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            Further praise for Teenage:

            ‘A remarkable exploration of what it meant and how it felt to be young in the early modern era.’ Neil Tennant, of the Pet Shop Boys

            ‘Jon Savage is a star … Necessary and illuminating … The glory of this book lies in the wealth of ideas, connections, observations and (very well footnoted) sources it offers along the way.’ Libby Purves, The Times

            ‘Massive … [Teenage] lavishly documents the sudden empowerment of youth culture.’ Camille Paglia, New York Times Book Review

            ‘[Savage] can bring a beguiling blend of gravitas, wit, scholarship and a slyly appreciative eye for the subversive to any topic he approaches. Teenage provides a panoramic scope for his talents. He rises to the occasion with massive aplomb … A supremely thorough, assured, affecting and involving work.’ Independent

            ‘Teenage is the definitive history of youth in revolt, from the gaslight age to the dawn of rock. Jon Savage captures the hell and adventure of adolescence with stunning detail and the thrilling force of the first Ramones album.’ David Fricke, Rolling Stone

            ‘Savage writes with great lyrical exuberance and passion – much like the youthful subjects he describes. The young lives presented in Teenage blast through reified post-war mythologies to reveal youth as an ongoing potent, volatile, dynamic social force.’ Donna Gaines, sociologist and author of Teenage Wasteland: Suburbia’s Dead End Kids 

            ‘This carefully researched and beautifully written book reveals that the cultural and psychological phenomenon in which adolescent rebellion helps reinvent societies predated Elvis by at least a hundred years. Synthesised over the course of numerous generations, Savage’s observations put into perspective today’s “adolescent issues” and how the rest of us respond and should respond to them.’ Danny Goldberg, author of How the Left Lost Teen Spirit and former CEO, Mercury Records, Warner Brother Records and Atlantic Records

            ‘A literary whimper and a cataclysmic bang … A kind of ecstatic scholarship appears to guide the assemblage of disparate material documenting the moral panics, romantic myths, literary fantasies, political movements and popular culture constructed by and around teenagers … His ability to jump confidently across disciplines and continents accompanied only by a slim idea is reminiscent of the method of documentary film-maker Adam Curtis … [Savage’s] bristling passion and sheer eloquence ensure he’s worth listening to.’ Andrew Anthony, Observer

            ‘Painstakingly researched and far-reaching … richly detailed … Combining careful scholarship with sweeping popular history … Savage still shows himself to be one of the most skillful exponents around.’ New Statesman

            ‘Consistently fascinates.’ Herald

            ‘[Savage] pulls together the most disparate materials, British, American, German and French, in an engaging fashion.’ Times Literary Supplement

            ‘A thoroughly engaging and perfectly researched history … It is a splendid read and could hardly have been done better.’ Evening Standard

            ‘Hugely enjoyable, absolutely teeming with life and excitement and ideas, it succeeds on every level. His book is as vivid, as brilliant and compelling – and persuasive.’ GQ

            ‘A fascinating, engrossing book.’ Mojo

            ‘Jon Savage cunningly tracks the tortured teen from Young Werther, Dorian Gray and Peter Pan to Rupert Brooke, Dada and jitterbugs, handily proving there were many, many rebels before James Dean. He also imparts a deep sense of horror and outrage at how over a century a complacent establishment routinely sent and sends the young out to die.’ Mark O’Donnell, Tony Award-winning author of Hairspray: The Musical

            ‘A funny, moving and startling book. Jon Savage has an artist’s way with unexpected detail and chronological coincidence and a historian’s sense of accident and inevitability. He turns a story I thought I already knew into something altogether stranger and more inspiring.’ Simon Frith, author of Sound Effects and Performing Rites 

            ‘Savage dissects the teen dream and the role industrialisation, democratisation and the media played in shaping its identity. And he does so with all the urgency, flair and vitality he argues was lost when purchasing power became the ultimate teen goal.’ Metro

            ‘Rather than being a sociological account, Teenage is history as it is affected – and was affected by – youth … Much of the reference matter for this book is necessarily drawn from magazines, novels, newspapers, advertising copy and films but Savage … has not resorted to the unconvincing language of postmodern cultural analysis. On the contrary, his minimal use of footnotes, backed up by extensive chapter notes, makes for a substantial work put to paper without sacrificing intellectual coherence or readability.’ History Today
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            INTRODUCTION

         

         After Teenage was first published in 2007, I realised that it ended with a veiled polemic. The book concludes in 1945, with VE Day, VJ Day and the creation of the Teenager as the new youth type in the West. The terrible events of that August – in particular, the detonation of atomic bombs at Hiroshima and Nagasaki – was also the moment that America become the dominant power in the world. With that ascension came the global propagation of American values, which then professed what could be called Democratic Consumerism.

         Youth was at the forefront of this new world order, as an ideal if not quite yet the reality. As had happened after the First World War, adolescents embodied the newness of the post-war world – as a kind of tabula rasa – but there was also the fact that, during the previous quarter century, America had been developing a distinctive commercial culture, which in the later 1930s and beyond had been demonstrated to appeal to youth throughout Europe, even in some cases enabling them to rebel against the Nazi regime.

         This youth culture had been propelled by a truly indigenous phenomenon: the incredible fertility of American music and the international popularity of Hollywood films. These images and sounds and the language and group activities they stimulated were seen, after a period of trial and error, as a method of resolving pressing social issues. For, like most Western countries in the first age of mass production and mass culture, America had a problem with its youth.

         The first definitions of youth – before the Teenage, before ‘adolescence’, even – as a discrete stage of life had occurred in criminology in the middle of the nineteenth century, coalescing around the phrase ‘juvenile delinquency’. Newly prominent in the age of industrialisation and urbanism and seen, quite literally, as embodying the future, youth became the object of adult hopes and fears. Would the future be a dream or a nightmare: utopia or dystopia? Naturally, there were some adolescents who did their best to live up to both possibilities.

         Much commentary and concern about youth in America, Britain and Europe crystallised around notorious murder cases – Jesse Pomeroy; Leopold and Loeb, to name but two – and various unsavoury youth types: the London hooligans, the Parisian apaches, the young American hobos of the early 1930s. The political polarisation of that decade added an extra element into what was already seen as a combustible mix. Militarisation and conscription before and after the onset of war offered a solution, but one which was both short-term and lethal.

         At the same time, official attempts to control and organise youth were mirrored by the efforts of young people to determine their own present and future. Having been defined as a separate stage of life, what did that mean? Was it possible to create an autonomous youth culture, away from the ministrations of teachers, parents, police and governments? During the first thirty years of the twentieth century, groups as disparate as the neopagans, the WandervÖgel, the flappers and the Kindred of the Kibbo Kift all attempted to create their own world.

         During the Second World War, the pleasure- and music-oriented American subcultures of the previous twenty years – the college-age sheiks and shebas of the 1920s, the swing kids of the 1930s – came together in the figure of the Teenager. Too young or the wrong gender to be actively involved in the war effort and almost without exception shielded, unlike their European counterparts, from the direct effects of the conflict, these young women and younger male adolescents became the repository of American hopes and dreams.

         From the later 1930s, the popularity of American swing music and its culture developed into a youth lifestyle based around music, fashion, cinema and other leisure activities that, by 1943, was frequently disseminated in the national media: for instance, in Life magazine’s spread about ‘High School Fads’ in 1944. That September saw the launch of the magazine that pulled all these strands together: aimed at young women, Seventeen was an instant success, selling over 500,000 copies, and it codified the new definition of youth.

         The Teenager was young – median age seventeen – and, in the American capitalist tradition, a consumer: for instance, the magazine was full of adverts for young women’s clothes. But there was more than marketing. In Seventeen’s editorials and features, the Teen Canteens and in manifestos like Elliot E. Cohen’s January 1945 ‘A Teen-Age Bill of Rights’, Teenagers were constructed as consumerists and essentially materialists yet also as democratic – because their country was fighting against fascism – liberal and participatory.

         For the last seventy-five years, this exalted ideal of youth as a democratic consumer – the Teenager – has been established as the basic ritual between childhood and adulthood in the West. Many conservative commentators have considered the young to be mindless, manipulated sheep, but the Teenage model was designed to include them as part of the process. The producers of clothes, cosmetics and the like realised that by enlisting the young as creative (if not business) partners, they would be more likely to sell products that teenagers might actually want to buy.

         The multiple variations on this theme have created the great efflorescence of youth cultures over the last seven decades and have also helped to propagate the greater social freedoms under which many people in the West have lived. In Britain, the pop culture of the 1960s coexisted with progressive legislation concerning divorce, sexual equality and homosexuality, while in America it coexisted with the powerful drive for equality embodied in the civil rights, women’s and gay movements. 

         This is changing rapidly, into a new kind of world order. The post-war reconstruction of 1945 has offered a kind of stability but is now exhausted, subverted from without and within by the impact of climate change and a rapacious hard-right faction. Any moral authority held by the Second World War winners in the West – America and Great Britain – has been revealed as completely bankrupt. Liberal democracy is under threat from what has been variously described as a kleptocracy or a kakistocracy: for them, democracy is surplus to requirements.

         At the same time, the ideal of the Teenager is under threat, reliant as it is on a quick-turnover, high-maintenance economic model that is unsustainable in terms of global resources. It’s no accident that the new model of adolescence is embodied in the figure of Greta Thunberg, the eighteen-year-old environmental activist who has arrived on the global stage as a world leader – the messenger bringing an urgent and terrible warning. At the same time, the new youth politics is not Brexit but in climate-change activist groups like Extinction Rebellion.

         The Teenager was constructed from a recognition of the ‘storms and stresses’ of puberty and the necessity to contain them within a materialistic, capitalist economy and society. The success of this model resulted in a relentless mission creep that extended the teenage model of consumption into ever-increasing age cohorts, so that fifty- and sixty-year-olds consume in the same ways that they did as teenagers, even buying the same products, remixed, republished and represented.

         This upwards age trajectory began in the 1980s, with the advent of digital technology and pop nostalgia. This was also the period when real-time teenagers became increasingly marginalised: shut out of the job market, losing rights to benefits and lacking the money to participate in the Teenage. The model of youth consumption, then, became the norm in Britain and America, as the media and the service industries replaced manufacturing as the motor of the economy. Once everyone was a Teenager, the idea seemed to have outlived its usefulness.

         Teenage was published in 2007. The next year saw the stock market crash, an event that still dominates politics in Britain and America. Within the reconstruction and constriction of social democracy under the guise of ‘austerity’, youth was seen as disposable: by 2012 unemployment in the 16–24 age bracket had risen to over 20 per cent. That figure has now fallen to 12.7 per cent, but is rising again. The statistics ignore the types of employment available to youth, many of which include zero-hour contracts and low wages – hardly an opportunity to build your life around spending.

         The book finished in 1945, partly because it made sense to end with a beginning. The post-war story is very different, involving exponentially increasing amounts of data, especially after the arrival of James Dean and Elvis Presley mid-decade. The sheer volume of material would have made any kind of definitive survey impossible, at least within book form. There is, however, work to be done on the years between 1945 and 1954, a fascinating period of growth and reaction.

         Apart from the editing process, the most interesting part of a book’s life is when it goes public: when you get people’s reactions and when you enter dialogues about what it is that you’ve written. I spent quite a lot of time talking about Teenage in the years after first publication, and that led me to realise that ending the book in 1945 had shone a harsh light on that new world order: that although this was how the West had been living, this method of social organisation was not immutable. Things can change, and circumstances will force a change.

         In presenting the back story to the model of youth that we are now familiar with, I wanted to show that youth culture is not automatically hedonistic, democratic or even liberal. The Teenager is not an automatic fact of life, as far as adolescents are concerned. During the twentieth century, various youth groups had come to prominence in Europe and America. It was possible to see elements of the Teenage in groups like the swing kids or the Bright Young Things, but there were several other types that did not fit this hedonistic consumer model.

         The most populous youth groups were militaristic and nationalist, like the Jungdeutschland-Bund in pre-First World War Germany and the Hitler Youth, in particular – the compulsory state organisation that stated ‘youth must be led by youth’. There were the back-to-nature groups, like the German Wandervögel or the British Kindred of the Kibbo Kift, which eschewed modern life in an attempt to return to earthy fundamentals, much like the communes set up by hippies in the late 1960s.

         These variations are still possible. There will be others: during the twenty-first century there has been a resurgence of right-wing, if not fascist, youth groups – as well as fanatical, nihilistic jihadis – while the movement against climate change is continuing to grow and will become a major political force. At the same time, the Teenage model still holds for the vast majority of British and American adolescents, even if the force of the original idea is waning, in terms of mass culture and youth subcultures.

         It is important to listen to youth, because they are at the sharp end of the society that adults have created. They often have solutions to problems that adults find intractable, because they see with a clear and critical eye the world they have not made but which they are required to enter. Not all those between fourteen and twenty-four seek change, obviously, but the theme of this book is those brave and inspired souls who attempted to make their own culture, who attempted to conceive of a different future – not just for themselves, but for the world.

         The third decade of the twenty-first century sees a particular crisis of youth in the West. The old way isn’t working anymore. The Teenage is over. The current marginalisation of British and American teenagers from mainstream politics – and, indeed, society – is creating a volatile state of affairs where extremism flourishes across the spectrum at the same time as new political solutions are envisioned and rehearsed. As ever in this story, adolescence remains poised between nightmare and dream.

         
             

         

         Jon Savage

February 2021 

      

   


   
      
         

            INTRODUCTION

         

         
            America used to be the big youth place in everybody’s imagination. America had teenagers and everywhere else just had people.

            —John Lennon, born 1940, interviewed 1966

         

         THIS BOOK ENDS with a beginning.

         During 1944, Americans began to use the word “teenager” to describe the category of young people from fourteen to eighteen. From the very start, it was a marketing term used by advertisers and manufacturers that reflected the newly visible spending power of adolescents. The fact that, for the first time, youth had become its own target market also meant that it had become a discrete age group with its own rituals, rights, and demands.

         The invention of the Teenager coincided with America’s victory in the Second World War, a decisive world-historical event which created the empire that still holds sway in the twenty-first century. Indeed, the definition of youth as a consumer offered a golden opportunity to a devastated Europe. For the last sixty years, this post-war teen image has dominated the way that the West sees the young, and has been successfully exported around the world. Like the new world order that it heralded, it is in need of redefinition.

         But post-war youth culture is not as new as it might seem. From the last quarter of the nineteenth century, there were many conflicting attempts to envisage and define the status of youth—whether through concerted efforts to regiment adolescents using national policies, or through artistic, prophetic visions that reflected the wish of the young to live by their own rules. The narrative begins in 1875, with the autobiographical writings of Marie Bashkirtseff and Jesse Pomeroy, and ends in 1945; during that period every single theme now associated with the modern Teenager had a vivid, volatile precedent.

         This, then, is the prehistory of the Teenager.
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         In January 1980, I became involved in a possible television series about the history of youth subcultures. At that time, I was a researcher at Granada Television  in Manchester, a company then well-known for its innovative and socially conscious programming. With the backing of my then producer, Geoff Moore, we worked up a proposal that aimed to tell the story of all the “post-war cults”: “teds, beats, mods, rockers, hippies, skinheads, glitterboys, punks,” as well as “rude boys and rastas”.

         The impetus for the Granada idea came from Dick Hebdige’s Subculture: The Meaning of Style, which, published during 1979, had deservedly bridged the gap between academia and a wider audience. Subculture was a product of the interdisciplinary approach pioneered by Birmingham University’s Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies. Fusing sociology with literary interpretation and French theory, Hebdige’s book offered a synoptic history of the many British post-war youth cults, while not ignoring factors like class and race.

         Hebdige’s allusive approach chimed with my own observations of the London punk scene, where during 1976 the pioneers of this as yet barely named movement threw together almost every single youth-cult style, stuck them together with safety pins, and then proudly paraded the results. A sixties mod jacket might be worn with zoot-suit trousers and teddy boy “brothel-creepers”: huge, thick-soled shoes not unlike those worn by the Parisian Zazous during the 1940s. The effect was at once striking, hallucinatory, and threatening.

         This living bricolage, it transpired, had been suggested by the clothes sold in the various incarnations of 430 Kings Road, the shop run by Malcolm McLaren and Vivienne Westwood. Between 1971 and 1976 the shop’s name changed several times, from Let It Rock (Teddy Boy costume), to Too Fast To Live, Too Young To Die (rocker and zootist gear), to Sex (fetish wear) and Seditionaries (designer punk rock “clothes for heroes”). Each phase had been marked by a rare degree of research and attention to detail.

         But punk’s historical collage also marked the moment when the linear forward motion of the sixties was replaced by the loop. Suddenly, all pop culture time was accessible, on the same plane, available at once. In retrospect, this process had begun during 1966—at the very height of pop modernism—but it had taken ten years to become a living, working part of youth culture. Taken even further in the early 1980s by the latest youth style, the New Romantics, this plundering of the past reaffirmed the fact that there was a long, ill-documented youth history that went back beyond the Second World War.

         During the course of the next eighteen months, the youth culture material that my producer and I wrote for Granada Television became a pilot for a potential documentary series. Called Teenage, the first hour-long show covered British youth culture in the years between 1945 and 1957: the transition between post-war austerity, the very first appearance of the Edwardians, later to be called teddy boys, and the impact of rock ’n’ roll during 1956 and 1957. For various reasons, however, the pilot was unfinished and the TV series cancelled.1

         However, my interest in the topic held. During the next decade or so, I continued to collect any materials related to the topic of youth culture—particularly those marked by the buzzword “teenager”. The more I read, the more I perceived that there was a whole back-history that pre-dated the Second World War. Reading about the Wandervogel or the American college market of the 1920s, I realized there was an untold story that did not chime with the generally accepted view that teenagers began in the mid-1950s.

