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Introduction

In 1900, while she was a fledgling newspaper reporter in Des Moines, Iowa, Susan Glaspell covered a sensational murder case in which a farm woman was accused of murdering her husband. Glaspell was so haunted by the trial that she turned it into a one-act play, Trifles, in 1916, and then into a short story, “A Jury of Her Peers,” in 1917. In both versions, two other farm women, Mrs. Hale and Mrs. Peters, are summoned away from their household chores to accompany their husbands, the county attorney and the sheriff, to an isolated house where the miserly and reclusive John Wright has been found strangled in his own bed with a rope around his neck. His wife, Minnie, has been arrested for the crime, which she denies committing; and the sheriff and his party have come to the farmhouse to search for clues, while their wives pack some clothes to take to Minnie in the county jail where she awaits trial.

Minnie herself, in fact, never appears in either the story or the play, which are less about her innocence or guilt than about the ways the men and the women who are thinking about the murder reach conclusions and judgments. What’s needed for a conviction, the men explain, is a motive, “something to show anger or sudden feeling.” But as hard as they search the chilly farmhouse, they are unable to find the sort of clear physical evidence they need. Their wives, however, notice domestic details and the “trifles” that signify Minnie’s mental distress—a half-filled sack of sugar from the bin; a half-cleaned kitchen table; a piece of patchwork sewn with wild stitches. Taking in the desolation of the childless house, the women haltingly begin to express their own remorse at having failed in friendship to Minnie and perhaps colluded in the isolation that finally drove her mad. Their mounting identification with Minnie’s hard life is intensified by the men’s loud laughter and mockery of women’s trivial concerns as they come through the kitchen on their way to search the barn. When Mrs. Hale and Mrs. Peters discover a strangled canary in Minnie’s sewing box, and see the twisted door of its cage, they arrive at a mutual but unspoken conclusion: that John Wright wrung the bird’s neck, that he violently silenced the one source of pleasure, music,  and joy in his wife’s bleak life, and that with the strength of madness, she retaliated by strangling him with a rope, as if executing him by hanging. Wordlessly, the women conspire to conceal or destroy the evidence they have found, and to protect Minnie from the patriarchal system of the Law. In effect, they constitute themselves as a jury of her peers, and they acquit her of the crime of murder.




Legal Juries and Literary Juries

Since it was rediscovered and reprinted in the 1970s, “A Jury of Her Peers” has been widely discussed in law school courses, law review articles, and symposia on civil procedure and criminal law. It is often cited in discussions of jury selection and analyses of the meaning of the term “peer.” Legally and politically, women were not the peers of men in 1917, when feminists were engaged in the final years of effort to secure the vote. In 1893, the suffrage activist Lucy Stone had demanded a “jury of her peers” for the accused murderer Lizzie Borden, contending that only women could understand Borden’s actions and motivations. No state in 1893, however, and few in 1917, permitted women to serve on juries. Utah was the first to grant the right in 1898, but not until 1968 did Congress pass legislation guaranteeing it to women in the entire United States. As law professor Patricia L. Bryan has commented, many legal experts have come to recognize “what Susan Glaspell suggests . . . that the patriarchal norms and expectations of those who stood in judgment, both as jury members and as members of the community, prevented the legal system from doing justice.”1


