibility and agency. By re-inserting a realist poetics into the literary 

landscape, the idiosyncrasy of individual poets becomes more apparent and historically 

grounded as is the case for realism in general. Realism does not function as a desiccated 

genre that predominantly functioned as a negative point of reference for the radical 

emphasis on fragmentation associated with naturalism and modernism. A realist poetics 

actually functions as a mediating source of connectivity. Although most of the pressure 
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on coherency was indeed relayed through naturalism and modernism, this does not mean 

that realism was devoid of it. 

Unfortunately, literary history was not receptive to the vicissitudes of realism and 

a realist poetics in particular. Poetry was laboring under a “twilight” narrative and only 

five years after his death on May 11, 1920, the literary establishment seemed to turn 

against Howells’s realist legacy. In 1925, an interview with Howells was published in 

which the author wrote that “[a]lready it begins to appear that he will be elaborately 

misunderstood” (quoted in Halfmann, 118). For most of the twentieth century, Howells 

was indeed viewed with disregard, with H. L. Mencken’s derisive jab at his presumed 

“evasive gentility” functioning as one of the main low points (quoted in Trilling, 206). 

Realism, however, had already been circumspect in the fin de siècle itself. In the 

“Editor’s Study” of June 1892 (the column in which Howells had staunchly promoted 

realism for years) the author wrote that “[r]ealism had no soul,” was linked to 

“materialism,” and was “killing poetry, killing aspiration, with its gospel of the equal 

value of all facts” (477). In other words, attention to the ordinary came to be associated 

with a bland, uninspired mimetic practice. This had never been Howells’s intention as his 

interpretation of the real was one that followed the plasticity of life. Realism indeed 

comes in multiple guises and one reviewer was particularly insightful when he referred to 

Henry James who claimed that the realist “arouses not the pleasure of surprise, but of 

recognition” (“The Doom of Realism,” 222). In order to understand what this type of 

“recognition” means, we have to turn to William James and his focus on the fringe in 

psychology, meaning a connotative realm of contingency that surrounds words, concepts, 

and behavior. According to James, the “world is full of partial stories that run parallel to 
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one another, beginning and ending at odd times. They mutually interlace and interfere at 

points, but we cannot unify them completely” (quoted in Lentricchia, 228). A realist 

poetics in essence functions as the literary equivalent of James’s fringe, exploring the 

possibilities and limitations, the “odd[ities],” of the workings of sympathetic knowledge.   

As such a realist poetics comes close to the type of modernism that Liesl Olson 

has focused on. Olson is one of the few critics who explicitly connects modernism with 

the ordinary as a point of value in itself (instead of the familiar emphasis on 

defamiliarization of the common). As Olson notes, modernist writers might not always 

“affirm” the ordinary but they are “always interested in how it operates” (5). According 

to Olson, one of the hallmarks of modernism is an explicit questioning of the “notion of 

language as faithfully referential” and many modernists’ experiments “resulted in works 

that have been compared to poetic verse” (20). It is indeed poetry, the genre in which the 

affordances of language itself are foregrounded, that the how of being is addressed 

differently in the realist paradigm that Howells promoted. Going back to the medium that 

shapes our experiences and our narratives of ourselves, poetry promises an additional 

rerouting between self and other. It does not provide a mirror to a different social 

landscape that is presented as complexly familiar; it offers insight into how we mentally 

construct these landscapes and their contingent otherness. There is indeed reason, as 

Edwin H. Cady notes, to view Howells as part of a “modern” group, including Stephen 

Crane, Frank Norris, E. A. Robinson, and Robert Frost, who are united by their 

“pluralistic, anti-romantic, agnostic, [and] pragmatic” practices (xix). Robert Frost, 

famous for his own poetic brand of realism, explicitly pointed to Howells as a point of 

inspiration: “I learned from him a long time ago that the loveliest theme of poetry was the 
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voices of people. No one ever had a more observing ear or clearer imagination for the 

tones of those voices. No one ever brought them more freshly to book” (quoted in Cady, 

xxxvi). Although including Howells within modernist circles can make a realist poetics 

visible, it also paradoxically makes it invisible. Tracing patterns of influence matters, but 

I want to move against viewing a realist poetics as merely a branch of better-known and 

unwieldy modernism. A realist poetics carries its own worth and turning this moment in 

literary history into an independent category adds nuance, complexity, and new 

connective potentiality.     