         My thinking was further crystallized when I found a copy of G. Stanley Hall’s Adolescence in the early 1990s. Hall’s preface contained a prophetic manifesto for the post-war youth culture that was still half a century away when he wrote. His view of adolescence as a separate stage of life subject to enormous stresses and strains—and therefore to be treated with special care and attention—was grounded, for the first time, in a very specific age definition. Within the two volumes of this mammoth book, it seemed, was one beginning of the story.

         Adolescence also harmonized with two other founding twentieth-century documents: L. Frank Baum’s The Wonderful Wizard of Oz and J. M. Barrie’s Peter Pan. Both were highly romantic, uncannily predictive, and striving to define something that was in the air but which did not yet have a definitive name. At the turn of the century, the idea that youth would be defined as a separate stage of life was in its infancy, but these imaginative works explored the various possibilities of a sensibility, if not a whole society, based on the promise of youth, transitory or eternal.

         This promise was embodied within America, the rising power of the new century. Hall explicitly linked his country—“a fiat nation”—with the life stage that he was attempting to define: “The very fact that we think we are young will make the faith in our future curative, and we shall one day not only attract the youth of the world by our unequaled liberty and opportunity, but develop a mental, moral, and emotional nurture that will be the best preparation for making the most and the best of them and for helping humanity on to a higher stage.”

         At the same time the European strain, epitomized by the Romantics and the revolutionary youth of the late eighteenth century, remained powerful. The Western empires of the late nineteenth century were undergoing similar developmental problems—urbanization, industrialization, and rearmament— that resulted in a greater focus on the subject of youth. The dialogue between the United States, the United Kingdom, and northern Europe on juvenile delinquency had started during the mid-nineteenth century and formed a major part of G. Stanley Hall’s copiously cited research data. 

         The prehistory of the teenager, therefore, could not be told simply through America, but had to include Britain, France, and Germany. I originally included material from Italy and Russia—including the fascinating story of the bensprizorni, the wandering youth of the 1930s—but it had to go for reasons of space. The same considerations initially informed my decision to stop the book in the mid-twentieth century. However, the more I went on I realized that the narrative had to end with the nearly simultaneous coinage of the word “teenager” and the explosion of the atom bombs that changed the notion of the future.

         The book, therefore, tells the history of the quest, pursued over two different continents and over half a century, to conceptualize, define, and control adolescence. Apart from the dialogue between America, Britain, France, and Germany, it contains several different elements that encapsulate the tension between the fantasy and the reality of adolescence, and between the many varied attempts to exalt or to capture this fugitive and transitory state.

         Personal testimony—in the shape of diaries written at the time by actual adolescents attempting to make sense of themselves and their world—is placed next to media reports and government policies. The ideal of youth as a separate, cohort-based class is contrasted to the realities of economic and social class. The many different attempts by sociologists, criminologists, and psychologists to normalize youth—as a stage of life that everybody has to go through—are counterpointed by stories of extraordinary adolescents, the ones who seem to embody an era or point forward to a future that has yet to occur.

         Above all, the concentration brought by these societies to this topic reinforced youth’s own conception of itself as important. It is fascinating to note, as the twentieth century gets into its stride, how the voices of youth become less corralled by adults and more frequently heard on their own terms. On another level, this book contains the story of how youth struggled to make itself heard, if not totally on its own terms, then on terms it could recognize and accommodate itself to. The eventual success of the teenager as a ruling concept owed much to this delicate balance.

         
            
[image: ]
            

         

         Although this book covers a period of which I have no direct experience, it contains disguised autobiographical elements—if only in the selection of the material.  I was born in September 1953, near the end of the first post-war baby boom. My father had served with distinction in the Second World War, about which he rarely talked, while my mother’s early adolescence had been dominated by those six years. Her subsequent love of international travel was partly informed by her wish to break free after the years of rationing and restriction.

         For the first thirteen years of my life, I was brought up in Ealing, a West London suburb: an environment almost designed to offer a tabula rasa after years of suffering and horror. My adolescent reaction against suburbia is now tempered by the understanding that this move was a natural, if not the only rational, reaction on the part of the wartime generation. The inner cities were still badly war-damaged—the bomb sites in central London lingered on until the mid-1980s—but the suburbs were safe, comforting, and in retrospect a great place to spend my first thirteen years.

         Each generation has its own task. To try to abrogate another generation’s experience is pointless, and potentially dangerous. Having experienced the storms and stresses of a 1960s and 1970s teenage, I came to realize that part of my cohort’s task was to help to deal with our parents’ war damage. The unresolved horror of that period, as well as the huge existential question posed by the fact of the H-bomb, informed the extreme manifestations of youth culture within which I thoroughly immersed myself.

         Much later, I was able to talk to my father about his youth in the 1930s and 1940s, which helped me to understand what he went through. I was also fortunate enough to have a close relationship with my maternal grandfather, who was born in January 1904. His stories about life in the 1920s and 1930s fuelled my imagination, while his love of jazz and American popular music—he went to see the Original Dixieland Jazz Band in 1920—stimulated and legitimated my own musical obsessions.

         The experiences of my family, therefore, have offered a way of orienting myself within the first half of the twentieth century. At the same time, I have attempted to be as thorough as possible with the material, and I hope to have left no major movement or manifestation totally unturned. If there are any sins of omission, they are purely my responsibility. However, it should be remembered that my brief and my inclination have been to produce a work of popular history rather than a multi-volume academic work.

         There is one final point. It may be argued that I have concentrated too much on the extraordinary rather than the ordinary, the extreme at the expense of the routine. I would counter-argue that these particular youths are set against the attempts by academics, youth experts, and governments to standardize youth, and against the mainstream youth of the time. For instance, the small minority of German youth who resisted Hitler are contrasted with the millions of their contemporaries who joined the Nazi state organization, the Hitler Youth.

         There is a dialectic within the book, therefore, between the extraordinary and the ordinary. However, if I have to make the choice, it would always be to find the extraordinary within the ordinary. This is informed both by my temperament and by the subject itself. It’s an argument that goes back to the first publication of Adolescence. In an April 1905 review of the book, one J. M. Greenwood charged G. Stanley Hall with prioritizing “what one may call ‘the freaks of the race’, without giving sufficient weight to the average steady-goers who make up the great bulk of humanity”.

         This is a fair comment, but I think it misses the point. By its very nature, youth has long been charged with representing the future: the perennial massmedia typecasting of the adolescent as a genius or a monster continues to encode adult hopes and fears about what will happen. To ignore those who stand out as harbingers in favour of those who cleave to the status quo is to refuse engagement with the future if not to misunderstand the nature of youth itself. Like G. Stanley Hall, I am proud to be a romantic about the subject, if only because I hope for a better world.

         
            1. For some of the reasons for the cancellation of Teenage, see Mary Harron, “Teen Dream That Won’t Fade Away”, Guardian, July 13, 1982.
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            Heaven and Hell

            Marie Bashkirtseff and Jesse Pomeroy
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            Man is not meant to remain a child. He leaves childhood behind him at the time ordained by nature; and this critical moment, short enough in itself, has farreaching consequences. As the roaring of the waves precedes the tempest, so the murmur of rising passions; a suppressed excitement warns us of the approaching danger.

            —Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Emile, book 4 (1762)
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               MARIE BASHKIRTSEFF, 1870s
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               JESSE POMEROY, 1874

            

         

         “I WAS FLYING, very high above the earth, holding a lyre in my hand. The strings were constantly unstrung, and I could not produce a single sound from it. I continued rising, seeing immense horizons, clouds—blue, yellow, red, mixed, golden, and silver—torn, strange. Then everything grew grey and dazzlingly bright, and I was still rising until I reached a most frightening height, but I was not afraid. The clouds seemed wan, greying and shining—like lead. Then all grew dim. I continued holding my lyre with the loosened strings. And far below, under my feet, hung a reddish ball—the earth.”

         Marie Bashkirtseff awoke from this dream very early on the morning of Monday, December 27, 1875. The seventeen-year-old had drunk too much wine at supper and found further sleep impossible. She decided to unburden herself of her turbulent thoughts, and prepared to make ritual confession. “Now that it is 2.00 in the morning,” she began, “and I am locked in my room, dressed in a long white peignoir, barefoot, and my hair loose like a virgin martyr, I can very well devote myself to better thoughts.”

         Marie’s confession was made, however, not to the priests of her Catholic religion, but to the notebook that was her refuge: “This Journal contains all my life; my quietest moments are those when I am writing. They are probably the only calm ones that I have. To burn everything, to be in exasperation, to cry, to suffer everything and live, and live! Why do they let me live? Oh, I am impatient. My time will come. I certainly want to believe this. But something tells me that it will never come, that I will pass all my life waiting, waiting.”

         The journal was not just a safety valve but a bid for secular immortality. Marie wanted attention and fame. “If I should die young,” she continued that night, “I shall burn this journal; but if I live to be old, people will read it. I believe, if I may say so, that there is no photograph as yet of a woman’s existence, of all her thoughts. Yes, all, all. It will be interesting. If I should die young soon, and if by bad luck this Journal is not burnt, it will be said, ‘Poor child, she was in love with Audiffret, and all her despair comes from that.’”

         This impassioned outburst came at the end of a turbulent year. Returning to her family’s adopted city of Nice that spring, Marie transferred her schoolgirl crush on the unattainable Duke of Hamilton onto the twenty-four-year-old Emile Audiffret. Over the next few months, she obsessively recorded the progress of her first real love affair. On December 26, Audiffret cancelled a date, a serious slight. Marie’s mother had given the invitation, a piece of parental meddling that infuriated her fiery daughter.

         In the autumn of 1875, Marie had turned seventeen. This prompted a major outburst. “I am tired of my obscurity,” she wrote. “I mildew in the shadows. The sun, the sun, the sun! Let’s go—have courage. This time is only a passage that will lead me to where I’ll be all right. Am I mad? Or fated? Be it one way or another, I’m bored!” She was often bored: with the slowness of her mother, with the tedium of family holidays, with the inertia of the world. Life wasn’t coming fast enough for a young woman who found herself in a race against time.

         As the favoured daughter of wealthy Russian émigrés, Marie was impatient and spoiled. Her dresses were handmade in Paris to her own extravagant designs. She accompanied her family on their travels throughout Europe, revelling in their contacts with the beau monde. She had a whole suite of rooms in the Bashkirtseff house on the Promenade des Anglais in Nice, within which the inner sanctum was a bedroom that, covered with sky blue satin and topped with a Sèvres chandelier, resembled “the inside of a glove box”.

         Although highly indulged, Marie was charged with a special destiny. During her early childhood, her mother was informed by a fortune-teller that her daughter would be “a star”. From that moment, Marie was brought up to be “the most beautiful, the most brilliant, and the most magnificent”, and was encouraged in her whims. This feeling of being special gave her a confidence shared by few young women of her age and time. When she began recording her thoughts and her emotions in a journal, she had little doubt about its impact on posterity: it would be, of course, “the most interesting book of all”.

         Her early entries were much concerned with her looks: one day she would feel “quite beautiful”, the next “a figure not even Satan would recognise”. She felt like Frankenstein: “We know that I have a good posture, that I have broad shoulders, a high chest, hips and derriere well-rounded and prominent, and small feet. Within five minutes, I became a flat monster, emaciated, with sunken chest, and one shoulder higher than the other, which pushes everything else out of shape. My feet became flat and long, my eyes sunken and my teeth black.”

         Bodily self-consciousness was, however, the least of her problems. As she began to enter society, Marie realized that her family was shrouded in ill repute. Both Marie’s uncle and younger brother Paul were in constant trouble with the law. Marie’s mother had separated from her father, while her aunt Sophie was dogged by a long-running court case. Marie herself was suspect, thanks to her ebullience and her extraordinary fashion sense: a skating dress with trailing ostrich feathers was a little too fast for Nice’s small-town mores.

         The effect of these scandals was to bar the Bashkirtseffs from local society. Marie keenly felt the slights: “My name is tarnished, and that’s killing me,” she wrote after her family had been slandered by the Tolstoys, fellow Russian émigrés. “I cried like an animal, dismayed, humiliated.” By the age of fourteen,  Marie had added revenge to her already considerable drive: “I would be received in society because I’ll not be a celebrity coming from a low class or a dirty street,” she proclaimed in March 1873. “I dream of celebrity, of fame.”

         Propelled by the fortune-teller’s prophecy and further fired by the snubs of provincial Nice, Marie poured all her resentments and frustrations into her notebooks. Almost every day, she wrote about herself and her family with an extreme candour, as if to purge herself of all the falsity that surrounded her. She saw no point in “lying or pretending”. It was all out there on the page: her switchback changes of mood, her sibling rivalry with brother Paul, her first experiments with alcohol and tobacco, her rebellion against adults and their institutions, her obsession with her appearance.

         This was not what was expected from young women in the 1870s. As Marie’s biographer Dormer Creston later commented, this was the period when “large sections of the upper and middle classes, and in particular the women, were brought up with a deformed sense of piety”. Marie consciously reacted against the contemporary feminine ideals of “self-repression, resignation, and intense domesticity”. As she scornfully observed, “Well, they really have a good time—the men. The woman is always the victim. I would like to be a man. I would surpass every one of those gentlemen.”

         Already burning up with impatience and frustration, Marie received a mortal blow during the summer of 1875. “I have pain in the chest,” she revealed that June. “It seems to me I have tuberculosis. But this chest pain worries me, and for the last five days I have spit blood. It’s awful.” This self-diagnosis would not be confirmed for a further seven years, but Marie was shocked to find that her more melodramatic rhetoric—“death for me is a close relative,” she had stated that spring—had become likely fact. Time became ever more precious.

         Marie’s 1875 dream sourced an archetypal image of her faith and her name: the Assumption of the Blessed Virgin Mary. But it also evoked the same sense of boundless possibility that the Romantics had already attributed to pubertal youth. At sixteen Jean-Jacques Rousseau had believed that “I could do anything, attain to everything”. As he remembered in his Confessions, “I had only to launch myself forth, to mount and fly through the air. I entered the vast world with a feeling of security; it was to be filled with the fame of my achievements.”

         However, Marie was too alert not to catch the threatening notes emanating from her subconscious: the unstrung lyre, the leaden clouds. She had all of her life in front of her, yet against this weightlessness were set severe constraints. Although she wanted to break the bounds of class, gender, family, and even her physical body, she knew that her time was flowing “very fast”. The dream ended in queasy suspension: would she plunge earthwards, like Icarus, or continue to soar with her lyre magically restrung?
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         While Marie was grappling with her illness, another young person was engaged in autobiography. Like Marie, Jesse Pomeroy was facing a life-or-death struggle, but in his case it was of his own making. During the summer of 1875, he was incarcerated in Suffolk County Jail in the American state of Massachusetts, having been found guilty the previous December of first-degree murder. Although he was only fifteen—almost exactly one year younger than the Russian émigré—he faced the mandatory death penalty.

         Pomeroy had already achieved fame, or, to be more accurate, its shadow: notoriety. Almost as soon as he had been arrested for the murder of Horace H. Millen in April 1874, his name had become a byword for a hitherto inconceivable depravity. His four-year-old victim had been found severely mutilated on the marshy South Boston coast: Pomeroy had stabbed him several times in the chest, punctured his eyeball, slashed his throat so deeply that the head was nearly severed, and finally indulged in an attempted castration. Not for nothing had he become known throughout America as the “boy fiend”.

         The hysteria mounted when Pomeroy’s sadistic spate of abductions and mutilations was revealed. His ten victims had been, with one exception, boys aged between four and eight, and all had been subjected to a horrific catalogue of humiliations, beatings, and stabbings. In one instance, Joseph Kennedy had been slashed on the face, back, and thighs, and was then made to rub saltwater into his fresh wounds. When the body of Katie Curran, Pomeroy’s first murder victim, was discovered in July 1874, the boy fiend would have been torn “limb from limb” if he had not already been imprisoned.

         Although he had been sentenced in December 1874, Pomeroy had received a stay of execution while his fate was decided. His youth, coupled with the extreme atrocity of his crimes, had already prompted a fierce national debate about capital punishment.1 Although the jury had recommended that his punishment be commuted to imprisonment for life, the majority view, expressed in newspaper editorials and hundreds of letters and petitions, was that Pomeroy should hang.

         On July 2, 1875, Pomeroy’s death sentence was confirmed by the state governor’s  executive council: all that remained between him and the gallows was the governor’s signature. While his life hung in the balance, Pomeroy was kept in solitary confinement. Instead of a Sèvres chandelier, sky blue satin walls, and a shell-shaped bed resting on carved lions’ feet, he had an ironframed cot, a wooden chair, and two slop buckets. The extreme isolation of his conditions, coupled with the prospect of imminent execution, exacerbated his desire to justify his actions. 

         He had two opportunities that summer. The first was provided by the Boston Times, which printed a two-part “autobiography” of the “moral monster”. Instead of admitting his undeniable guilt, Pomeroy evaded the issue. “These are the reasons why I THINK THAT IF I DID THOSE THINGS I WAS INSANE or that I could not help doing it,” he wrote, before concluding, “but not-withstanding all that, as I have said, I DO NOT THINK I DID THOSE THINGS.” Elsewhere he insulted the trial witnesses and jurors, whom he called “twelve jackasses”.

         The real Jesse was revealed, however, in a series of letters he wrote in prison. During June 1875, a fourteen-year-old named Willie Baxter was arrested for theft and found himself in the next cell to the notorious killer. Although contact was strictly forbidden between prisoners, the two young men contrived to keep up a correspondence that lasted until Baxter was tried a few weeks later. Pomeroy was extremely glad of human contact: “Let us write good long letters to each other and so beguile our captivity but don’t make too much noise.”

         Pomeroy was fascinated by his fame: “Tell me all you have heard of me, everything bad and don’t think I will be angry.” He also confessed to the murders that he had denied in court: “The girl came in the store one morn and asked for paper. I told her there is a store downstairs. She went down, and I killed her. Oh Willie you don’t know how bad I feel for her and also the boy. What I said to the boy I have no reccollection [sic] but you know I killed him too. I feel very bad for him, and believe me I can’t tell you the reason I did those things.”