Feminist critics have also interpreted “A Jury of Her Peers” as a parable of the fate of the American woman writer in a literary culture organized around patriarchal norms, values, judgments, and laws. Just as women were not allowed to serve on juries, so, too, were they left out of the scholarly editorial boards, panels of consultants, and academic leadership posts that established authoritative critical judgments. Histories of American literature traditionally excluded women from their boards of editors. The first such survey was written in 1879 by Moses Coit Tyler, a professor at the University of Michigan who thanked fourteen “men of letters” and “working-brothers” for help in his preface.2 Tyler noted the contributions of Anne Bradstreet, but gave women writers in general short shrift. Paradoxically, although the poet, short-story writer, and literary critic Ellen Mackay Hutchinson coedited the eleven-volume  Library of American Literature (1888-90) with the critic Edmund Clarence Stedman, she concealed her identity and gender so effectively as “E. M. Hutchinson” that not even contemporary reviewers of the volumes noted her contributions. In 1917, the four male editors of The Cambridge History of American Literature set out to “enlarge the spirit of American literary criticism and render it more energetic and masculine.” Two women, the scholar Louise Pound and the novelist Mary Austin, contributed essays to the CHAL, but the marginality of women’s status to the undertaking was suggested at the end of the preface, where the editors thanked “Mrs. Carl Van Doren, who has prepared the index.” Meanwhile, Mr. Carl Van Doren, one of the editors, made fun of the “amiable ladies” steeped in sentiment and religion, who wrote the earliest American novels.3 In 1948, the year Glaspell died, the Literary History of the United States was edited by fifty-four men and one woman. Although she won a Pulitzer Prize for drama in 1931 and was ranked in her lifetime with Eugene O’Neill, Glaspell herself quickly dropped out of the literary canon.

Why did this woman disappear from literary history? Repeatedly, in looking at studies and biographies of individual American women writers, I came upon the same question. How could Lydia Maria Child, “a woman so influential in her own day and so perceptive about issues still relevant to ours have just disappeared from literary and historical textbooks?” “What has happened to Constance Fenimore Woolson’s reputation? Why is it that a writer who was numbered among the country’s best has been forgotten?” “Why didn’t Mary Austin become the Owen Wister of the woman’s Western?” “Why is Zona Gale still such an obscure figure?” “If The Time of Man [by Elizabeth Roberts] . . . is as good as I think it is, how did it happen to disappear so soon, almost without a bubble to mark the spot?”4 Why don’t Americans know about such landmark books as Julia Ward Howe’s Passion-Flowers (1854), Pauline Hopkins’s Of One Blood (1903), or Nella Larsen’s Quicksand (1928)? Perhaps these women, and others like them, came of age at the wrong moment, between two literary movements. Perhaps they were too contaminated by sentimentalism or too radical. Perhaps they were too narrow and intense. Perhaps they didn’t explore their inner life; perhaps they explored it too insistently. Or perhaps these women writers, among many others, needed a critical jury of their peers to discuss their work, to explicate its symbols and meanings, and to demonstrate its continuing relevance to all readers.

Glaspell’s story asks us to consider what we mean by a peer. Is it  someone of the same sex? The same race? The same age or class or region? Someone who shares a common language or cultural code? Nothing in U.S. law or in the Constitution defines or guarantees such fine-tuned rights, although an elaborate “science” of jury selection has developed to find jurors likely to agree with a lawyer’s case.5 Women are not always sympathetic to a woman defendant, and nothing prevents men from understanding women’s stories when they are taught how to read them. Clearly the sheriff and the county attorney in Glaspell’s story could be taught to recognize Minnie’s clues and to interpret them as motives; otherwise Mrs. Hale and Mrs. Peters would not need to conceal and destroy the evidence. My experience in teaching “A Jury of Her Peers” is that men understand the story, and women’s writing in general, perfectly well. When I have taught the story to federal judges, they have asked whether Mrs. Hale and Mrs. Peters genuinely do justice to Minnie Wright by destroying evidence that sheds light on her motives. Or do they actually suppress her chance to have a public hearing and bring out the details of domestic abuse that might sway the verdict in her favor? Are they her saviors or her accomplices? Legal experts who study Glaspell’s story point out that all-male juries in 1900 were very reluctant to convict a woman of a serious crime, because of their chivalrous ideas about gentle womanhood. Indeed, in the real murder case upon which Glaspell based “A Jury of Her Peers,” the defendant was ultimately set free. Is the best defense and the fairest trial a full airing of the evidence to an informed public? For the broader benefit of society, might a trial even lead to changes in public attitudes and laws?