Yet why did Howells and realism not have a more lasting value? The answer 

seems to lie in Howells’s aims and in the interpretative trends in literature. In one of the 

increasingly fewer positive reviews in the early twentieth century, Helen Thomas Follett 

and Wilson Follett argue that Howells promotes “art with a rationale.” In other words, 

Howellsian realism is emphatically connected to matters of social justice. The 

modernists, however, frowned upon an overt sense of the didactic. This didacticism, 

moreover, seems more of a retroactive construct as the 1890s poetry Howells promoted 

does address social matters but in oblique ways. Follett and Follett also point toward the 

most important negative connotative realm Howells became positioned within, meaning 

his “anchorage” in “provincialism.” Although they emphasize that this provincialism is 

“as remote from mere provinciality as from the opposite extreme of cosmopolitanism – 

the ‘wise provincialism’ of Royce’s Philosophy of Loyalty,” this more complex reading 

fell out of favor. Royce and Howells argue for a sense of the particular that is the 

diametric opposite of the myopic, it is one of dynamic relationality that can only truly 

exist by virtue of proximity. This refers to textured, sympathetic access that comes from 
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close contact through actual or dedicated vicarious experience by means of study and 

analysis. The provincial and modernism, however, exist in a multi-dimensional, shifting 

relationship. Disregarding similar attempts in realism, modernists often reinvented their 

own “wise provincialism,” as the following poem by Marianne Moore indicates: 

Part of a Novel, Part of a Poem, Part of a Play 
The Steeple-Jack 

Dürer would have seen a reason for living 
in a town like this, with eight stranded whales 
to look at; with the sweet sea air coming into your house 
on a fine day, from water etched 
with waves as formal as the scales 
on a fish. 

One by one in two’s, and three’s, the seagulls keep 
flying back and forth over the town clock, 
or sailing around the lighthouse without moving the wings— 
rising steadily with a slight 
quiver of the body—or flock 
mewing where 

a sea the purple of the peacock’s neck is 
paled to greenish azure as Dürer changed 
the pine green of the Tyrol to peacock blue and guinea 
grey. You can see a twenty-five 
pound lobster; and fishnets arranged 
to dry. The 

whirlwind fifeanddrum of the storm bends the salt 
marsh grass, disturbs stars in the sky and the 
star on the steeple; it is a privilege to see so 
much confusion. Disguised by what 
might seem austerity, the sea-
side flowers and 

trees are favored by the fog so that you have 
the tropics first hand: the trumpet-vine, 
fox-glove, giant snap-dragon, a salpaglossis that has 
spots and stripes; morning-glories, gourds, 
or moon-vines trained on fishing-twine 
at the back 
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door; cat-tails, flags, blueberries and spiderwort, 
striped grass, lichens, sunflowers, asters, daisies— 
the yellow and the crab-claw blue ones with green bracts— 
toad-plant, 

petunias, ferns; pink lilies, blue 
ones, tigers; poppies; black sweet-peas. 
The climate 

is not right for the banyan, frangipan, the 
jack-fruit tree; nor for exotic serpent 
life. Ring lizard and snake-skin for the foot if you see fit, 
but here they’ve cats not cobras to 
keep down the rats. The diffident 
little newt 

with white pin-dots on black horizontal spaced 
out bands lives here; yet there is nothing that 
ambition can buy or take away. The college student 
named Ambrose sits on the hill-side 
with his not-native books and hat 
and sees boats 

at sea progress white and rigid as if in 
a groove. Liking an elegance of which 
the source is not bravado, he knows by heart the antique 
sugar-bowl shaped summer-house of 
interlacing slats, and the pitch 
of the church 

spire, not true, from which a man in scarlet lets 
down a rope as a spider spins a thread; 
he might be part of a novel, but on the sidewalk a 
sign says C. J. Poole, Steeple-jack, 
in black and white; and one in red 
and white says 