         This was the extra element that fuelled Pomeroy’s notoriety: the overwhelming urges for which there was no vocabulary in Gilded Age America. Compounding the cruelty of his crimes was the seeming impossibility of their explanation: not only did he refuse to take responsibility for them, but he could give no account beyond the barest language of compulsion: “Something made me.” The best he could do was to describe a pain, almost like an electrical charge, that crossed from one side of his head to the other and triggered the attacks. 

         Pomeroy burst into the American consciousness as a horrific new type. There was nothing in the existing legislation to explain his affectless savagery, despite the fact that youth crime had been discussed and defined throughout the nineteenth century. The phrase “juvenile delinquent” had been coined in the 1810s, and in 1824, the first legislation defining “Juvenile Delinquents” had been passed in New York City. This held delinquents to be under twenty-one, the common-law division between children and adulthood.

         With increasing urbanization, there had been a transatlantic pooling of youth crime data. In her influential 1853 book Juvenile Delinquents: Their Condition and Treatment, Mary Carpenter suggested that younger “children”, as those in their second decade were still called, should be dealt with separately from adults in their early twenties, already hardened criminals. This taint of corruption, added to the diminished responsibility imputed to children, began to push the legal definition of juveniles lower, down to sixteen in some cases.

         By the existing definitions, Pomeroy was still a child—fourteen when he committed his crimes—yet he was facing an adult’s sentence. Despite the fact that his age would suggest diminished responsibility, the authorities and the public were faced with a youth who seemed very much in control of what he was doing and who was capable of distinguishing between right and wrong. Indeed, his demeanour throughout his interrogations by the police and crossexaminations in court offered nothing but an obdurate, precocious composure.

         In the gap between the shocking reality of Pomeroy’s crimes and the existing conceptions of juvenile delinquency, there was room for many different explanations. The most popular solution to the mystery of the young killer’s motivation came from the then fashionable discipline of phrenology.2 This claimed that criminals were throwbacks to a more primitive stage of human development, and that their physiological atavism was marked by irregularly shaped skulls, facial disfigurements, and other deformations.

         Although Pomeroy was of average height, his head was markedly large for his body, and his right eye was covered with a milky film. For one journalist, “a single glance at the boy’s countenance” was enough to “see how it was possible for him to perpetrate the outrages for which he was taken into custody”. His eyes were “sullenly, brutishly wicked”, with an “unsympathetic, merciless” gaze. With “the pallor of his complexion” and “the shuffling of one whose thoughts are of the lowest kind”, he represented a textbook genetic throwback.

         Another possible solution was found in Pomeroy’s avid consumption of dime novels, the cheap paperbound adventure stories then popular among American youth. Titles like Rangers of the Mohawk and Calamity Jane, the Heroine of Whoop-Up described the battles between American Indians and red-blooded American frontiersmen in gory detail. Jesse was particularly taken with the activities of the Indians, identifying with the famous white turncoat Simon Girty, and revelling in the descriptions of torture and murder. 

         This line of inquiry led to a particularly obtuse exchange between the young prisoner and the famous publisher James T. Fields. When asked whether his homicidal passions had been excited by dime novels, Pomeroy mentioned with approval the “blood and thunder pictures, tomahawking and scalping”. However, he shied away from admitting that they influenced his behaviour: “I have thought it all over and it seems to me now that they did. I can’t say certainly, of course and perhaps if I should think it over again, I should say it was something else.” “What else?” “Well, Sir I really can’t say.”

         The puzzle represented by Pomeroy’s actions dictated the terms of his murder trial. The only way to avoid the mandatory death sentence was to establish that he was of unsound mind. His attorney called in two “insane experts” as key witnesses. Dr John E. Tyler thought that the defendant was suffering from a compulsive “mental derangement” and was therefore “not responsible for his actions”. Dr Clement Walker went further and blamed an obscure form of epilepsy for the murderer’s “lack of control”.

         The pioneering testimony of the alienists cut no ice with the general public. As far as they were concerned, Jesse Pomeroy’s crimes were the result of a “horrible monomania”. For most people, he was just “a young demon” or a “mad dog” to be put down with dispatch. The American Law Review gave this theme a rhetorical gloss: “If the boy’s impulse is under his control, there is surely no reason for sparing his life. If it is not, how does he differ from a wolf, except that he had the intelligence of a man, and is therefore more dangerous?”

         It suited Americans to think of the young murderer as something subhuman. However, the one line of inquiry that was barely considered at the time would have shed a harsh light on the wider society. Pomeroy was a product of the continent’s urban stews, the cities sprawling under the accelerating rate of immigration. Within this brutal environment, the young were often left to fend for themselves. There was very little schooling, endemic child labour, and puberty marked the moment when the fight for survival began in earnest.

         In midcentury, the pioneering reformer Charles Loring Brace had commented on the “immense number of boys and girls floating and drifting about our streets with hardly any assignable home or occupation, who continually swelled the multitude of criminals, prostitutes and vagrants”. Slum children were routinely demonized in press reports that highlighted the inexorable growth of organized gangs: the lawless youngsters that the New York Times, in 1873, called “half-drunken, lazy, worthless vagabonds”.

         Pomeroy was brought up in Chelsea, a poor district of Boston. His parents’ marriage was marked by the drunken violence of his father, who was thrown out of the family house in 1872, around the time that the boy committed his first serious assault. While his mother worked to pay the bills, Jesse was left to roam the city. With his milky eye, he looked odd, and was a target for bullying. His insecurity about his appearance came up in one of his letters to Willie Baxter: “What do you think of me,” he asked. “Do I look like a bad boy. Is my head large.”

         However, it was the furious beatings that he received from his father that left the deepest scar. His prison letters revealed an obsession with “floggings”. “I will tell you about the hardest licking I got,” he wrote to Baxter. “I played truant and stole some money from mother. My father took me into the woodshed and I had to strip off my jacket & vest and two shirt [sic] so as to leave my back naked. Father took a whip and gave me a very hard whipping. It hurt me very much and every time I think of it I seem to be undergoing the flogging again.”

         Undiscovered for over a century, these letters might have helped to solve the vexed question that Jesse Pomeroy posed for Gilded Age America. He had simply learned all too well from adult example. As it was, he was dehumanized and abstracted into a symbol of pure evil. In contrast to the naughty but lovable scamps to be found in contemporary “boy novels” like Horatio Alger’s Ragged Dick or Thomas Bailey Aldrich’s The Story of a Bad Boy, Pomeroy was a blast of chill horror: a Frankenstein’s monster straight from the urban laboratory.

         Like Mary Shelley’s famous creation, Pomeroy was allowed no way back into society. He predicted his fate: “If they say I must die, I am dead. If they send me to prison for life, I am dead too.” After his confidant Willie Baxter left Suffolk County Jail in the summer of 1875, the young murderer sweated for another year before his death sentence was commuted to life in permanent solitary confinement. Although he refused ever to accept his captivity, he would remain cut off from all human contact for the next forty-one years.
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         During 1887, while Jesse Pomeroy was making his fifth, sixth, and seventh serious attempts to escape his cell, Marie Bashkirtseff’s journal was published. The years after 1875 had seen some of her wishes fulfilled. At the age of eighteen, she threw off the provinciality of Nice and moved to Paris to study as an artist. Although she took constant cures, her tuberculosis advanced inexorably. In response, she painted as though her afterlife depended on it. Exhibiting at the Salon, she gained recognition for her portrait of slum children, Un meeting.

         Marie finally succumbed at the age of twenty-five in April 1884. Earlier that year, she had written a preface to what she hoped would be her lasting testament: “I want my journal to be published. It cannot fail to be interesting. Does my anticipation of its being read spoil or destroy the merit of such a book? Not at all. I wrote for a long time without dreaming of being read. And now it is just because I hope that I will be read that I am absolutely sincere. If this book is not the exact, absolute, strict truth, it has no reason to be.”

         It was this candid quality that helped to make the journal a bestseller on its first French publication. In giving a frank and exhaustive picture of her youthful psyche, Marie Bashkirtseff exposed a kind of perception that was not recognized by the culture and the media of the day. Her book was compared to Rousseau’s Confessions, but there were two crucial differences: Marie wrote from the female perspective, and she jotted down her feelings and experiences as they occurred rather than recalling them in late life.

         Offering an unprecedented account of pubescent life from within, the journal’s impact spread throughout Europe, America, and Great Britain. There were articles about her in magazines like the Woman’s World and The Nineteenth Century, where the British prime minister, William Gladstone, called the author “a true genius, one of those abnormal beings who in this or that country seem to be born into the world once or twice in a generation”. Marie had finally achieved the fame that she had so ardently sought, as a true “mind liberator”.

         However, as she had foreseen, this success was tinged with irony. The journal was a Faustian pact with her mortality: it was the knowledge of her telescoping life that had given her writing its force, but such intimate and iconoclastic material could only have been published after her demise. Her natural intensity had been ratcheted by her fatal diagnosis, but it was this very heightened atmosphere that made the book so attractive to the young. Marie embodied the Romantic vision of an accelerated life sealed by an early death.
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         Marie Bashkirtseff and Jesse Pomeroy shared more than their time. In their different ways, they forced their respective societies to recognize that the existing rituals between childhood and adulthood were obsolete. The physical stage of puberty, usually beginning around twelve or thirteen and ending at eighteen  or nineteen, remained constant. However the “true genius” and the “boy fiend” showed that it was no longer adequate to think that adulthood immediately followed childhood: they were the harbingers of a new intermediate state that as yet had no name.

         It wasn’t as though they had arrived totally unannounced. There already existed a considerable body of work on this very topic. Indeed, Marie and Jesse both epitomized the “critical moment” of which Rousseau had warned over a hundred years earlier. In Emile, a tract so scandalous that it was burned upon its publication in 1762, Rousseau argued that puberty had such fundamental emotional and mental effects that it represented “a second birth”. The symptoms were “a change of temper, frequent outbreaks of anger, a perpetual stirring of the mind”.

         Rousseau’s ideas were developed a decade later by Goethe’s classic Sturm und Drang novel The Sorrows of Young Werther, which mapped the emotional disintegration of a gifted but suicidal young man. Werther’s fictional letters displayed much of the pubescent pathology that Marie would exhibit a hundred years later: the extreme mood swings, the sensitivity to social slights, and the self-pitying rhetoric—“I see no end to misery but my grave.” Although Werther had the “sacred and inspiring ability to create new worlds” around himself, he was a man out of his time.

         The international success of Goethe’s 1774 novel sealed the Romantic view of youth as beset by storms and stresses, so much so that premature death—by suicide or accident—was symptomatic. This tendency reached its apogee in the work of the British Romantics, whose avatar was a young poet and forger named Thomas Chatterton. After he died from arsenic poisoning at the age of seventeen, he was commemorated by Shelley, Wordsworth, Coleridge, and Keats in a sequence of poems that celebrated him as a misunderstood genius whose youth, made permanent by death, would never fade.

         The Western conception of youth was also altered by the economic and political turmoil of the late eighteenth century. The Industrial Revolution initiated huge migrations from the country to the city and inaugurated a new society based on materialism, consumerism, and mass production. In the anonymous, swarming cities, the traditional structures of work, neighbourhood, and family broke down. Youths and children bore the brunt of this revolution, working in dangerous and repetitive tasks, or roaming wild in the filth evoked by Henry Mayhew and Charles Dickens.

         At the same time, there were new governments that proclaimed true democracy. Having forcibly thrown off the “despotism” of the British king, the thirteen united states of America made their Declaration of Independence on July 4, 1776: “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.” In comparison to the feudalism of old Europe, the young continent of America was open to everyone.

         These democratic ideals were reaffirmed in the Declaration of the Rights of Man issued by the revolutionary National Assembly of France during August 1789. Explicitly based on the American model, it stated that “men are born and remain free and equal in rights”. Four years later the National Council added another eighteen codicils. Article 28 stated that “one generation cannot subject to its law the future generations”. Within a revolution dominated by youth, the meaning was clear: the idea of the generation gap started here.

         The consequences of these events were played out throughout the nineteenth century. Tied into the new radical politics of equality, youth became on the one hand a source of hope and a symbol of the future, and on the other an unstable and dangerous cohort. At one extreme, its involvement in revolutionary movements like Chartism, socialism, and, after the Russian example, anarchism and Nihilism, showed that generational consciousness, converted into radical ideology, could be a threat to the social order.

         At the same time, youth was associated with the drive towards mass inclusion, if not true democracy. The full inception of the mass age in the second half of the nineteenth century gave rise to the realization that no section of the population should be overlooked in the new social order. That resulted in fresh attention being paid to hitherto neglected classes like the urban working poor or youth itself. The growth of the mass media accelerated that process. By the 1870s, the young could read about themselves and buy products, like dime or boy novels, that were principally aimed at their age group.

         The anonymity of the huge cities also offered its own opportunities. Within an age when life for most youths was severely constricted, the more determined could attempt the life first defined in Henri Murger’s Scènes de la vie de Bohème. Focusing on a group of struggling artists and working girls in 1840s Paris, Murger’s stories promoted the idea of an urban zone where prevailing moralities were relaxed, where dissident and artistic young individuals could pursue their visions and delay adulthood. Thirty years later, these bohemian enclaves had spread to Berlin, London, and New York.

         These changes were not always regarded positively, as youth became a litmus test for adult fears. The Industrial Revolution and its contemporary political revolutions had set in motion forces that were barely within the control of men and their governments. The slum children, the boy murderers, the anarchists:  they all represented a future that could be subject to savage, atavistic forces. Just as Frankenstein’s creature turned against its creator, so could the young of the West turn against their parents and their institutions.

         With his unusual empathy for the young, Rousseau had recognized the pubescent potential for extremes in Emile, and concluded that the interval between childhood and adulthood should be prolonged: “The period when education is usually finished is just the time to begin.” By the 1870s, his recommendations were being taken seriously: after the shocking reality of wild children had been exposed by reporters, reformers, and novelists alike, the governments of America and Europe began to create the institutions of compulsory education.

         But Rousseau was not just talking about an ideal school. He proposed a deeper kind of education that would recognize puberty as a separate life stage and offer it sympathetic guidance so that society would be spared its more virulent manifestations. In the mid-1870s, Marie Bashkirtseff and Jesse Pomeroy symbolized the twin poles of youth: genius or monster, creator or destroyer of worlds. The furious impulses exposed by the young diarist and the young murderer would lead enquiring minds to take up Rousseau’s proposals. At stake was the future: would it be dream or nightmare, heaven or hell?

         
            1. The youngest person previously executed in America had been an eighteen-year-old in the 1830s.

            2. The first definitive work on the subject, Cesare Lombroso’s L’uomo delinquente, was published in 1876.

         

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER  2

            Nationalists and Decadents

            The European Counterrevolution
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            I envisage a war, of justice or strength of a logic beyond all imagining.

            It is as simple as a musical phrase.

            —Artur Rimbaud, “Guerre” (1874)
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               CHURCH LADS’ BRIGADE LEAFLET, 1890s

            

         

         THE TRADITIONALISTS OF Europe knew what to do with all that excess pubescent energy. Never mind about allowing the young time to develop, what these savages needed was sports-based schooling, then regimentation into pre-military cadet organizations. During the 1870s, this impulse was given an extra impetus by the industrial ascendancy of Germany, an aggressive new nation-state that destabilized the old European order and began what would become a forty-year arms race.

         At the same time, there was a strong reaction against the new militarism from the artists, writers, and thinkers who assumed the Romantic and bohemian view of youth as a separate stage of life. They sought both to escape from the materialistic demands of nineteenth-century mass society and to plumb the deepest regions of the youthful psyche. The so-called decadents, while they did not originate their name, nevertheless revelled in their moral and physical sickness as they simultaneously explored what it could be like to be forever young.

         With the looming deadline of the new century, the decadents and the nationalists engaged in a struggle to imprint their visions of the future on European youth. The battle might have been as deadly as it was unequal, but both sides shared a romanticism that elevated youth by freezing it at its zenith. Whether it took the form of the hero, fallen in battle in his physical prime, or the shooting star represented by the pubescent prodigy, eternal youth was the Holy Grail: whether killed or self-immolated, it would never reach adulthood.

         The clearest exposition of the militarist vision for youth was given by a forty-year-old German lieutenant-colonel, Baron Colmar von der Goltz. In his 1883 book, The Nation in Arms, von der Goltz accurately foresaw that, as one of the “revolutionary changes” in the science of war, the whole population would be involved in any national conflict. Having as its “aim the complete subjection of the enemy”, the new condition of total war would demand complete commitment and major sacrifices from soldiers and non-combatants alike.

         Von der Goltz observed that “the time from the eighteenth to the twenty-fourth year” was best suited to military service. He shrewdly suggested how to exploit the physical and psychological attributes of this age group: “The body is then quite vigorous enough to endure hardships, and the soldier is as yet free and unfettered. The grain of heedlessness, a quality peculiar to the freshness of youth, is an excellent incentive to martial achievement. A young field army, particularly one uniformly young, is greatly superior to any other.”

         His vision was both pragmatic and mystical: “It is only the young that depart from life without pangs. They are not as yet fettered to this earth by the thousand threads that civil life weaves round us. They have not as yet learnt to be sparing of the hours of life. The enigma which they are curious to solve still lies before them as a closed book. They mount the hill without perceiving the abruptness of the precipice on the other side. Their love of adventure rouses their eagerness for battle.” As he concluded, “the strength of a nation lies in its youth [italics in original].”

         Germany was well suited to militaristic nationalism. It was a newly unified country, an industrial powerhouse that was the wonder of Europe, yet it was still stuck in the dynastic system. In place of the bourgeois revolution that had transformed Britain, France, and the United States, there was an authoritarian social structure harnessed to medieval Prussian ideals, which insisted on “loyalty towards the Emperor, passionate love for the Fatherland, self-denial and cheerful sacrifice”. During the 1860s, universal conscription spread through the country.