I believe that American women writers no longer need specially constituted juries, softened judgment, unspoken agreements, or suppression of evidence in order to stand alongside the greatest artists in our literary heritage. Indeed, we need the vigorous public debate of a critical trial, with witnesses for the prosecution as well as the defense, to ensure that American women writers take their place in our literary heritage. What keeps literature alive, meaningful to read, and exciting to teach isn’t unstinting approval or unanimous admiration, but rousing argument and robust dispute.




A Literary History of American Women Writers

This book is intended to begin that spirited debate in the twenty-first century. Surprisingly, it is the first literary history of American women  writers ever written. From the learned and devout Puritan poet Anne Bradstreet, whose first book was published in 1650 and hailed for its excellence, to the contemporary novelist and short-story writer Annie Proulx, whose gritty tales of Wyoming cowboys published in 1999 revised the Western genre and entered popular culture as an Oscar-winning movie, American women have been authors for more than 350 years. They have come from every one of the fifty states, from every race and religion, and every class and ethnic background. So it’s even more astonishing that no one before me has tried to trace their contribution to our national literature. Apart from a very few celebrated figures such as Louisa May Alcott, Emily Dickinson, and Harriet Beecher Stowe, most of the women writers before 1900 may be unfamiliar to readers, although several are enshrined in American cultural history as the invisible authors of well-known hymns like Anna B. Warner’s “Jesus Loves Me,” holiday songs like Lydia Maria Child’s “Over the River and Through the Woods,” nursery rhymes like Sarah Josepha Hale’s “Mary Had a Little Lamb,” patriotic anthems like Julia Ward Howe’s “Battle Hymn of the Republic” and Emma Lazarus’s inscription for the Statue of Liberty. Some women writers have stressed their femininity, and written about female experience and a mother’s heart. Others have rejected the idea that there is anything distinctive or special about a female literary voice, and written about adventure, war, or sex from the perspective of male characters. But by the close of the twentieth century, American women writers had achieved literary fame and two, Pearl Buck and Toni Morrison, had received the Nobel Prize for literature. As we begin the twenty-first century, we need to understand how they were connected to each other and to their times, and to integrate their careers and contributions into our narrative of American literary history overall.

Since the 1970s, scholars of American literature have set out to change the literary canon by rediscovering and reprinting hundreds of lost, forgotten, or neglected works by women writers. We now have primary texts by scores of women writers from the seventeenth to the twentieth centuries, as well as biographies, editions of letters, anthologies, and pathbreaking collections of critical essays. Many scholarly journals now regularly publish research on American women writers, and one journal, Legacy, is completed devoted to them. There is a Society for the Study of American Women Writers, which hosts a biannual conference; and many societies dedicated to the study of individual women writers, from those as famous as Edith Wharton to those as obscure as Evelyn Scott.

So why no literary history up to now? One reason may be that the enterprise seemed too huge. When I set out on this project, my major concerns were its daunting size and its cultural, racial, and even geographical diversity. American women writers were so numerous, and their papers and manuscripts were scattered in so many libraries, that the task of traveling to carry out the necessary research seemed too great for any one person. Moreover, they were so productive, and published so many books, that reading them all seemed impossible in a lifetime. That’s why national literary histories are usually huge team efforts, with a board of editors, a village of consultants, an army of research assistants; and even then, many scholars have died before finishing their own contributions to the whole. I worried whether I would have the stamina, longevity, and chutzpah to complete the book. To my relief, thanks to twenty-first-century technology, the research part of the task has become much more manageable, if not easy or short. Of course, I still needed to consult library holdings from Boston to Los Angeles, including trips to collections as far-flung as Tulsa and Tucson. I needed to read vast numbers of books, for which I chiefly depended on the splendid resources of the Firestone Library at Princeton University and the Huntington Library in San Marino, California. But the proliferation of reprints, the accessibility of rare and out-of-print books for sale online, and the ever-increasing digitalization of library holdings and archives made it possible for me to assemble my own research collection and to access thousands of texts and documents from my desk. The twenty-first century must be the best of times for doing American literary historical research.