Danger. The church portico has four fluted 
columns, each a single piece of stone, made 
modester by white-wash. This would be a fit haven for 
waifs, children, animals, prisoners, 
and presidents who have repaid 
sin-driven 

senators by not thinking about them. There 
are a school-house, a post-office in a 
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store, fish-houses, hen-houses, a three-masted schooner on 
the stocks. The hero, the student, 
the steeple-jack, each in his way, 
is at home. 

It could not be dangerous to be living 
in a town like this, of simple people, 
who have a steeple-jack placing danger signs by the church 
while he is gilding the solid-
pointed star, which on a steeple 
stands for hope. 

This poem illustrates Olson’s point about modernism’s interest in the ordinary with its 

attention to the minute particularities of the natural and visual landscape but from a 

particular perspective. Moore’s work is essentially about order and confusion, more 

particularly how they overlap and intersect through artful presentation. Using painterly 

detail but also referring to the different genre modalities (or use of perspective) in the 

“Novel,” “Poem,” and “Play,” Moore shifts interpretive grounds with unexpected stanza 

and line breaks, moving from “mewing where / at sea progress white and rigid as if in.” 

Moore’s poem allows us to meet the real and unreal in an interpretive space in which 

simple does not exist. This poem, however, also seems to function as a parody of the 

genre that Howells admired greatly, namely local color. “The Steeple-Jack” is 

reminiscent of those seemingly sleepy New England coastal nooks in which time has 

stopped that became (in)famous in local color. In pejorative readings of local color, detail 

came to be read as flat description that was stultifying and boring. Most of the 

descriptions in Moore’s poem do indeed connote some type of immobility, with the 

“water etched,” “stranded whales,” and boats “rigid as if in / a groove.” By infusing these 

with artful terms, however, Moore also critiques and transcends negative connotations of 

local color. 
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In an unexpected turn of events, the accumulative detail in Moore’s poem, which 

is disorienting in its density and referentially ricocheting motion, seems to be the true 

“hero” of the poem, who is left unidentified. Follett and Follett say the following about 

Howells: he “misses nothing ... of ‘the real, the natural, the colloquial, the moderate, the 

domestic, and the democratic.’” This statement is true but also fails to address the darker 

undercurrents that roam in especially his poetry. Moore, however, literally materializes 

(and defuses) this potential by putting a sign saying “Danger” in front of the church. The 

steeple-jack thus changes what others see. Or does he? The immobility meshed within the 

poem’s descriptions of motion creates an ominous quality. Detail here itself becomes a 

destabilizing force and its abundance creates a type of illegibility. Although Howells and 

the poets he promoted in the 1890s were moving in a similar direction as Moore in terms 

of the volatility and subjectivity of perception, this legacy was willfully forgotten. In 

order to position their art as a new type of the modern, modernists quite theatrically had 

to cut ties with what had come before. With the re-excavation of a realist poetics, 

however, the literary landscape becomes a more scintillating place in terms of style and 

social involvement. This new literary hybrid points to the “Danger” of an unthinking 

approach toward social difference through the affordances of poetic language. By 

visualizing, activating, and re-routing connotative realms of contingent belonging, a 

realist poetics inserts a new type of consciousness with regard to forging, exploring, and 

questioning sympathetic connections. Realism “might be part of a novel” but a contingent 

of 1890s poetry is also “a fit haven for” this complex and responsive genre. It launches 

interpretative travel in a differently affective direction, one that carries the responsibility 

for the real as a human construct of willfully chosen thought and feeling. 
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