         The German ideal of “ultimate victory” had already been justified by France’s complete humiliation in the Franco-Prussian War of 1870–71. Although France had been the first country in the world to introduce conscription—during 1793, when the revolutionary government needed to defend itself against royalist troops—recruitment had taken place through an inefficient lottery. With the deficiencies in its military system so brutally exposed, the Third Republic brought in tougher rules during 1872 to cover the twenty- to forty-year-old age group.

         The other major European imperial power, Britain, was protected by the sea and had no large standing army. Instead of universal conscription, Britain encouraged an aspirational ideal designed to prepare youth for armed service. The desired qualities were summarized in the 1888 Book for Boys by W. H. Davenport Adams as “enthusiasm, earnestness, indefatigable perseverance, purity of mind and body, discipline of thought, cautious judgement, elevated aspirations, prayerfulness, fixity of purpose”.

         During the last third of the nineteenth century, the British public schools—which, despite their name, were exclusive, fee-paying establishments—developed an educational ethos that merged religion, discipline, culture, athletics, and the spirit of service into a powerful, all-compassing system. The new educational ideology was initiated by Thomas Arnold at Rugby School during the 1830s, with its concentration on “first religious and moral principle; secondly gentlemanly conduct; and thirdly intellectual ability”.

         Acting to reform the bullying exposed by Thomas Hughes’s mid-century novel Tom Brown’s Schooldays, Arnold attempted “to form Christian men, for Christian boys I can scarcely make”. In place of the old public school system, where in the lack of adult controls adolescents had been allowed to regulate much of their own time, Arnold’s new regime successfully engendered a mutual respect between teachers and pupils that nevertheless placed ultimate power firmly in the teacher. This was not a Rousseauesque free-school idyll.

         After the 1860s, this idealistic balance was subsumed within a cult of masculinity that emphasized physical prowess rather than intellectual development. This fitted Britain’s strategy during the last third of the nineteenth century, when the principal necessity was the maintenance and extension of empire. Britain had not been involved in a major European conflict since the Napoleonic Wars, and within this Pax Britannica, the public school model was vital in the moulding of upper- and middle-class adolescents into the enforcers of the imperial order.

         The buccaneering individuality of the early nineteenth century had become obsolete: it had fled across the Atlantic to the American frontier. In the place of the freebooting imperial conqueror came the ideal of the group player. Team games like soccer, cricket, and rugby football became the principal test of character, the new institutional rite of passage. For despite the social status of its pupils, the public school education involved a holistic, almost panoptic system that matched the severity, if not the brutality, of tribal rites.

         Boys were taken away from their homes at the age of twelve and thirteen and placed into barracklike peer societies, usually called houses, largely administered through an efficient peer prefect system. At the same time, every minute of their day was accounted for through a meticulous timetabling that would enable a headmaster to find out where every youth was at any given time. This was deliberate: to quote Davenport Adams, “idleness” was the “sin of Sodom”.

         That this system was successful in imprinting its stamp was in no doubt. As an anonymous schoolboy wrote in the mid-1890s, “One athletic rage, / Has seized Marlburians of every age, / Now, filled with frenzy, cricket all will play, / Now, all-absorbing football rules the day, / Where’er you go, the topic is the same, / And all our talk at tables is ‘the game’.” Religious practice was factored into this obsession with athleticism and team sports: as one headmaster put it, “In every great public boarding-school the chapel is the centre of school life.”

         The ideal public school product was the muscular Christian, who combined self-discipline, physical prowess, religious observance, and the spirit of service into a new kind of moral manliness. In Davenport Adams’s definition, self-improvement, diligence, and duty were the first steps on “a pure, and honourable,   and industrious life”. Loyalty to one’s house was intertwined with loyalty to one’s school, and then ultimately to one’s country—a willing submission that lasted until death and beyond, to the eternal life endowed by dying pro patria.

         However, the empire needed more bodies than the public school system could provide. The lack of universal conscription meant that there was little impetus for working-class youths to join the army, except as an escape from dire poverty or a quest for adventure. With plots that featured diligent boy heroes encountering famous historical figures like Moses, Hannibal, or Napoleon, the imperial novels of G. A. Henty might have promoted the idea that military service was exciting, but by the 1880s the demands of empire and the challenges of the new Europe prompted more concrete action.

         With military enlistment becoming a pressing problem, reformers began to civilize the urban jungles. Following the example of Toynbee Hall, the scions of the public schools and universities moved into poor districts on a mission of social improvement. Setting up youth clubs and community centres, the settlement movement aimed to inculcate middle-class attitudes: as the founders of the Oxford Working Men’s and Lads’ Institute stated, “The more forward classes in society have the power to show those below them how to live.”

         At the same time, new voluntary organizations refined the regimented evangelism of the Young Men’s Christian Association (established 1844) and General Booth’s Salvation Army (established 1878) into a more specifically youth-directed programme. The pioneer was William Smith’s Boys’ Brigade, formed in Glasgow during 1883. Combining parade-ground discipline with Sunday school teachings, the Boys’ Brigade had as its specific aim “the advancement of Christ’s Kingdom among Boys, and the promotion of habits of Reverence, Discipline and Self-Respect, and all that tends towards a true Christian manliness”.

         Smith capitalized on the fact that a whole section of youth was not covered by the existing voluntary organizations. As an original Brigade member later recalled, “When we reached thirteen most of us felt we were too big for the Sunday School, and there was a gap of a few years until we were able to join the YMCA at seventeen.” Military discipline was uppermost in the Brigade’s activities. Each meeting began with a fall-in drill parade, with no excuse for latecomers, and a uniform of pillbox cap, belt, and haversack was issued to be worn over everyday clothes. The Brigade’s motto was “Sure and Steadfast”.

         With its ethos of strict punctuality, discipline, and obedience to orders, the Boys’ Brigade offered not only an ideal pre-military grounding but also a built-in good reference for any future employer. By the end of the 1880s, the Brigade had over ten thousand members and branches throughout Britain. Its success was copied by other organizations like the Jewish Lads’ Brigade and the Catholic Boys’ Brigade. The Church Lads’ Brigade was an offshoot of the Band of Hope, the popular children’s temperance group. All of these grafted “the religious shoot onto the military trunk”.

         At the same time, there was an increase in the number of cadet corps, an idea pioneered by public schools like Charterhouse and Dulwich College. In 1889, the Southwark Cadet Corps was founded in South London, and was merged with the Toynbee Hall corps into a full battalion two years later. Membership would help young working-class boys to avoid the temptations of “lawlessness” and the “low music halls”. The visible growth of these groups, as they marched in uniform through the streets, led one newspaper to comment that in 1889 British society was “running pretty freely to militarism”.

         Bringing “civilization” to the “ill-educated, dirty, quarrelsome” savages of the urban working class was another expression of colonial values. All the imperial countries thought that their sovereignty was the inevitable product of racial superiority. By the time of the last great continental carve-up—of Africa in the 1880s—the yoking of nationalism to the genetic sciences had congealed into orthodoxies so powerful that they governed the policy of nations. As far as Africa was concerned, European superiority was predestined by blood.
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         Within this belief system, the aim of every nation was not just evolutionary progress, but the fulfilment of its own unique racial destiny. Von der Goltz’s climactic formulation reverberated within Germany’s allies and enemies alike. If the strength of the nation did in fact reside in its youth, then youth as a whole—not just those of service age but their younger cohort—was charged with a new importance. If the national destiny, as in Germany’s case, was defined by military expansion, then there could be no counter-argument.

         Any youth who did not measure up was not just weak or unpatriotic, but a threat to the future of the race. The effect was to reduce the opponents of militarism into subhuman savages. The name for these deviants was pioneered by the French psychiatrist B. A. Morel, who in 1857 coined the term “degeneration” to define defective humans living in degraded environments, and the term took root over the next few decades. Within the nationalist vision, anyone who refused or objected to military service was a degenerate, pure and simple. 

         However, there was a small section of the young who objected. Extrapolating from his brother’s suicide, Frank Wedekind wrote Spring Awakening in 1891, an angry polemic against a German establishment that ruthlessly regimented its youth but failed to offer any real guide to life. The play touched a raw nerve with its depictions of youth sexuality and youth suicide. The latter was seen as a major social problem in 1890s Germany: according to contemporary books by the psychiatrist Emil Kraepelin and the sociologist Emile Durkheim, it was directly caused by the stresses and strains of industrial civilization.1

         The fact that the young of the most advanced and most triumphal nation in the world were bent on killing themselves struck an ominous note in the midst of triumphant militarism. The young often reflect the dominant values of society back at adults, and these pubescent suicides revealed the presentiments of collapse that lay under the bullish surface of 1890s Europe. While their armies and navies spanned the globe, the great empires were beset by fears about the new mass age and the consequent devolution of human society.

         In 1892’s The Crowd, the French philosopher Gustave Le Bon delivered an influential polemic about the mass age. Within the new technological society, the “divine right of kings” had been replaced by the “divine right of the masses”. By their very nature, crowds were atavistic: their “impulsiveness, irritability, incapacity to reason”, and their “exaggeration of the sentiments” were exactly those qualities “observed in beings belonging to inferior forms of evolution—in women, savages, and children”. The modern age was “a period of transition and anarchy”, within which mass social control would be the key issue.

         Within this dystopia, the position of youth would be of vital importance: not only because the children of today were the citizens of tomorrow, but also because degraded social condition had created a generation of degenerates. The future of the race was at stake. There was the pervasive fear that, if not purified, the race would die out and Europe itself would perish in a violent cataclysm. Because these fears were based on the likelihood of total war that underlay the remorseless logic of militarism, they began to generate their own momentum.

         This longing for apocalypse was the central impulse behind both decadence and militarism. It had also, as Goethe and Wedekind had noted, long been a powerful manifestation of adolescent anger. But whose world would end? A torrent of apocalyptic rhetoric streamed from nationalists and decadents alike in the 1890s, as they vied to define the new century. Coinciding with the accelerating arms race heralded by von der Goltz’s influential book, this ideological conflict politicized the status of youth in northern Europe. 
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         Civilizations do die. That was the message pumped out by the extreme racial theorists and the avant-gardists of the day. That was the message of the picture that caused a sensation in the 1891 Paris Salon, Les derniers jours de Babylone by Georges Antoine Rochegrosse. In A rebours, Joris-Karl Huysmans foresaw “the vast bagnio of America transported to the continent of Europe”. Although he hated “the limitless, unfathomable, immeasurable scurviness of the financier and the self-made man”, he brought down their materialism as a curse: “Well, crumble then, society! Perish old world!”

         It was not surprising that the most extreme manifestations of this fin-desiècle rhetoric should have originated in France, a country that in the last two decades of the nineteenth century was still racked by the political instability that had marked its history since 1789. Youth had played a major part in that revolution, and had remained prominent in the coups and rebellions of 1830, 1848, and 1871. Although the Third Republic had moved to extend conscription, a series of anarchist outrages in the 1890s meant that youth remained in a highly charged, politicized state.

         The messiah of the new apocalyptic mood had been, in a very direct sense, the poet of his country’s darkest days. During the winter of 1870–71, Arthur Rimbaud lived on the front line of the Franco-Prussian War, in the small town of Charleville near the Belgian border. On New Year’s Eve, his family sheltered in their house while Prussian shells pounded the nearby medieval fortress of Mézières, just across the river Meuse from Charleville. At the age of sixteen, Rimbaud was surrounded by the detritus of war: maimed soldiers, smashed cities, disfigured landscapes.

         He revelled in the destruction. “I saw a sea of flames and smoke rise to heaven,” he later wrote, “and left and right all wealth exploded like a billion thunderbolts.” As the second son of a French army colonel who had deserted the family ten years earlier, Rimbaud had more than enough reason not to love the military. When his older brother Frederick enthusiastically enlisted, he found it “contemptible”; after France had been defeated, he went around Charleville telling everyone how lucky his country was. It was as though the downfall of France had set him free. 
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               ARTHUR RIMBAUD, AGED SEVENTEEN, BY ÉTIENNE CARJAT

            

         

         At sixteen, Rimbaud was the archetypal provincial youth who had long outgrown his family and his home town. He couldn’t wait to get away. The chaos created by the Franco-Prussian War externalized his internal fury and gave him an opportunity to test himself. That winter, he ran away from home and, somewhere amid the wasteland of the Prussian front line, he experienced a revelation: “Along the open road on winter nights, homeless, cold, and hungry, one voice gripped my frozen heart: ‘Weakness or strength, you exist, that is strength.’”

         Two months later, Rimbaud saw his fantasies become real, as the capital city’s poor rose up with thousands of students and workers in the short-lived Paris Commune. For a brief period in April and May 1871, anarchists were in charge of the capital, and young poets ran the police force. Rimbaud was one of only thousands of young vagabonds who flocked to revolutionary Paris like moths to a flame: so many that the Commune formed two battalions from their numbers, the “Pupilles de la Commune” and the “Enfants perdus”.

         Although the Commune was smashed within weeks of Rimbaud’s visit, the sixteen-year-old took away the sense of liberation that he had experienced and determined to apply it to his own work and life. The two would become indiavisible.  On May 13, 1871, he wrote to his friend Paul Demeny, “The problem is to attain the unknown by disorganizing all the senses. The suffering is immense, but you have to be strong, and to have been born a poet.” He insisted that “je est un autre”: his rhetoric would soon be translated into action.

         For Rimbaud, poetry was a mystical calling. He followed the visionary dark line that began with the Romantics and passed through Edgar Allan Poe and Charles Baudelaire to its conclusion. After 1871, his poems were full of revolutionary turmoil, anti-bourgeois invective, pagan mysticism, and wild prophecies all melded together into a consistent cosmology. Above all, his visions were apocalyptic: “This is the time of the sweat bath, of oceans boiling over, of underground explosions, of the planet whirled away, of exterminations sure to follow.”

         It was as a presence that he made the strongest impact on his contemporaries. Invited to Paris that autumn by the poet Paul Verlaine, Rimbaud was touted around the capital’s literary bohemia as the latest prodigy. Instead of the correct attitude of respect to his elders, the seventeen-year-old responded to what he saw as a patronizing attitude with a volley of scatological expletives and worse. He disrupted readings, terrorized his hosts, poured sulphuric acid in a friend’s drink, and on one occasion wounded the photographer Étienne Carjat.

         The two photos of Rimbaud by Carjat that still exist show a baby-faced young man with a clenched jaw, a thin, cruel mouth, exploding hair, and pale, adamantine eyes—the model of a young fanatic. Paul Verlaine called him “a kid Casanova” whose “handsome, rugged chin seems to say ‘Bugger off’ to any illusion that is not the result of the most irrevocable act of will”. With his “superb mop of hair” and an “utterly virile disdain for clothes”, the young man epitomized a “literally diabolical beauty”.

         For the next four years, Rimbaud pursued a folie à deux with Verlaine that passed through debauch, poverty, and ostracism to end in violence and exhaustion. “Boredom is no longer my love,” he wrote in Une saison en enfer: “rage, perversion and madness, whose every impulse and disaster I know—my burden is set down entire.” At the age of twenty-one, he stopped writing: when asked about his poetry by a friend, he replied, “Je ne pense plus à ça.” Shortly afterwards, he emigrated to Africa and abandoned his former life.

         The rocketlike trajectory of Rimbaud’s career was fuelled by a forensic exploration of his explosive thoughts and feelings—a new sensibility symptomatic of what he called, in “Jeunesse”, “the endless egoism of youth”. When he was writing in the early 1870s, youth had no rights, an “extralegal position” of which he was acutely aware. His verse recast existing Romantic tropes through a massive dose of pubescent male pathology. Putting himself into the person of a Caligula-like prince in the poem “Conte”, he asked, “Is ecstasy possible in destruction? Can one grow young in cruelty?”

         Through his disappearance, he became a mythical creature, frozen at his youthful zenith as surely as Werther or Thomas Chatterton. Rimbaud had already foreseen his fate. In his May 1871 manifesto, he described what would happen once the seer had broken through: “He reaches the unknown and even if, maddened, he ends up by losing all understanding of his visions, he has seen them! If he dies after his leap into these heard-of, unnameable things, more workers in the horrible will come; they’ll begin at the horizons where the other has collapsed!”

         Rimbaud’s status as the avatar of French decadence was sealed when during 1883—the same year as The Nation in Arms—Paul Verlaine published a selection of his poems in the anthology Les poètes maudits. With his “faith in poison” and ecstatic “insanities”, Rimbaud set the template for a movement that linked sex and death in a new revelation, defined by Verlaine as “the collapse into the flames of races exhausted by sensation at the invading sound of the enemy trumpets”. Deep within East Africa, the messiah was appalled at his unsought fame.

         However, the style inexorably spread around Europe and across the Atlantic. As successive generations of decadents upped the ante in extremity, their ambition increased. By the 1890s, they had constructed a hermetic world that encompassed absinthe, morphine, bearded gurus, spiritualist seances, reviews that featured “hair-raising contributions from fake Rimbauds”, and editorials that proclaimed a mission “to destroy the old order and prepare the embryonic elements of the great national literature of the twentieth century”.
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         Thanks to its proximity to France, Britain was the most fertile European ground for the export of decadence, but there were other factors. By the last decade of the century, the certainties of high Victorianism had been undermined by the scientific critique of religion and the accelerating effects of the mass age. There was also an increase of extra-parliamentary political activity: the beginnings of mass socialism, the emergence of the New Woman and of women’s suffrage, and the first discussions of homosexual rights. At the same time, urban outrages by working-class youths increased in visibility.

         Within the public schools themselves, the crusading archetype was under attack. Classical studies had long been a staple of the public school system, and from the 1870s on, those sick of muscular Christianity reinterpreted the Latin and Greek syllabus into a new kind of aestheticism that represented a real alternative to God and sport. One of the most influential Hellenizers, Goldsworthy Lowes Dickinson, remembered that his schooldays had been “sunk in barbarism”: “There is no doubt about the misery, the futility, the worse than waste of precious years.”