Yet, ironically, the twenty-first century is also the worst of times for actually writing American literary history. Philosophical debates about whether literary history in general is theoretically possible or intellectually valid have discouraged the attempt to write histories like this one.6  Academic doubts that Americans still have “a unifying vision of national identity” have added to the complicated theoretical problems. By the end of the twentieth century, even scholarly authorities admitted they were no longer certain “we know what American literature is or what history is, and whether we have the authority to explain either.”7 Some self-flagellating critics have argued that all literary judgments are relative, subjective, and political, depending on the sex, race, intellectual affiliations, and submerged agendas of the judges, and should therefore be avoided.

Feminist critics have also wondered if women writers could be fairly judged as artists by such traditional and possibly male-defined standards as intellectual quality, imaginative force, originality, formal and technical mastery, and literary influence. Rather than risk creating hierarchies among women writers, judging them as “major” or “minor,” many feminist scholars preferred to abolish literary history altogether. They emphasized cultural importance rather than aesthetic distinction, and moved away from literary judgment or comparison toward social history. For example, as one critic has confessed, among feminist literary scholars there has been “an unspoken agreement not to submit nineteenth-century American women’s novels to extended analytical evaluation,” for fear of prematurely undoing the patient work of recovery. 8 In women’s studies, the encyclopedic anthology of women’s writing has replaced the literary history, which inevitably makes selections, distinctions, and judgments.




The American Female Tradition

In this book, however, I tell a story of American women’s writing with a beginning, middle, and end, and I make selections, distinctions, and judgments. In my view, the female tradition in American literature is not the result of biology, anatomy, or psychology. It comes from women’s relation to the literary marketplace, and from literary influence rather than essential sexual difference. It comes from pressures on women to lead private rather than public lives, and to conform to cultural norms and expectations. Therefore I have chosen to discuss women who wrote for publication, rather than women who wrote diaries, letters, recipes, or wills. I am asking how American women negotiated the act of writing professionally, how they were changed by committing themselves to writing as a vocation, how they reconciled their public selves with their private lives, and how changes in the status of women affected their lives and careers. Obviously, there are some special cases or exceptions; Emily Dickinson cannot be left out of literary history although she refused to publish more than a few of her poems during her lifetime. I focus on traditional literary genres—poems, plays, fiction—but I also look at popular fiction, girls’ books, hit plays, and satiric verses. I trace the development of open treatment of female experience, but I am also interested in women writers’ efforts to move beyond female experience, to create  male characters, and to write outside of their own race and place, and I take those efforts as positive signs of ambition, compassion, imagination, and craft. Throughout the book, I have looked at what women actually wrote. I have no theoretical, political, or visionary idea of what women ought to write.

We can see American women writers’ consciousness of social pressures and expectations in the signatures they chose for their publications, which usually concealed their identities but not their sex. In the seventeenth century, Bradstreet was credited for her publication as “a Gentlewoman.” Eighteenth-century women writers tended to use classical pseudonyms, such as “Theodosia,” “Portia,” “Marcia,” “Sylvia,” “Philenia,” or “Constantia.” In the early nineteenth century, American women writers published anonymously and used both pseudonyms and signatures such as “A Lady of Massachusetts”; Lydia Maria Child signed her first book “By an American.” But by mid-century a vogue for flowery and hyperfeminine pen names had sprung up, following the fashion of Sara Payson Willis Parton, who signed her popular newspaper column and best-selling novels as “Fanny Fern.” In 1853, Fern advised aspiring women writers: “In choosing your signature, bear in mind that nothing goes down, now-a-days, but alliteration. For instance, Delia Daisy, Fanny Foxglove, Harriet Honeysuckle, Lily Laburnam, Paulena Poppy, Minnie Mignonette, Julia Jonquil, Seraphina Sunflower, etc.”9 In the twentieth century, women writers usually published under their own names, but in the 1970s, seeking to contribute to the male-dominated field of science fiction, Alice Sheldon signed her work “James Tiptree, Jr.” and persuaded everyone that she was a man.

I have organized this history chronologically, discussing a writer when she began her career or made her most important contributions, but not every writer can be neatly catalogued by decade or in a single chapter. Where careers changed dramatically over a longer period of time, as with Harriet Beecher Stowe or Gwendolyn Brooks, I’ve come back to the writers at different moments; I’ve decided each case on its own terms. Edith Wharton and Willa Cather, major and pivotal figures whose careers spanned the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, and who set themselves against “women’s writing” altogether, get a chapter on their own. The 1850s were so momentous that they need two chapters. In my earlier book A Literature of Their Own (1977), a study of English women novelists in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, I defined three phases in the development of women’s writing that were akin  to those of any other literary subculture. First, there is “a prolonged phase of imitation of the prevailing modes of the dominant tradition”; second, “there is a phase of protest” against these modes, and “advocacy” of independent rights and values; and third, a phase of self-discovery, a search for identity and a specific aesthetic. I called these phases in women’s writing “feminine,” “feminist,” and “female.” In the 1970s, I could only imagine a fourth stage, a “seamless participation in the literary mainstream.”10 By the end of the twentieth century, however, American women’s literature had reached the fourth and final stage, which I would now call “free.” American women writers in the twenty-first century can take on any subject they want, in any form they choose.

Although I am aware that literary judgments are subjective, and that they reflect critical tastes and temporal values rather than establish eternal and unchanging monuments of excellence, I still believe that such judgments are part of the ongoing arguments of a culture which need to be shared and made public. Harvard professor David Perkins, whose book Is Literary History Possible? (1992) forcefully raised questions about the genre, concluded that even if literary history is impossible, it has to be attempted, because “it has an indispensable role in our experience of literature and a broader social or cultural function as well.”11 I fully agree. I hope that this book will deepen our appreciation of these writers and affect our broader understanding of American history and culture. I hope as well that it will inspire and encourage others to read the poems, stories, novels, and plays of the women I’ve included, to discover great writers they may never have heard of, to reread familiar titles with a deeper comprehension, and to debate and even disagree with my choices. I am proud that this is the first literary history of American women writers, but I also hope it will not be the last.




1

 A New Literature Springs Up in the New World


From the very beginning, women were creating the new words of the New World. The first women writers in America, Anne Bradstreet (1612-1672) and Mary Rowlandson (1637-1711), were born in England and endured the harrowing three-month voyage of storm, seasickness, and starvation across the North Atlantic. In Massachusetts, where they settled, they led lives of extraordinary danger and deprivation. Both married and had children; they thought of themselves primarily as good wives and mothers. Both made the glory of God their justification for writing, but they prefigured themes and concerns that would preoccupy American women writers for the next 150 years and more—Bradstreet, the poet, writing about the intimacies and agonies of domestic life, including pregnancy and maternity, the death of three of her grandchildren, and the destruction of her home by fire; and Rowlandson, writing a narrative of her captivity by Narragansett Indians, and pioneering the great American theme of interracial experience in the encounter with Native American culture.

Both Bradstreet and Rowlandson entered print shielded by the authorization, legitimization, and testimony of men. In Bradstreet’s case, no fewer than eleven men wrote testimonials and poems praising her piety and industry, prefatory materials almost as long as the thirteen poems in the book. In his introductory letter, John Woodbridge, her brother-in-law, stood guarantee that Bradstreet herself had written the poems, that she had not initiated their publication, and that she had neglected no housekeeping chore in their making: “these Poems are the fruit but of some few houres, curtailed from her sleep and other refreshments.” Rowlandson’s narrative, too, came with “a preface to the reader” signed “Per Amicum” (“By a Friend”), probably the minister Increase Mather, which explained that although the work had been “penned by this Gentlewoman,” she had written it as a “Memorandum of Gods dealing with her,” and it was a “pious scope, which deserves both commendation and imitation.” The author had not sought publication of her narrative out of vanity; rather,some Friends having obtained a sight of it, could not but be so much affected with the many passages of working providence discovered therein, as to judge it worthy of publick view, and altogether unmeet that such works of God should be hid from present and future Generation: and therefore though this Gentlewoman’s modesty would not thrust it into the Press, yet her gratitude to God, made her not hardly perswadable to let it pass, that God might have his due glory, and others benefit by it as well as her selfe.