         In the early 1890s, the leading light of British aestheticism proposed another definition of youth. By the time his first novel was published, Oscar Wilde was already established as a provocateur and author. Although married with two sons, he had another life in the homosexual underworld. Part parable, part roman à clef about Wilde and his circle, The Picture of Dorian Gray recast the Faustian myth for the modern age: in this case, the deal was sealed on the promise of eternal youth.

         The genesis of the novel went back to June 1884, when Wilde visited Paris on his honeymoon. He had already been introduced to the first full flush of Rimbaudian decadence, in the shape of Sarah Bernhardt’s opium-addled protégé, the poet Maurice Rollinat, but the piece of writing that made the most impact on him was A rebours. Wilde identified so strongly with des Esseintes that Huysmans’s hermetic aesthete “became to him a kind of pre-figuring type of himself. And indeed, the whole book seemed to him to contain the story of his own life, written before he had lived it.”

         Wilde oscillated uneasily between decadent debauch and socialist utopia, but he saw these tensions as a source of energy. In 1891, he published two major books that encoded the twin poles of his character: the philosophical essay “The Soul of Man Under Socialism” and the full-length novel Dorian Gray. If the former proclaimed that “it is through disobedience that progress has been made”, then the latter enshrined youthful intensity: “Live! Live the wonderful life that is in you! Youth! Youth! There is nothing in the world but youth!”

         The most shocking thing about Dorian Gray’s tour through the demimonde of the day—the artists’ studios, the music halls, the opium dens—was not the complete amorality with which he wrecked the lives of all with whom he came into contact. Rather, it was Wilde’s depiction of his spoilt child’s thorough dissolution within “dreams that would make the shadow of their evil real”. This perverse glee was barely vitiated by the novel’s moralistic conclusion, as the Faustian contract exacted its price. In place of youthful beauty lay an unrecognizable corpse, “withered, wrinkled, and loathsome of visage”.

         Wilde was far too canny to be proposing eternal youth as a serious supposition: Gray’s descent into boredom and insanity made the dangers of that state quite obvious. However, his ambivalences caught him out. Although a critique of decadence, his hothouse novel helped further to popularize the style. Wilde tipped the balance further by adding a series of prefatory aphorisms—like “vice and virtue are to the artist materials for an art”—that were guaranteed to infuriate what Huysmans called England’s “heavy guard room atmosphere”.

         If he had expressly planned it, Wilde could not have chosen a line of attack more unsettling to the imperial English. The values that he promoted—the twin sins of Sodom and socialism—were diametrically opposed to those of muscular Christianity. In place of team spirit, he suggested rampant individualism: “To realise one’s nature perfectly—that is what each of us is here for.” Instead of the rigid warrior, he defined man as “a complex multiform creature”. Most of all, through his increasingly open homosexuality, he exposed the fault line that ran through the British single-sex educational system.

         Wilde set out to influence the young. “It’s absurd to talk about the ignorance of youth,” he wrote. “The only people to whose opinions I listen to with any respect are people much younger than myself.” As the high priest of aestheticism, Wilde was a magnet for young fans like the Oxford undergraduate Lord Alfred Douglas, who rushed to meet the author soon after the publication of Dorian Gray. Wilde had been pursuing a secret homosexual life for several years, but the relationship that the two openly pursued led to a head-on confrontation with the English establishment.

         In an article called “Phrases and Philosophies for the Use of the Young”, published in the December 1894 issue of a new Oxford magazine, the Chameleon, Wilde contradicted deeply held tenets about religion, time, art and history, and the relationship of generations. “The old believe everything,” he wrote; “the middle aged suspect everything: the young know everything.” Although Wilde did not write anything sexually explicit, other contributors did—most notably Lord Alfred, who celebrated “the love that dare not speak its name”. When the scandal broke, Wilde was damned by association.

         In the tortuous legal drama that unfolded at London’s Central Criminal Court during April and May 1895, Wilde’s influence over the young was a central issue. Stung by the harassment of Lord Alfred’s father, the Marquess of Queensberry, he had sued for libel. His friends advised him not to, and their worst fears came true when the defendant entered a plea of justification that accused Wilde of sodomy with twelve youths. The prosecution held that these debauches had already been publicized in The Picture of Dorian Gray, a work “calculated to subvert morality and encourage unnatural vice”.

         The confusion of novel with author deepened during the three trials, with Wilde cast as Gray’s corrupter, Lord Henry Wotton. The establishment’s punitive  determination resulted in a sentence of two years’ hard labour for indecency and sodomy. In summing up, the judge told Wilde that he had been “the centre of a circle of extensive corruption of the most hideous kind among young men”. This first successful conviction under the 1885 Criminal Law Amendment Act announced homosexuality to the public in the most negative terms: “a sore which cannot fail in time to corrupt and taint it all!”

         The verdict was a personal disaster not just for Wilde, whose works were banned and who remained a figure of public vilification for decades beyond his death in 1900, but for the aesthetes and homosexuals whose fresh visibility his presence heralded. The medical metaphors used in the court and in the press to describe these diseased creatures accorded with the genetic theories popularized by Max Nordau’s devastating critique of aestheticism, Degeneration, first published in Germany during 1892 but then enjoying a brief vogue in Britain.

         Dedicated to Cesare Lombroso, Nordau’s book identified the threat posed by artists who, like Baudelaire, Nietzsche, and Wilde, proclaimed the virtues of individualism against traditional moralities.2 Nordau singled out Wilde as “the pathological aberration of a racial instinct”. The treatment that he thought most “efficacious” to counter this “fin de siècle mood” was enacted in the spring 1895 trials: “characterization of the leading degenerates as mentally diseased: unmasking and stigmatizing of their imitators as enemies to society; cautioning the public against the lies of these parasites.”

         Wilde’s cardinal offence was that he acted out in public what often occurred behind the ruling-class façade. As the journalist W. T. Stead observed after the verdict, “Meanwhile public school boys are allowed to indulge with impunity in practices which, when they leave school, would consign them to hard labour.” The drama also distracted attention from a scandal involving the prime minister, Lord Rosebery, and another Queensberry scion, Viscount Drumlanrig—a relationship that ended with the younger man’s suicide.

         With these undercurrents, it’s hardly surprising that the Wilde trial represented a determined attempt by the Victorian establishment to reject any examination of the cause and to blame the symptom instead. The children of the bourgeois, so vital to the country’s future, had been seduced by this effete Pied Piper, and their very souls were at stake. One newspaper report made it clear that it was the “young men at universities, clever sixth form boys at public schools” who “should ponder within themselves the doctrines and the career of the man who has now to undergo the righteous sentence of the law”.

         There was some basis to this charge. By the 1890s, there were already two class-defined groups of young people who refused to bow before Western imperial materialism: what, writing within an American context, Thorstein Veblen would later call the “hereditary leisure class” and “lower-class delinquents”. Within Britain, they were joined by the middle- or upper-middleclass bohemian: thanks, in part, to Wilde’s own efforts, the aesthetic lifestyle of romanticism had become entrenched within the British bourgeoisie as a third way between militarism and revolution.

         The Wilde verdict halted British modernism in its tracks. Edward Carpenter’s exploration on the relationship between feminism and homosexuality, Love’s Coming of Age, was buried upon publication in 1896. Havelock Ellis’s pioneering Sexual Inversion, offering case histories of pubescent sexual deviations, was banned a year later. Wilde’s onetime collaborator Aubrey Beardsley observed the momentum of this “reaction”: “Rabid puritanism comes in like a high wave and is immediately followed by a steady ebb-tide of brutal coarseness.”

         Throughout Europe, decadence receded before an aggressive new normality. In Degeneration, Nordau had equated physical fitness with mental and psychic health. He defined the qualities that were the polar opposite of decadence: strength of will, duty and work, submission before the immutable law of evolution. Near the book’s end, he asked his readers to imagine a “competition” between the decadents, the sterile inhabitants of the “hospital, lunatic asylum and prison”, and the “men who rise early, and are not weary before sunset, who have clear heads, solid stomachs and hard muscles”.

         In France, there was a concerted intellectual attack against the decadents. In a July 1899 speech, a radical young populist named Albert Mathiez attacked “these youths who live only for themselves” and “who perfume themselves and live like women”. Their ultimate stupidity was the fact that they proclaimed themselves “uprooted”. This was the atomized individuality that the writer Maurice Barrès called “the immense I that hides them from the rest of the world”. Although Barrès had drunk deep from the decadent well,3 his 1897 trilogy Les déracinés (The Uprooted Ones) explored this disconnection.

         Tracing the migration of seven provincial adolescents from Lorraine to Paris, the narrative of Les déracinés was bleak: “Isolated from their communities of birth, and trained only to compete among themselves, adolescents take the most lamentable view of life.” In the lack of any adult provision or stable values, individualism led to murder. Barrès’s critique of a moribund establishment  slowly pushed him into active political agitation, as he sought to rally the generation that he had awakened, his “princes of youth”, into a new mystical nationalism. 

         Recasting nationalism was also on the mind of an eminent English Victorian. Henry Newbolt was a lawyer, novelist, and editor who believed in “England as a world-wide and world-guiding power”. He enthusiastically described an 1898 dinner at his alma mater, Clifton College: “At 3 in the morning I was still sitting on the bed of a man I’d never seen before, reading extracts from his diary of the Soudan. He is a captain of the R.A. and it was his howitzers that breached the walls of Omdurman. He came to Clifton the year after I left!”

         Newbolt believed that “for shaping national character, and its component, individual character, war has at times been ‘a most perfect instrument’”. Later in 1898, he published a collection of poetry called This Island Race. In “Vitai Lampada” (The Torch of Life), he enshrined the link between sports and chivalry that was at the heart of Britain’s global dominance. Within pragmatic Albion, mysticism was measured out in overs, and Newbolt’s ringing poem definitively stated the imperial vision for British youth:

         
            
               There’s a breathless hush in the Close to-night—

               Ten to make and the match to win—

               A bumping pitch and a blinding light,

               An hour to play and the last man in.

               And it’s not for the sake of a ribboned coat,

               Or the selfish hope of a season’s fame,

               But his Captain’s hand on his shoulder smote—

               “Play up! play up! and play the game!”

            

            
               The sand of the desert is sodden red,—

               Red with the wreck of a square that broke;—

               The Gatling’s jammed and the colonel dead,

               And the regiment blind with dust and smoke.

               The river of death has brimmed his banks,

               And England’s far, and Honour a name,

               But the voice of a schoolboy rallies the ranks:

               “Play up! play up! and play the game!”

            

            
               This the word that year by year

               While in her place the School is set

               Every one of her sons must hear,

               And none that hears it dare forget.

               This they all with a joyful mind

               Bear through life like a torch in flame,

               And falling fling to the host behind—

               “Play up! play up! and play the game!”

            

         

         The echoes of this militaristic mantra were still reverberating two decades later, as the youth of Europe went to war. Like Degeneration and Les déracinés, “Vitai Lampada” was part of a very effective counter-revolution that appeared to banish forever the ghost of disease-ridden decadence. For all its vigour, however, Newbolt’s poem was death-haunted;5 for all their world-weary poses, the decadents celebrated a youthful lust for life that would reassert itself after the holocaust for which their “healthy” opponents had so enthusiastically prepared.

         
            1. Emil Kraepelin: Psychiatrie (1893); Emile Durkheim: Suicide (1897). Spring Awakening was not performed until the twentieth century.

            2. Nordau singled out Marie Bashkirtseff for particular abuse: “a degenerate girl who died of phthisis, a victim to moral madness, with a touch of megalomania and the mania of persecution, as well as morbid erotic exaltation.”

            3. He had been an early supporter of the Bashkirtseff diaries.

            5. After the Great War, Newbolt blanched at its mention.

         

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER  3

            Hooligans and Apaches

            Juvenile Delinquency and the Mass Media
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            The best among the poor are never grateful. They are ungrateful, discontented, disobedient, and rebellious. They are quite right to be so.

            —Oscar Wilde, “The Soulof Man Under Socialism” (1891)
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               “THE MONTGOMERY GUARDS: A GROWLER GANG IN SESSION”, c. 1890, BY JACOB RIIS

            

         

         IN THE LATE-nineteenth-century metropolis, many children and adolescents were left to fend for themselves. In the lack of any adult-imposed structures, they organized themselves into barely controllable gangs. Jacob Riis found this out when, at the turn of the 1890s, he came across a group of young toughs in south Manhattan. Although he was used to dealing with homeless children, he found that he had to approach this older bunch of “rascals” with more caution. It was only by appealing to their vanity—he asked them to throw “cigarette-picture” poses in front of his camera—that he avoided getting beaten up.

         The gang “accepted the offer with great readiness, dragging into their group a disreputable-looking sheep (the slaughterhouses were close at hand) as one of the band. The homeliest ruffian of the lot, who insisted on being taken with the growler1 in his ‘mug’, took the opportunity to pour what was left in it down his throat and this caused a brief unpleasantness, but otherwise the performance was a success. While I was getting the camera ready, I threw out a vague suggestion of cigarette pictures, and it took root at once. Nothing would then do but that I must take the boldest spirits of the company ‘in character’.”

         They enacted their everyday crimes: “One of them tumbled over a shed, as if asleep, while two of the others bent over him, searching his pockets with a deftness that was highly suggestive. This, they explained for my benefit, was to show how they ‘did the trick’. The rest of the band were so impressed with the importance of this exhibition that they insisted on crowding into the picture by climbing upon the shed, sitting on the roof with their feet dangling over the edge, and disposing themselves in every imaginable manner within view, as they thought.”

         The resulting picture, “A Growler Gang in Session”, set a new standard in delinquent iconography. Within a low-density urban zone of sheds and yards, seven members of the Montgomery Guards announce their group mind with dress and gesture. Scowling against the washed-out sunlight, they all wear hats, dark clothes, and a defiant expression. Their insolence is embodied in the sneer on the face of the central juvenile and the determination of the younger drinker butting in to drain the jug to the brim. Confronted with this sight, you’d have run.

         Manhattan’s newspapers had long reported on the doings of the island’s gangs. In the summer of 1857, the New York Times had publicly interceded in the fearsome conflict between the Bowery Boys and the Dead Rabbits. With their snappy group names and hair-raising exploits, young gangsters offered perfect  subjects for the city’s journalists. The former wanted the publicity, the latter got picturesque copy—living dime-novel plots—that nevertheless combined those two press ideals: titillation and censure. 

         By the last decade of the nineteenth century, the problem of juvenile delinquency had become more pressing. It wasn’t, however, until the 1890 publication of the “Growler Gang” photo and others in Jacob Riis’s How the Other Half Lives that Americans saw widely distributed documentary evidence of their urban young. A police reporter turned crusader, Riis found that the recently invented flash camera was the perfect instrument to record the lives of outcasts who were much discussed but rarely seen: in this case, he exposed a separate, if not autonomous, youth world.

         Like the degeneration theorists, Riis aimed to show that degraded conditions resulted in degraded lives, and that youth were the most vulnerable: “Of the 82,200 persons arrested by the police in 1889,” he wrote, “10,505 were under twenty years old.” However, his purpose was not to consign the young Manhattan poor to the outer darkness, but to shed light on the problem. Integration rather than eugenics was Riis’s way: the runaway success of How the Other Half Lives gave him the opportunity to influence national policy on the reform of housing conditions, public spaces, and public education.

         Riis was only one of many writers to report on youth crime during the last decade of the nineteenth century. As their numbers grew apace with their assertion, slum children presented even more of a visible problem. If the mass technological and urban society was going to work, then everyone had to be brought into line in accordance with the bourgeois dictates of thrift, duty, and discipline. Urban chaos was no longer acceptable. The reform movement in America made delinquency one of their prime targets, at the same time as scandals in Britain and France made the topic national news.

         These commentators did not take account of the impact that their sensationalist reportage would have on the cohort they objectified. Youth was a charged topic, and even more so when linked to crime and strange, barbaric customs. Being in print helped to confer status. Arriving in the public eye at the same time as the popular press first flexed its muscle, the slum savage offered a test case for the next century. Exhibiting an alarming, if not alien independence, the hooligan and the Apache heralded the symbiotic relationship between the mass media and youth.

         This sudden flare of attention reflected the fact that, by the 1890s, many urban young were determined to live life their way. Never mind what reformers or journalists thought, they would get what they wanted by fair means or foul: intoxicants, weapons, clothes. Just as their extravagant dress brought them to public attention, new types like the hooligans and the Apaches used their startling appearance as a badge of honour. In doing so, they broadcast the very plumed defiance that their exposure was attempting to curtail.
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         It was in the New World that juvenile delinquency was at its most extreme. Between 1880 and 1910, the total urban population of America tripled, from 14 to 42 million. This huge increase came from two sources: from within the continent, as an estimated 11 million people left the country for the city, and from without, as immigration from Western and Eastern Europe reached its peak around the new century. This massive migration convulsed America in what the educationalist John Dewey called “a revolution as rapid, extensive, and complete as any in history”.

         Youth was at the sharp end of this revolution. Groups like the Montgomery Guards presented a visible reminder that the continent’s institutions and infrastructure were failing to keep pace with the dazzling rate of change. In the lack of any state intervention, the social reportage of reformers like Riis and Jane Addams, together with the realist fiction of Theodore Dreiser and Stephen Crane, described with greater urgency than ever before the stark choices facing America’s young. Nightmare visions they might have been, but with a practical aim: the improvement of everyday life for poor city dwellers.

         The children of the urban stews made the running in this fresh focus on American social conditions. Because they did not appear to present a problem, and, indeed, because they embodied mainstream American values, middleand upper-class adolescents were not so visible in the new mass media. The street arabs and the gangs of toughs were a living reminder that, for all America’s wish to forge a new society independent of European traditions, and despite its rhetoric of freedom for all, inequity was embedded, if not actually promoted, in its economic and social systems.