Having given a lengthy defense of the virtues of the book, the Friend concluded with the hope that “none will cast any reflection upon this Gentlewoman, on the score of this publication,” and warned that any who did “may be reckoned with the nine Lepers,” symbols of ingratitude. Apparently no one dared come forward to complain about Rowlandson after this endorsement.

We know that New England Puritans in the seventeenth century believed that men were intellectually superior to women, and that God had designed it so. They were notoriously unsympathetic to women who defied God’s plan for the sexes by conspicuous learning or reading, and they could be hostile to women who went outside their sphere by preaching or writing. The most official expression of this hostility was the trial of Anne Hutchinson in 1637. Hutchinson belonged to a dissident sect, but she had also been leading her own discussion groups for women. Tried for “traducing the ministers” and for blasphemy while she was pregnant with her fifteenth child, Hutchinson was excommunicated and forced to leave the Massachusetts Bay Colony, with her husband and children. The entire Hutchinson family, with the exception of one daughter, were killed by Indians in 1643. In 1645, when Ann Yale Hopkins, the wife of Governor Edward Hopkins of Hartford, became insane, John Winthrop blamed her “giving herself wholly to reading and writing,” rather than the hardships of colonial life, for her breakdown. “If she had attended to her household affairs, and such things as belong to women, and not gone out of her way and calling to meddle such things as are proper for men, whose minds are stronger . . . she had kept her wits.”

Despite these instances, the shared hardships of life in the New World  gave women an existential equality with men that allowed Bradstreet and Rowlandson self-expression. Both men and women shared cold and hunger, faced disease and death, and risked captivity and massacre. Almost two hundred members of the Massachusetts Bay Colony died during the first year. Women had to do the hard physical labor of cooking, baking, cleaning, dairying, spinning, weaving, sewing, washing, and ironing. They endured the dangers of childbirth in the wilderness, nursed babies, and often buried them. While in strict religious terms “goodwives” were not supposed to trespass on the masculine sphere of literary expression, in reality there was more flexibility and tolerance. As two of her modern editors observe, “Bradstreet was not censured, disciplined, or in any way ostracized for her art, thought, or personal assertiveness, so far as we know. Rather, she was praised and encouraged; and there are no indications that the males in her life treated her as ‘property.’ If anything, she was treated as at least an intellectual equal.”1





A Poet Crowned with Parsley—Anne Bradstreet

Anne Bradstreet’s The Tenth Muse Lately Sprung Up in America (1650) was the first book by a woman living in America, although it was actually published in London and entered in the Stationers’ Register. Bradstreet wrote with both an awareness of her gender and a sense of rootedness in New England Puritan culture. Adrienne Rich has paid tribute to her achievement and summed up her inspiring example for future American women poets:
Anne Bradstreet happened to be one of the first American women inhabiting a time and place in which heroism was a necessity of life, and men and women were fighting for survival both as individuals and as a community. To find room in that life for any mental activity . . . was an act of great self-assertion and vitality. To have written poems . . . while rearing eight children, lying frequently sick, keeping house at the edge of the wilderness, was to have managed a poet’s range and extension within confines as severe as any American poet has confronted.2





But Bradstreet was much more than a heroic female survivor who courageously managed to compose poetry in her spare time. She was also a strong, original poet whose work can be read today with enjoyment and emotion, a woman who wrote great poems expressing timeless themes of love, loss, doubt, and faith. Despite her strict Puritan beliefs, she had wit and a sense of humor. And while she dutifully imitated the prevailing models of male poetic excellence, from Sir Philip Sidney to the French Protestant poet Guillaume Du Bartas (whose huge unfinished epic of the Creation was among the Puritans’ most revered texts), she also explored some of the most central issues for the development of American women’s writing—how to make domestic topics worthy of serious literature, and how to use strong and memorable language without ceasing to be womanly.