         Despite the aspirational propaganda, how you fared—apart from a few rare exceptions—depended on how you were born. If you were born into an apparently secure middle-class background, you were more likely to have traditional aspirations and ideals: if male, to enter the family business or a suitable job; if female, to make the best marriage possible or, failing that, entry into law or medicine. For young men in particular, there was a ready-made ladder of achievement to climb: primary and secondary education, then on to university and into business, industry, or the professions.

         The beliefs instilled into middle-class American youth reflected their country’s strategic position. Although the Civil War had eradicated the attractions of conflict for a generation, by the 1890s there was a new bellicosity, enshrined in the person of the civil service commissioner, Theodore Roosevelt, that accorded with the country’s wish to become a player on the international stage. In his 1885 bestseller, Manifest Destiny, John Fiske had prophesied that within a century America would be “a political aggregation unmeasurably surpassing in power and in dimensions any empire that has yet existed”.

         The rulers of tomorrow were therefore to be inculcated in the skills and attitudes necessary to turn that vision into reality. Even before the Spanish-American War of 1898, militarism had become embedded within American life. What Roosevelt called the “iron qualities that must go with true manhood” were reinforced both by a spiritual ideal of “muscular Christianity” and a highly developed sports culture: baseball, football, and bodybuilding the main leisure activities of the country’s middle-class males. In pre-imperial America, however, the ultimate aim of this training was not war but business.

         In the same way that the public schools trained Britain’s young to rule the British Empire, so sport both disciplined the young savage and prepared him for the “hard and dangerous endeavour” that Roosevelt held to be necessary for America to achieve its “true national greatness”. This ideology did not offer any sense that middle-class youths formed a distinct cohort. Although there was the sense that “youth” was a period of flux, this was disappearing with the increasing stratification of education and leisure, which meant that young men were more under the supervision of their elders than ever before.

         Although assertion on the part of privileged young men was thought to be in the natural order of things, it was not couched in any generational pleading. Adults ruled the roost. In Theodore Dreiser’s 1893 state-of-the-nation epic, Sister Carrie, the mansion-dwelling George Hurstwood Jr might well have “manifested even greater touchiness and exaggeration in the matter of his individual rights, and attempted to make all feel that he was a man with man’s privileges”. But this was “an assumption which, of all things, is most groundless and pointless in a youth of nineteen”.

         By that age, many slum children were reaching the end of their lives. In the harsh environments of America’s metropolitan laboratories, the struggle for survival used up bodies and souls with a particular intensity. Thanks to its very high levels of immigration and its peculiarly compressed environment, Manhattan was particularly tough on its young. Children were routinely abandoned on the streets: many died, while the luckier found sketchy employment as newsboys or flower sellers, joined a gang, or were recruited by the local Fagin. There was no welfare infrastructure, no safety net.

         These youngsters’ primary mode of social organization was local and territorial.  It also reflected the city in which they lived. New York was a wide-open town, “the modern Gomorrah”. How could they have resisted making themselves in this image? The gangs had been developing in sophistication and number since the mid-nineteenth century. By the 1890s, according to their chronicler Herbert Asbury, “Manhattan south of Times Square was divided by the gangs into clearly defined kingdoms, and the boundaries were garrisoned and as carefully guarded as are the frontiers of civilized nations.”

         Within this urban battle zone, Manhattan’s ethnic divisions—from street to street, from ward to ward—were acted out in pitched battles and race riots. However, crime and peer protection were more usual motives. Comprising members aged between ten and twenty, the new gangs subsumed smaller groups, defended their principal product—usually the illegal activity associated with their neighbourhood—and conducted turf wars to establish market superiority. This was delinquency restructured into a barely parodic echo of the corporate consolidation that had begun to dominate American business life.

         The consequent carve-up created an alternative map of Manhattan. The Five Pointers commanded the area around Broadway and the Bowery; the Eastmans’ patch spread from the Bowery to the East River. Elsewhere the Gas House Gang, the Gophers, the Fashion Plates, the Marginals, and the Pearl Buttons all squabbled over their respective turf. With a high turnover of members, the gangs recruited from the many young men’s social clubs that proliferated throughout the East and West sides: set up by local ward bosses, they also had rousing names like the Bowery Indians and the Go-Aheads.

         This was a whole world unto itself. All the usual rules were turned upside down, but woe betide those who crossed the new ones. The most successful gang of the early 1890s, the Whyos, offered a detailed price list for blackmail and murder commissions—“punching” only cost $2, but “doing the big job” ran to “$100 and up”. The Baxter Street Dudes ran their own basement playhouse, sarcastically called the Grand Duke’s Theater. Youngsters and slummers (“elephant hunters”) came from all over the city to run the gauntlet of rival gangs and to watch plays performed with stolen scenery and props.

         One great attraction of this world was its sexual licence—a definite plus within America’s puritan morality—but this only worked for the men. Stephen Crane’s scandalous 1896 novel Maggie: A Girl of the Streets traced the inexorable momentum of this unequal transaction. Blossoming “in a mud puddle”, his heroine has only her youth: “She began to see the bloom in her cheeks as something valuable.” Repelled by the prospect of sweatshop slave labour, Maggie enters into a relationship with a local gangster. Once he has  used her up, she can do nothing but become one of “the painted cohorts of the city”.

         Although prostitution was one of the principal gang industries, tough young women could also join the life on their own terms. Apart from the inevitable madams and saloon managers, there were female gangs that arose out of social clubs like the Lady Locusts, the Lady Liberties of the Fourth Ward, and the Lady Truck Drivers’ Assocation. The Battle Row Ladies’ Social and Athletic Club was affiliated to the Gophers: under the leadership of the ferocious Battle Annie, the Lady Gophers, as they were also known, had proven their worth in “frequent combats with the police”.

         Virtually all of the gang leaders were male, however: “big men” like Paul Kelly, the Five Pointers’ chief, and his henchman Biff Ellison, Dandy Johnny Dolan of the Whyos, and Monk Eastman, so powerful that his gang took his surname. Many successful gang leaders proclaimed their dominance by their dress: Asbury noted that “the really dangerous gangster, the killer, was more apt to be something of a dandy”. Kelly was “dapper, soft-spoken”, while Ellison “dearly loved to sprinkle himself with scent, of which he had his own private blend especially compounded by a druggist sworn to secrecy”.2

         Within the tenements of Manhattan, this subterranean society offered a theatrical but deadly inversion of all-American values. The successful gang leader was, to all intents and purposes, the mirror image of the successful college athlete, the prince of his own domain. His power meant that many young toughs would seek to emulate his every word and action. During the late 1890s, Eastman became “one of the most celebrated citizens of the East Side, and innumerable young men began to imitate him in speech and manner, so there came into being a Monk Eastman school of hoodlums and brawlers”.

         This heroic status served to mask the brutal realities of the gang world. For every successful boss, there were thousands of scuffling young toughs. While their chieftain might have been “a big man”, his followers were, literally, quite the opposite. Asbury observed that “in the course of years the misery and congestion of tenement life took their toll, and police and prison records show that the average gang member of the time of the Gophers, the Eastmans, and the Five Pointers was not more than five feet and three inches tall, and weighed between 120 and 135 pounds”.

         These lightweights further compounded the effects of malnutrition and poor housing by their ready appetite for alcohol and other stimulants, and the sheer danger of their chosen profession. With violence as their major motivating principle, they were more than likely to be knifed, shot, or beaten to death before they attained majority. Indeed, this actuarial probability meant that many were determined to experience what Luc Sante calls “the whole adult order of high and low sensations” during their second decade. By the time they were in their twenties, they were dead, in prison, or all used up. 

         Riis captured this intensity in his 1890 photograph. His subjects were not static but captured in a brief suspension between one “raid” and another. Their bravado was backed up by their random viciousness. The reformer was careful to note, “lest any reader be led into the error of supposing them to have been harmless young fellows”, that no more than half an hour after their encounter three members of the Montgomery Guards were arrested for a violent robbery on an elderly Jewish pedlar. They had tried to saw his head off, “just for fun. The sheeny cum along an’ the saw was there, so we socked it to him.”

         Coming from districts like Poverty Row, a tenement block on West 28th Street, youths like the Montgomery Guards had little chance but to band together to survive, and, once banded, to reproduce the might-is-right ethic that was their social reality. They saw the middle-aged man’s approach as a way to reinforce their group identity as a source of pride rather than shame. They hoped that, unlike the brutality of the police mug shot that would be their only other encounter with a camera, Riis’s photo would convince the world that they were big men rather than pint-sized, homicidal thugs.

         Their heartless bravado, however, reinforced the urgency of the reformers’ polemic. In 1893, the historian Frederick Jackson Turner argued in an influential address called “The Significance of the Frontier in America’s History” that the continent’s wild spaces had been finally tamed. The western migration for land and growth that had fuelled so much of the continent’s prosperity during the nineteenth century had reached its limit. There was hardly any more free land, and, after the failure of the Sioux “Ghost Dance” rebellion in the winter of 1890, almost no more American Indians outside their new reservations.

         The wild frontier spirit had found its new home in the metropolitan wastes, and, without a socially profitable outlet, had turned malignant. It was as though, just as they finally lost the continent that had been theirs for thousands and thousands of years, the Indians entered the spirits of the savage street children. “A Growler Gang in Session” revealed the uncomfortable truth: the continent held a new set of natives that needed taming. The young gangsters were coming out of the shadows: thousands upon thousands of potential Jesse Pomeroys blinking in the unaccustomed light.
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         By the turn of the century, juvenile delinquency had come to international attention as a serious social problem. In Juvenile Offenders, published during 1898, the criminologist W. Douglas Morrison observed that “whether we look at home or abroad, whether we consult the criminal returns of the Old World or the New, we invariably find juvenile criminality exhibiting a distinct tendency to increase. It is a problem which is not confined to any single community: it is confronting the whole family of nations; it is arising out of conditions which are common to civilization.”

         In Britain, youth crime became a national issue as the children of the urban working class elbowed their way into public awareness. As one 1898 newspaper report ran, “No one can have read the London, Liverpool, Birmingham, Manchester and Leeds papers and not know that the young street ruffian and prowler with his heavy belt, treacherous knife and dangerous pistol is amongst us. The question for every man who cares for streets that are safe after dark, decent when dark, not disgraced by filthy shouts and brutal deeds, is what is to be done with this new development of the city boy and the slum denizen?”

         However, this was not yet the result of American-style lawlessness but one by-product of the long, slow, and partial march of imperial prosperity. Although one-third of the population existed beneath the poverty line, for the upper working class, things were getting better—with improved housing and diet, more leisure facilities (soccer, holiday resorts, the music hall), and the increased production of consumer items for the new mass market. The growing visibility and increased freedoms of urban youth challenged an anxious bourgeoisie who were determined to see their vision of society prevail.

         Rebellious urban youth had been a problem from the mid-nineteenth century. After the garrotting scare of the early 1860s, there were regular press accounts of assaults, bank holiday carnivals, and gang brawls during the 1870s and 1880s. These “outbreaks of rowdyism”, as the critic Matthew Arnold called them, “tend to become less and less of trifles, to become more frequent rather than less frequent”, threatening “the profound order of settled order and security”. Reform had kept pace with this curve, with the institution in the 1850s of separate reformatories and industrial schools for offenders under sixteen.

         Education was the most important concern of adults during the 1870s and 1880s as far as youth was concerned. For many children, the new state schools’ insistence on religious instruction, compulsory sport, and corporal punishment turned attendance into a battleground. The 1880 Education Act was particularly unpopular because it held children in until the age of eleven: the principal financial burden would now be placed on the older youths who were often the family’s principal, if not only, means of support.

         Attendance under the new act began well: about 60 per cent during the 1880s. However, by the next decade truancy was the second most common offence committed by juveniles, as family survival came before education. The profusion of unskilled jobs for the fourteen- to eighteen-year-old age group affirmed their economic importance: porters, domestic servants, errand boys, street sellers. To a limited extent, this gave independence and money in the pocket, and at the same time, new consumer products were targeted at the young wage earners: clothes, entertainment, magazines, and comics.

         Compulsory school attendance resulted in an increasing pool of literate children, and a cross-class youth reading market grew accordingly. This had long been a battleground between “penny dreadfuls”, with their stories of rogues, murderers, vagabonds, and American Indians, and more improving products like the Boy’s Own Paper (1879), published by the Religious Tract Society. Following on from the success of the irreverent Ally Sloper’s Half Holiday (1884), a new breed of visual comics like Comic Cuts and Chips targeted the literate and “subliterate” alike.

         These two weeklies featured jokes, social observation, sundry vagabonds, and a high standard of illustration. Their combined circulation reached half a million in 1890, prompting a flood of imitators. In 1893, the first issue of Larks featured a front-page story about the Balls Pond Banditti, whose logo included a noose, a mask, and a stake: in six steps, the narrative followed “the enrolment of recruits”, “the oath of allegiance”, and “the council of war”. These tough, foul-mouthed teenage gang members both reflected and inverted their militaristic society: their war was not against a foreign power but adult authority.

         These stories, while shocking to many parents, found a ready market because they reflected their adolescent readers’ preferred activity: taking to the streets, ganging together, and annoying adults. What to its participants was “larking about”, the group experience that sometimes, out of boredom, desperation, or mutual encouragement, tipped into petty vandalism and worse, was to many bourgeois adults the breakdown of the “strong feudal habits of subordination and deference”. Their children thought otherwise.

         A new type of inner urban gang emerged. In a notorious 1890 incident, the “scuttlers” of Manchester held a free fight involving over five hundred youths. 
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               “AT SEVENTEEN, A FULLY FLEDGED HOOLIGAN”, FROM THE DAILY GRAPHIC NEWSPAPER

            

         

         The term originally came from Lancashire, where “scuttling” denoted the territorial fights enthusiastically held by neighbourhood gangs. During the 1890s, it came to denote a new national youth style, with its own dress and bloodcurdling terminology, that travelled from Manchester (the Forty Row, the Bengal Tiger), to Birmingham (the Peaky Blinders), to Liverpool (the High Rip), and East London (the Monkey’s Parade and the Bowry Boys).

         According to contemporary reports, the “professional scuttler” wore “a puncher’s cap”, “narrow-go-wides” trousers, narrow-toed brass-tipped clogs, and heavy customized belts with designs, picked out in metal pins, that included serpents, stars, and pierced hearts. The “boy expert” Charles Russell observed that the Mancunian variant wore “a loose white scarf”, with hair “well plastered down upon his forehead”, “a peaked cap rather over one eye”, and trousers “cut—like a sailor’s—with ‘bell bottoms’”. His girlfriend “commonly wore clogs and shawl and a skirt with vertical stripes”.

         Observers like Russell might have sought to place the scuttler within the tradition of youthful high spirits, but press reports from the period tell a darker story. In 1892 there was a sensational murder case in Manchester featuring three sixteen-year-old members of the Lime Street gang, who “dosed” a rival gang member with a knife in the back. The killer, William Willan, was led away barefooted from the court, screaming, “Oh, master, don’t, have mercy on me. I’m only sixteen, I’m dying.” Violence was also racially directed: in one famous 1897 case, an Armenian immigrant was murdered by a South London gang.

         During August 1898, these disturbances exploded into a national scandal. It was an unusually hot summer: as The Times editorialized, “Does the great heat fire the blood of the London rough or street arab, with an effect analogous to that of a southern climate upon the hot-blooded Italian or Provençal?” The August bank holiday celebrations resulted in a wave of arrests in the capital for public order offences: drunkenness, fighting, street robberies, and assaults on the police. Finding their traditional epithets inadequate, the press introduced a new name: the hooligan.3

         With its pejorative Irish associations, this offered a useful shorthand that defined an urgent social problem. Every gang disturbance that summer was marked by this new term, whether it be the Lion Boys and the Pistol Gang from Clerkenwell, the Drury Lane Boys, or the Fulham Boys. The participants themselves readily assumed the press’s estimation of their activities. In one widely publicized incident, members of the Somers Town Boys overturned an ice-cream barrow belonging to an Italian vendor and assaulted the police. As they ran away, they were heard to shout, “Look out for the Hooligan gang.”

         For the first time, English newspapers made an explicit link between dress and delinquency. The Daily Graphic took detailed notes of one Mohicaned defendant during the summer of 1898: “His hair had been clipped as closely as possible to the scalp, with the exception of a small patch on the crown of the head, which was pulled down over the forehead to form a fringe.” Shortly afterwards, the same paper dissected the hooligan uniform: “All of them have a peculiar muffler twisted around the neck, a cap set rakishly forward, well over the eyes, and trousers very tight at the knee and very loose at the foot.”

         In his 1899 novel, The Hooligan Nights, Clarence Rook marked out his hero, the seventeen-year-old Alf, as “prepared for conflict” by his dress. In this new type, dandyism coexisted with violence: “Round his throat he wore the blue neckerchief, spotted with white, which my memory will always support him; beneath that a light jersey.” The “strong leathern belt” of the scuttler was not his only weapon: “Diving into his breast pocket, and glancing cautiously round, he drew out a handy looking chopper which he poised for a moment, as though reassuring himself of its balance.” 

         Rook delineated a new urban type that did not accord with the thuggish brute of popular imagination. Alf “stands 5 foot 7 inches. He is light, active and muscular. His face is by no means brutal; it is intelligent, and gives evidence of a highly-strung nature. The eyes are his most remarkable feature. They seem to look all around his head, like the eyes of a bird; when he is angry they gleam with a fury that is almost demoniacal.” Dealing “from infancy in realities”, Alf was a hardheaded, elusive, chameleonlike young man perfectly adapted to the exigencies of contemporary metropolitan life.

         Published within months of the 1898 panic, Rook’s account of this young South Londoner “who held by the Hooligan tradition” was unusually balanced. His purpose was to offer “a photograph of the young man who walks to and fro in your midst, ready to pick your pocket, rifle your house, and even bash you in a dark corner if it is made worth his while”. To those who complained that he was presenting crime in “alluring colours”, he offered the defence of reportage: “I do not commend the ways of my young friend, or even apologize for them. I simply set him before you as a fact that must be dealt with.”

         From their point of view, the hooligans and the scuttlers were attempting to become masters of their own destiny. Ganging together and involving themselves in territorial disputes was a way of asserting themselves, of seeing a bit of excitement, and of transcending a dead-end way of life. However, not all adults were as understanding as Alf’s amanuensis. Having been demonized by the press, the scuttlers and the hooligans received condign punishment in the years to come. Once caught, they appeared, as one observer noted, “in droves before the courts, often to receive savage sentences”.

         The hooligan flared in the press in the late 1890s as a threat to society, but this was a type that reflected the values of its rulers through a barely distorted prism. Clarence Rook’s young hero beat up his girl and thought that foreigners were “a class of person” to be held in “great contempt”. In a direct echo of Henry Newbolt’s public school exhortation, Alf also felt that the policeman, although he might be the natural enemy, “plays the game, and is entitled to be treated accordingly”. As he concluded: “You should not kill him, so long as he plays the game, and the game has not lives for stakes.”

         However, the hooligan scandal gave extra urgency to the calls for the reform of Britain’s policy for delinquent youth. General Booth’s Salvationist doctrine, which suggested mass shipments out of the slums into the colonies, was not a viable option. By the end of the century this was a problem so pressing that even the fictional Alf was canvassed for his expert opinion. He advised catching “the criminal young”: “lift him clean out of his surroundings and teach him a trade. Make him a sailor, a soldier, teach him carpentry, bricklaying, anything that will give him regular employment and regular pay.”
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         Two years after the hooligan summer, another type of highly visible young villain assumed a national stage. During December 1900, a journalist named Henry Fourquier sarcastically announced in Le Matin that Paris was lucky enough to have a tribe of Apaches who appeared to have swapped the Rocky Mountains for a particularly insalubrious district of the capital. He defined them as semi-nomadic youngsters without any obvious parental influence who were helping to muster what the police called an army of criminals.

         The Apaches first made the press during the summer as the latest in a number of inner urban gangs with lurid names like Les Coeurs d’Acier (Hearts of Steel), Les Aristos, and Les Riffaudes. The origin of the name was obscure, but according to the crime historian Claude Dubois, it was the inevitable product of a French fascination with American Indians and American culture that had begun with James Fenimore Cooper’s 1826 novel The Last of the Mohicans. By the 1860s, the term “Peaux-Rouges” (redskins) was used to describe the more visible young denizens of the Parisian underworld.

         It was possible that the term “Apache” was a punning play on Paris, their city of origin, but it was their extravagant dress that made Apaches stand out. This consisted of a black jacket with a coloured shirt underneath, sometimes worn with a foulard scarf. The most striking element of their garb was their “tummyache” pants. These were roughly made felt trousers with watch pockets that were baggy enough to allow the toughs to bunch them from the pockets as if they all had serious stomach ailments. The whole ensemble was topped off with a flat cap, tattoos, and a sarcastic air of bourgeois hauteur.

         Until the winter of 1901, the Apache was a local phenomenon. However, the sensational trial of Joseph Pleigneur, a.k.a. Manda, for the stabbing of Dominique Leca helped to broadcast the type to a wider public. It was not an edifying tale: Manda and Leca were both Parisian pimps, and the fight had occurred over a young prostitute, Amelie Helie, also known as Casque d’Or (Head of Gold), who had been both girlfriend and employee to both men. The Parisian press went to town over the affair, and even though the Apaches had not been directly involved, they got roped into this underworld scandal. 

         During the first few months of 1902, these inner urban savages were rarely out of Le Matin and Le Journal, dailies with circulations of over a million. The term “Paris Apache” came to serve for all youth misdeeds. Apache parodies sprang up in the clubs of Montmartre, speaking pidgin Indian talk: “Casque à Manda casqua; plaqua Leca, l’apache.” By the time the trial of Manda began in late May, the whole affair had become such a circus that Amelie Helie burst out in court, “Les Apaches! Les Mohicans! Casque d’Or! Tout ça c’est des inventions des journalistes. Entre nous, on s’appelle les copains!”4

         Like the hooligans, the Apaches were essentially a media creation that amplified the criminal activities of a small section of French youth into a generalized climate of fear. However, the furore had an unintended result. While both Manda and Leca were packed off to the French penal colonies in Guyana—never to return—the style with which they had been associated began to spread out of the inner city into the suburbs, from the disenfranchised urban poor to the disaffected young worker. What the press had seen as a juicy scandal, the disaffected young saw as a rallying call.

         In her vivid reconstruction, Michelle Perrot describes the Apache as “a young man, eighteen to twenty years old, who lives in the city with a group. He is a young worker from the urban, mainly Parisian peripheries; his gang or group is named for his neighbourhood, and he is in conflict with his family. He rejects salaried work and his parents’ proletarian situation, as well as being ‘down and out’.” Factories and poverty are his nightmare; he has unfulfilled desires for consumption. He likes to wander, to stroll the large boulevards; an outsider, hailing from the suburbs, he wants to be in the heart of the city.

         
            He is well dressed in a silk scarf and a cap, and most important, well shod. An airy elegance causes him to be labelled effeminate by the workers from the city’s outskirts. He is always ready to hop into an automobile, a car being the supreme ambition. The Apache dreams of outings, friends, and love. He likes dancing and girls. In Apache gangs, the status of women is ambiguous, both free—they’ll gladly switch men if they are no longer satisfied—and subjugated. The men fight for the women, the women sell themselves for the men—who act partly as pimps.

            Money counts, but not money alone. Attraction plays a large part in the formation of couples. The Apache is sentimental, a dandy who knows the ropes, has a sense of honour, and a taste for distinction. He doesn’t resign himself to anything. He wants to see his name in the papers. An instinctual anarchist, he considers theft to be fair restitution and practices “individual recovery” on the bourgeois, or “suckers” who fall into his hands. Spending time in the prison of Fresnes, the great Parisian penitentiary that was inaugurated in 1898, is practically a rite of initiation. 

         

         Like the hooligan scandal, the arrival of the Apache was used by the advocates of law and order to counter what they called a “crisis in punishment”. Embodying a frightening rise in juvenile delinquency, these voyous could only be dealt with by whipping and other forms of corporal punishment. They were even invoked to prevent the abolition of the death penalty in France. During the decade after the Casque d’Or affair, the Apache became less attached to a particular type but became a catchall word—like hooligan over the Channel—to denote any kind of ruffian or petty criminal.

         While it was designed to raise awareness of a social problem and, therefore, to make solutions possible, the publicity surrounding youth crime in Britain, America, and Europe in the last decade of the nineteenth century had an ambiguous effect. From the reporters’ point of view, delinquency was a disturbing new phenomenon that brought savagery, if not actual war, right into the heart of the community. Depending on which side of the fence you stood, the solution was either the improvement of inner urban conditions or a swift dispatch into the army, or, even better, the darkest colonial corners.

         
            1. A growler is a jug filled with stale or cheap beer.

            2. Ellison also ran a saloon that catered to homosexuals, nicknamed Paresis Hall after the medical effects of syphilis.

            3. The exact origin of the term is shrouded in mystery. Writing in 1899, Clarence Rook isolated a particular individual, Patrick Hooligan, as the “Buddha” or “Mahomet” of this “cult”, and gave a brief biographical sketch of a Lambeth bouncer who killed a policeman and subsequently died in prison: “There is little that is remarkable in this career. But the man must have had a forceful personality, a picturesqueness, a fascination, which elevated him into a type … anyhow, though his individuality may be obscured by legend, he lived, and died, and left a great tradition behind him.” It seems fair to regard this as more mythmaking than autobiography. In his survey of the term’s origin, Geoffrey Pearson cites various possibilities: a corruption of the American “hoodlum”; two brothers called Hoolehan who were prizefighters; an adaptation from the name of a swindler—Mr Edward Hooley—who was in the headlines at the same time.

            4. “Apaches! Mohicans! Golden Head! All of that is the invention of journalists. We call ourselves mates.”

         

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER 4

            “A Sudden Vision of Heaven”

            L. Frank Baum and the Dreamland of Oz
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            A daytime thought may very well play the part of entrepreneur for a dream; but the entrepreneur, who, as people say, has the idea and the initiative to carry it out, can do nothing without capital; he needs a capitalist who can afford the outlay, and the capitalist who provides the physical outlay for the dream is invariably and indisputably, whatever may be the thoughts of the previous day, a wish from the unconscious.

            —Sigmund Freud, The Interpretation of Dreams (1900)
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               ANNA LAUGHLIN AS DOROTHY IN THE MUSICAL EXTRAVAGANZA THE WIZARD OF OZ, 1902

            

         

         DURING THE SUMMER of 1893, Helen Keller visited the World’s Columbian Exposition, the huge fair held on the outskirts of Chicago to celebrate the four hundredth anniversary of America’s discovery. She recalled “with unmixed delight those days when a thousand childish fancies became beautiful realities. Every day in imagination I made a trip around the world, and I saw many wonders from the uttermost parts of the earth—marvels of invention, treasures of industry and skill and all the activities of human life.”

         In Gilded Age America, youth was inextricably intertwined with fantasy, fancy, and commercialized dreamscapes. Helen Keller embodied this connection to a heightened degree: with no hearing, no voice, and no sight, she was locked within her senses and forced to rely, to a considerable degree, on her imagination. By the 1890s, thanks to her courageous surmounting of these adversities, she had become one of America’s best-known young people: she was granted an audience with the president and was befriended by Dr Alexander Graham Bell, the inventor of the telephone.

         This visit to the Expo was a highlight of her life. Taking in the “glories of the Fair through her fingertips”, Keller was transported: “It was a sort of tangible kaleidoscope, this white city of the West. Everything fascinated me, especially the French bronzes. They were so lifelike I thought they were angel visions which the artist had caught and bound in earthly forms.” Her rapture was echoed by other young visitors, who were dazzled by the exhibits and the concessions selling souvenirs, popcorn, hamburgers, and soda. For them “it was like getting a sudden vision of heaven”.

         With 50,000 exhibitors from fifty countries, the size and scope of the Chicago Expo was unprecedented. Between the beginning of May and the end of October 1893, the site was visited by one-quarter of the then total population of the United States. As no other event had done before, it offered a complete snapshot of a continent at its moment of self-definition. This was, above all, the international launch of America, its industry, its culture, and its perception as a way of life to rival Europe. It was, according to the traveller and diarist Henry Adams, “the first expression of American thought as a unity”.

         With its sparkling white Beaux-Arts architecture and massive scale, the 633-acre Jackson Park site was a staged illusion that had the power to transform reality through sheer force of will. For some Europeans, it had the quality of a hallucination: a German visitor noted that he was afraid to close his eyes because all would “disappear as if in a dream”. Most Americans shared this sense of wonder. As Henry Adams remembered, “Here was a breach of continuity—a rupture in historical sequence! Was it real, or only apparent?” 

         After the 1893 Expo, America would not only be defined by the incredible fertility of its commercial and technological prowess, but also by its ability to create tangible dreams out of thin air. A youthful sense of innocence was an integral part of this showman’s trick; indeed, it was the very element that gave it the vital ingredient of sincerity. It also keyed into America’s own self-definition as a young country. Within a continent that would be defined by its appetite for pleasure, the intensity of youth was elevated into a national principle.
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         Among the 27 million Expo visitors was a thirty-seven-year-old travelling salesman. By 1893, L. Frank Baum had already been through several careers as a playwright, a store owner, and a newspaper editor. Two years previously, he had moved with his wife and four children from the South Dakota wilderness to Chicago. Once the White City was open, Baum visited the site several times. With his highly developed admiration for the fantastic and the childlike, he was dazzled by this walled city where “everyone seemed happy and contented and prosperous”.

         At the same time, a young illustrator named W. W. Denslow was busy capturing the wonder of the Expo: “It is literally stunning, the immensity of the thing,” he wrote in his diary. According to Michael Hearn, “Denslow spent nearly every day of the exposition at the White City, sketching the sights and characters for the Chicago Herald.” Denslow was also fascinated by the artificial, eclectic, and transient nature of the site’s apparently monumental buildings: “My first thoughts were, knowing that they are only intended for short use of six months, was what a magnificent ruin they must make when all is finished.”

         Both men filed these impressions away for future use. With his interest in the holistic creed of Theosophy, Baum was well aware of “the innate longing in our natures to unravel the mysterious; to seek for some explanation, however fictitious, of the unexplainable in nature and our daily existence”. As the decade wore on, he found a new vocation as an author: after the publication of Mother Goose in Prose in 1897, he decided to write a new kind of children’s story that would also attempt to capture America at a crux moment in its history.

         In November 1899, the team behind the year’s most successful children’s book, Father Goose, presented their next project to publisher George M. Hill. The Emerald City was to be illustrated by Denslow and written by Baum. Published the next August as The Wonderful Wizard of Oz, the book featured twenty-four colour plates and over one hundred illustrations within an arresting green and red cover. It sold out its first printing within two weeks and became the bestselling children’s book of the 1900 Christmas season.

         Oz was designed as a break with tradition. Baum wrote in his introduction, “Modern education includes morality; therefore the modern child seeks only entertainment in its wonder-tales and and gladly dispenses with all disagreeable incident. Having this thought in mind, the story of ‘The Wonderful Wizard of Oz’ was written solely to pleasure children of today. It aspires to being a modern fairy-tale, in which the wonderment and joy are retained, and the heartaches and nightmares are left out.” This was an American story, full of “exciting adventures”, “unexpected difficulties”, and “marvelous escapes”.

         In his aim to overcome “the old-time fairy tale”, Baum opened and closed his story within a recognizable late-nineteenth-century America: the “great gray prairie” of Kansas in the grip of agricultural depression. Dorothy begins the book as an orphan, living with her aunt and uncle; her dog Toto is the one light in her life. Caught up in a twister, she is “suddenly whisked away from her own country and set down in the midst of a strange land”. Oz is fantastic, saturated in colour, full of tiny people, anthropomorphic beasts, and all-powerful witches: the plot centres around acts of magic and transformation.

         This imaginary land, however, was rooted in American actuality. Just as the grey prairie of Kansas was taken from Baum’s hardscrabbling life in South Dakota, the Emerald City that gave the book its first title was inspired by the instant White City of the 1893 Expo. Denslow had been particularly struck by its fantastic architecture, and the original editions of Oz contained a chapter-head illustration of emerald-topped minarets and domes, with the only entrance in the shape of an emerald-eyed face, as well as a long-shot view of the city’s domed and towered skyline.

         This connection was reinforced by Baum’s description of the city with its guards, bustling shops selling “green candy and green pop-corn”, and technologically driven comfort. Here illusion became perception: as the Wizard finally admitted, “Just to amuse myself, and keep the good people busy, I ordered them to build this city, and my palace: they did it all willingly and well. Then I thought, as the country was so green and beautiful, I would call it the Emerald City, and to make the name fit better I put green spectacles on all the people, so that everything they saw was green.”

         Immediately enthralling to children, The Wonderful Wizard of Oz also appealed to adults as a work of psychological depth. Published within months of Sigmund Freud’s The Interpretation of Dreams, Baum’s narrative was bookended by powerful evocations of flying and falling: an archetypal dream state within which, according to Freud, “the pleasurable feelings attached to these experiences are transformed into anxiety”. Despite Baum’s avowed intent to leave out the musty nightmares of European folk tales, Oz was full of trickery, dismemberment, and pervasive fear.

         Freud believed that dreams were the product of the conflict between unconscious forces—primitive urges of a sexual or destructive nature—and the conscious controls demanded by civilization. “Since our daytime thinking produces psychical denials of various sorts—judgements, inferences, denials, expectations, intentions and so on—why should it during the night be obliged to restrict itself to the production of wishes alone? Are there not, on the contrary, numerous dreams which show us psychical acts of other kinds—worries for instance—transformed into dream-shape?”

         Dreams were, therefore, not just random fantasies but psychic clues into what was repressed by modern civilization. “What once dominated waking life, while the mind was still young and incompetent, seems now to have been banished into the night—just as the primitive weapons, the bows and arrows, that have been abandoned by adult men, turn up once more in the nursery.” The keyword, however, was “seems”. The sheer incidence of the various pathologies discussed by Freud revealed that this atavism was far from being extirpated: indeed, it threatened to burst out at any moment.

         “The unconscious is the true psychical reality,” Freud wrote in 1900. His conclusion would have many different applications. Both The Wonderful Wizard of Oz and The Interpretation of Dreams were published at the moment when American business life was actively seeking to give unconscious drives and visions physical, indeed commodified, form. This was to serve the new economic and social order of materialistic emulation that the Chicago sociologist Thorstein Veblen, in his 1899 polemic The Theory of the Leisure Class, called “conspicuous consumption”.
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         During the late nineteenth century, the public appetite for the printed word rapidly increased, whether in books, magazines, newspapers, or advertisements. Pictorial and verbal imagery became an integral part of the new urban landscape and a vital part of the new mass psychology. As Gustave Le Bon had warned, “The crowd thinks in images, and the image itself immediately calls up a series of other images, having no logical connection with the first. We can easily conceive this state by thinking of the fantastic succession of ideas to which we are sometimes led by calling up in our minds any fact.”

         The image had been the very thing excoriated by Puritan teaching, and its mass production marked the decline of America’s founding religion and its supplanting by a new, secular pantheon. The 1890s witnessed a profound change of values, summarized by T. J. Jackson Lears and Richard Wightman Fox as “the shift from Protestant salvation in the next world to therapeutic selfrealization in this one”. Within this new morality, the old ideals of abnegation and transcendence were supplanted by “new ideals of self-fulfillment and immediate gratification”.

         The old certainties were no longer sufficient. In the drive to materialism, the experiences and desires of the country’s internal migrants, fleeing the bleak depression of a collapsed rural economy, and its second-generation immigrants, freed from the static European world of their parents, were of vital importance. The White City of 1893 affirmed that the American genius was in showmanship, spectacle, accumulation, and the instant realization of pleasure: a new kind of imaginative vision elevated into a national principle that would bond all these disparate peoples together.

         Fulfilling both economic creed and desperate need, dreams came to define America. Visions became money, given tangible form in theme parks, kinetoscopes, tabloids, bestselling books, sheet music, and the cornucopia of consumer goods to be found in department stores or mail-order catalogues. All these new products offered an immediate step outside the exigencies of everyday reality, a consolation for lost freedoms and a celebration of the metropolitan lifestyle. Salvation was to be found through consumption: you became what you bought. You bought your dreams.

         Thanks to the great showman/trickster P. T. Barnum, making the product irresistible had already become established as a particular American talent. At the turn of the century, however, advertisers began to work with new film and print technology and the new psychology to go further—into the shaping of conscious and unconscious desires. Underlying this ethos was an attitude to identity that reflected the experience of many Americans, cut off from the past: that identity was not simple and fixed, but fluid and socially constructed—a personal as well as a national becoming.

         From a Victorian morality that valued prudence and caution in times of scarcity came a luxuriant, therapeutic ethos that extolled the new abundance of objects. Americans already consumed huge quantities of patent medicines, which proclaimed themselves as tonics for every malady under the sun: “all nervous disorders, bilious complaints, loss of appetite and general debility.” Snake oil and American Indian lore were only the rawer version of more mainstream advertising, which from the 1890s on promoted its products in terms of “vim and bounce” to a country obsessed by health and vitality. 

         Predicated on future wealth rather than scarcity, this new vitalism promised fresh energy in fluid identity, with self-development and self-fulfilment as its ultimate goal, and the intensity of the moment as its keynote. This accorded with the forging of an authentically new American perception in compressed, futuristic urban environments like the Loop, the business district of Chicago.1 Whereas time for Europeans was seen in a sequence of events, with the present following the past, for more and more Americans time represented a total instantaneity, an infinitely prolongable NOW!

         Within these man-made vortices, the young, with their superior cerebral cortices and greater physical strength, would ultimately prevail. Indeed, a major part of what the French philosopher Henri Bergson called this élan vital was the attraction of youth. If fitness and health were desirable to American society, then youth, which naturally embodies these qualities, became an attractive ideal to all ages. By the 1900s, advertisers were using upper-middleclass university students to promote fashion garments and sporting goods, in the aspirational ethos that Veblen had so well defined as “pecuniary emulation”.

         Women played an important part in this new, inner-directed ethos. With the demarcation of the home as “the woman’s sphere”, most decisions about consumption were left in the hands of the house’s “sovereign mistress”. The spread of white-collar employment offered freedoms for women that were as yet inconceivable in Europe. Advertisers began to use young, attractive females to sell cosmetics, clothes, and gas stoves. In a turn-of-the-century Quaker Oats campaign, the drawing of a strapping young woman was accompanied by the tagline “It puts off Old Age by nourishing the entire system”.
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         An important part of America’s vitalist dream economy was the burgeoning music industry. After the unprecedented 1892 success of Charles K. Harris’s million-seller “After the Ball”, Tin Pan Alley began to expand rapidly: in 1900, two billion copies of sheet music were sold. Popular song became part of America’s new national identity. Within this demotic style, actual musical competence was unimportant in the face of intense emotional expression and rhythmic excitement. Like advertising itself, America’s popular songs fitted the country’s self-definition as an “assertive, pugnacious democracy”. 

         The popular song itself was aggressively advertised from its very inception: Charles K. Harris personally paid to have “After the Ball” inserted into the hit show A Trip to Chinatown. In a booklet called How to Write a Popular Song, he advised his readers to “look at newspapers for your story-line”, to “acquaint yourself with the style in vogue”, and to “know the copyright laws”. Staffed by recent immigrants and the children of the lower middle class, the popular music industry readily struck a chord with its core audience, being unafraid of raw emotion, sentimentality, and heart-wrenching scenarios.

         However, for many young Americans, lachrymose weepies like “After the Ball” did not fit the bill. They wanted something that better accentuated their sizzling synapses, and they began to find it in the new music that was all around them, even if it was still ignored by the music industry. In Maggie, Stephen Crane’s heroine and her gangster lover enter a downtown saloon where an “orchestra played negro melodies and a versatile drummer pounded, whacked, clattered and scratched on a dozen machines to make noise”. The drifting sound of the music “made the girl dream”.

         Popular music provided one way that blacks could begin to enter American society. Despite the efforts of politicians like Booker T. Washington, who was invited to the White House by Theodore Roosevelt in 1901, life for most Negroes was grim. The lynching statistics—over one hundred a year during the 1890s—were only the tip of the iceberg. “Most had no future nor hope of acquiring any,” writes Louis Armstrong’s biographer James Lincoln Collier. “They could look forward to nothing but work, poverty, disease and death. A philosophy of carpe diem [was] the only sensible position in such circumstances.”

         A hard core concentrated on pleasure, on the heightened sensations of the moment, in the red-light areas to be found in cities all over America: Chicago, St Louis, Kansas, New Orleans. During the last quarter of the nineteenth century, the spread of these districts provided regular employment for the large pool of travelling musicians. Playing in the saloons and clubs became a viable rite of passage for many young black men and women.2 The wider American public’s taste for Negro music had already been whetted by the popularity of minstrelsy, and by the late 1890s, it was ready for something less ersatz.

         During 1898, ragtime exploded as a national craze. A type of music that joined the ragged rhythms of the honky-tonks with the two-step pulse of the classic John Philip Sousa march, it came to take in a lifestyle of dancing (the novelty step called the cakewalk), fashions, and even language. As one song observed, “Got ragtime habits and I talk that way / I sleep in ragtime and I rag all day / Got ragtime troubles with my ragtime wife / I’m certainly living a ragtime life.” Playing off the old against the new in two-handed syncopation, it captured the ebullient turmoil of a continent in transition. 

         Ragtime had been heard at the 1893 Expo: not in the walled city, but in the dives surrounding the site. The first rag publication by a white bandleader in January 1897 was followed by more rags by black musicians. Of these, Scott Joplin’s 1899 “Maple Leaf Rag” was the best and the most popular. With its contrasting rhythms and hypnotic melodies, ragtime quickly crossed the boundaries of class and race. A snapshot from 1903 had Joplin playing live at a white party, where the young crowd “just loved it and when the party was over … asked … for his name so they could give a dance and have him play”.

         However, there was an uneasy trade-off within the exposure of this outcast form to the mainstream. Young white fans responded to the wildness highlighted by the new buzzword, “hot”, which denoted sex, glamorous clothes, and above all the sheer intensity of the moment. At the same time an outraged cultural establishment, appalled by the threat of miscegenation, called ragtime a “virulent poison, which, in the form of a malarious epidemic, is finding its way into the homes and brains of the youth to such an extent as to arouse suspicions of their sanity”.

         The problem was that Americans could not help but take the promises of the Constitution seriously. If this was to be a country that enshrined equality—indeed, if popular music was to be truly of the people—then it should be available to all regardless of creed, nationality, or race. The sheer persuasiveness of the demotic propaganda pumped out by America’s popular arts meant that they would become irrevocably charged, to no little degree, with the enfranchising impulse. This would extend not just to Negroes, but to every other group of outsiders, among whom youth would begin to identify themselves.
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         Although it fuelled this surge of popular culture, the American genius for showmanship cloaked urgent social problems. The 1893 Expo was a perfect case in point, a shimmering white city shadowed by its twin, the monolithic black city only a few miles down the lakeshore. By the time of the fair, Chicago had doubled in size within a decade. Although it was the crucible of innovations like the skyscraper, the elevator, and the assembly line, it bore all the scars of unrestricted expansion. With its polluted air and foul stockyard smells, it had overtaken Manhattan in its squalor and its ultra-modernity. 

         Most of the recent arrivals were immigrants: 78 per cent of the city’s population were the children of parents born outside the United States—in Italy, Ireland, Germany, Eastern Europe. Conditions for most of these new citizens were grim. The pressures of adaptation from a European past to the city of tomorrow bore down particularly hard on immigrant children. Caught between two continents, second-generation Americans instinctively itched to break with what the social worker and writer Jane Addams called “Old World customs” but did not have the parental support to become functioning citizens.

         The alienation that existed between the child who had known nothing but America and the parents who still harked back to the country that they left—often to the point of barely speaking English—could only increase during puberty. So they went their own way. It was this casting off from all known moorings that concerned Addams; from the mid-1890s on, she began to record her dealings with the troubled youth of Chicago. “Industrialism has gathered together multitudes of eager young creatures from all quarters of the earth,” she wrote, but there were no facilities to cater to their deeper needs.

         One of the first generation of American women to graduate from college, Addams rejected the then available female career options of medicine, teaching, and missionary work. While in London, she visited Toynbee Hall and took away its missionary zeal. On her return to the United States, Addams set up Hull House within a predominantly immigrant neighbourhood in order to give practical and aesthetic uplift to the women of the district. Although the settlement’s initial focus was cultural, conditions in Chicago soon brought Addams into direct confrontation with the city’s serious social problems.

         She found that the perennial problem of pubescent discipline was exacerbated by the fact that the young went to work at the age of fourteen or under. “In vast regions of the city which are completely dominated by the factory,” she noted, “it is as if the development of industry had outrun all the educational and social arrangements.” The sterility and filth of the work environment curdled the “spontaneous joy” of the young into loneliness, or the nihilism expressed by Stephen Crane’s Jimmy: “After a time his sneer grew so that it turned its glare upon all things. He became so sharp that he believed in nothing.”

         However, their wages gave the working young the freedom to “spend it as they choose in the midst of vice deliberately disguised as pleasure”. Youth was a “difficult” period everywhere, Addams wrote in the book that collected her writings on the topic, The Spirit of Youth and the City Streets, “but it seems at times as if a great city almost deliberately increased its perils.” Within the metropolitan sensorium of a continent that was beginning to define itself through the aptitude for pleasure and its industrial production, the perennial youthful desire for excitement was heightened, if not actively overstimulated.

         With its soulless saloons and its huge dance halls that reeked of loneliness, inner-city Chicago offered bright lights in place of real community, exploitation instead of value. “The newly awakened senses are appealed to by all that is gaudy and sensual,” Addams wrote, “by the flippant street music, the highly colored theater posters, the trashy love stories, the feathered hats, the cheap heroics of the revolvers displayed in the pawn-shop windows. This fundamental susceptability is thus evoked without a corresponding stir of the higher imagination, and the result is as dangerous as possible.”

         In some cases, the “perfervid imagination” of the city’s young led them into even more dangerous territory. Addams observed that “this same love of excitement, the desire to jump out of the humdrum experience of life, also induces boys to experiment with drinks and drugs to a surprising extent”. Cocaine in particular stimulated the “desire to dream and see visions”. One user told her that “in his dreams he saw large rooms paved with gold and silver money, the walls papered in greenbacks, and that he took away in buckets all that he could carry”.

         Drugs were an integral part of American life: the ideal tonics for the citizens of a country that demanded superhuman qualities in its dash for economic growth. The Civil War had introduced the use of morphine on a national basis, while emigrating Chinese had brought opium into the inner cities. Cocaine was then seen as an even poorer high, the preserve of prostitutes, gangsters, and slum children. Offering effects both stimulating and analgesic, hopping them up and making them impervious to pain, it was a drug well suited to their harsh circumstances.3

         However, dope was not then lashed to a critical generational ideology: rather, it was part of an inner urban culture of deep dissolution that adhered to all-American values as if through a glass darkly. The materialistic visions described by Addams’s informant tallied with the artificial paradises invoked by the contemporary folk song “Willie the Weeper”. This was a Kubla Khan expressed in New World terms: “Got a ruby-bush, a diamond-mine, / An emerald-tree, a sapphire-vine, / Hundreds of railroads that run for miles, / A thousand dollars worth of coke stacked up in piles.”

         Although it attracted much public alarm, this outlaw taste simply echoed America’s obsession with patent medicines. During the early 1890s, the cocaine-based soft drink Coca-Cola was promoted as a pick-me-up. At the same time, popular over-the-counter medicines like Ryno’s Hay Fever and Catarrh Remedy consisted of nearly 100 per cent pure cocaine. Its unwitting consumers got hooked: “It is ruining our boys,” one father wrote to the authorities of the US Bureau of Chemistry. “I have a son that has been using it and have tried for the last year to break him from it, but no use as long as he can get it.”

         The use of these strong drugs matched the overstimulated environment of the American metropolis, as well as reinforcing the new continent’s craving for dreams of any type. At the same time, their overuse further telescoped the lives of young gangsters, already foreshortened by poverty and the danger inherent in their way of life. Cocaine was more troublesome than morphine because its effects were euphoric. Demanding an almost instantaneous replenishment, it turned young criminals into the most avid of consumers at the same time as it jammed them into an eternal present.

         This all-consuming concentration on the moment crossed classes and markets. It was the hallmark of the bohemian sensibility that had been inspired by the hell-bent example of Edgar Allan Poe and given an aesthetic boost by Oscar Wilde’s controversial year-long tour of America in 1882. The unprecedented 1894 success of George du Maurier’s Trilby, with its attendant marketing of sausages, ice cream, cigars, and the famous hat, turned bohemianism into a style. It was particularly attractive to young women, who, according to Luc Sante, “derived from it the courage to call themselves artists and bachelor girls, to smoke cigarettes and drink Chianti”.

         Bohemia showcased a new kind of aristocracy predicated on talent and fame rather than birth. This was the central premise of Trilby and Theodore Dreiser’s bestselling Sister Carrie. In these moralistic novels, however, there was a price to pay for this elevation: the cutting of ties with the environment that nurtured the talent, added to the scars left by years of poverty and struggle. Du Maurier made sure that Trilby, prematurely aged by the hypnosis that made her a star, ended up as surely doomed as Young Werther. She had lived too intensely, had burned up.

         At the same time, these extreme lifestyles were diluted and promoted for mass consumption within America. “While avant-garde bohemians dramatized the appeal of life in extremis,” Jackson Lears observes, the “captains of a nascent ‘leisure industry’ played to the yearning for intense experience at all social levels. They commodified titillation at cabarets and in amusement parks; they catered to the anxious businessman as well as the bored shop girl; they assimiliated immigrants and WASPs in a new mass audience. Roller coasters, exotic dancers and hootchy kootchy girls all promised temporary escapes.”

         There was an undertow to this pleasure-derived ethos that could not be ignored. Intensity might have been youthful and romantic, but it did not make for a long life. The nexus of values between an expanding entertainment industry, the avant-garde, and the dispossessed was full of potential pitfalls. The new media encouraged the short-term thinking, the concentration on the instant, and the fantastic solutions ascribed at the time to children and pubescent youth, at the same time as they excited fundamental human impulses. They promised an alluring but unstable form of mass control.

         The new metropolis sucked in thousands upon thousands of people from all over rural America and old Europe. They came fleeing the great grey prairies or worse, in search of a life where they could be freed from the struggle for bare survival. To be a full citizen of these walled environments, however, they not only had to overcome the threat of death by violence or narcosis, but also to collude in the perceptual demands made by the cities’ rulers. Having navigated all these temptations and dangers, they found that they lived in a magical world that was nothing less than a conjurer’s trick.

         All they had to do was take off the emerald glasses, but, as Baum fully understood, the confidence trickster is only successful when he hooks into the dreams and desires of his mark. That’s when the fake becomes real. It was no accident that his book was called The Wonderful Wizard of Oz. Although his central character was a fraud, he was also the embodiment of this new land, summarizing the American engine of exchange: “In this country, everyone must pay for everything he gets.” Indeed with his populist rationale—“I’m just a common man”—the Wizard defined that new capitalist figure: the media magnate.

         The twentieth century demanded new myths, and Oz was not only one of the very first, but would be one of the most enduring. Together with The Interpretation of Dreams, it stood at a crucial moment in the Western conception of youth. If the new economy of desire had begun to deep-mine the world of the child, then Freud began to open up the hitherto hidden area of infantile sexuality, the drive usually associated with puberty, and the mythic taboo at the heart of the family system. If these fundamental, explosive urges were there to be triggered, then there would be a hitherto unexpected chimera.

         Just as the apparent innocence of Oz—defining the childlike sense of wonder that remains part of the American psyche—shaded into complex undercurrents, the onset of a society based on dream commodities had begun to reveal the dark forces that lay underneath. Advertisers might well have sought, as T. J. Jackson Lears notes, “to liberate instinctual life by denying its darker side”, but it was impossible to ignore “the towering rages and the insatiable longings in the human subconscious”. Appetites, once stimulated, are hard to suppress: once the lid was lifted on Pandora’s box, there was no going back.

         
            1. See the 1891 evocation of the Loop by the American writer Charles King: “Collision, shocks, wild plunges for hats that go skimming along the trampling feet; crash in the street, locking wheels, cracking whips, plunging horses, declamatory policemen, blaspheming drivers, slang, billingsgate, uproar, clatter, ear-piercing screams … Clang lang, lang. ‘Who you shovin’?’ Clang lang. Bang, bang, bang. Yells. Shouts. Furious clamour of gongs. Rush, uproar. Hi! hi there! Look out! LOOK OUT! Bang. Bang. Clang. OUT OF THE WAY! Rush-scurry.” This reads like a futurist score from twenty years later.

            2. See the memoirs of Louis Armstrong and Jelly Roll Morton.

            3. Herbert Asbury notes that a gang called the Hudson Dusters became particular press favourites at the turn of the century. Their fame was directly related to their drug consumption: “While they were never such fighters as the Eastmans, the Five Pointers and the Gophers, they were a rare collection of thugs, and much of their reputation was deserved. Perhaps ninety per cent of the Dusters were cocaine addicts, and when under the influence of the drug were very dangerous, for they were insensible to ordinary punishment, and were possessed of great, if artificial, bravery and ferocity.”
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