We don’t know all the facts of Anne Bradstreet’s life, but what we do know suggests that, growing up in England, she began to think of herself as a poet from an early age. While her brother went to Cambridge, she was tutored in Greek, Latin, French, and Hebrew by her father, Thomas Dudley, the steward to the Earl of Lincoln, and had access to the earl’s large library. She had begun to compose her own poems by the time she was sixteen, when she married twenty-five-year-old Simon Bradstreet, a graduate of Emmanuel College, Cambridge, who had assisted her father in his stewardship. The marriage was a love match, and indeed Bradstreet would dedicate to Simon one of the most beautiful poems a woman ever wrote about her husband.

In early April of 1630, the Bradstreets and the Dudleys were among the Puritan members of the New England Company who embarked on a three-month voyage to America on the Arbella, the flagship of a little fleet of four vessels. Another passenger, John Winthrop, who would become the first governor of the Massachusetts Bay Colony, preached a famous sermon to the pilgrims aboard, declaring that God was supporting their expedition, and that their settlement would be like “a Citty upon a Hill,” with the “eyes of all people” upon them. But when they arrived in Salem on June 12, 1630, they discovered that disease and starvation had decimated the small Bay Colony, and many among their own numbers died in the first weeks. The Salem settlers had been living in caves, huts, and wigwams, and had not even been able to plant crops. For the next few years the pioneers battled to survive, eating clams, mussels, nuts, and acorns; building shelters; and facing cold, hunger, and illness as well as anxiety and homesickness.

Both Bradstreet’s father and her husband served as governors of the struggling colony. For the difficult first five years of their marriage, Anne was unable to have a child. In her journal she confessed: “It pleased God to keep me a long time without a child, which was a great grief to me,  and cost me many prayers and tears before I obtaind one, and after him gave me many more.” She also became ill and was bedridden for several months in 1632 with fever and coughing. When she recovered, she wrote her first poem, “Upon a Fit of Sickness,” thanking God for his mercy in sparing her life. And the following year, she gave birth to her first son, Samuel.

Anne Hutchinson came to New England in 1634, and Bradstreet witnessed the events of her rise and fall. But as Charlotte Gordon points out, “ironically, Mistress Hutchinson’s downfall ushered in the most fertile decade of Anne Bradstreet’s life—fertile in every sense of the word.” Already the mother of a son and a daughter, Bradstreet gave birth to five more children during these years. From 1638 to 1648, she also “wrote more than six thousand lines of poetry, more than almost any other English writer on either side of the Atlantic composed in an entire lifetime. For most of this time, she was either pregnant, recovering from childbirth, or nursing an infant, establishing herself as a woman blessed by God, the highest commendation a New England Puritan mother could receive.”3


The poems Bradstreet was writing were intellectual and scholarly, formally influenced by English and European masters. But she was aroused and provoked by the great political events taking place in England in the 1640s, particularly the English Civil War, which led to the execution of Charles I. Five thousand of the six thousand lines of poetry she composed during the decade came from her long poem in heroic couplets, “The Four Monarchies,” in which she chronicled the pre-Christian empires of Assyria, Persia, Greece, and Rome, examining the legitimacy of kings and emperors. These were not the standard subjects of pious women’s verse, and in a “Prologue” to her poems, Bradstreet protected herself from criticism by insisting that she was a modest woman who had no intention of competing with male epic poets:
To sing of wars, of captains, and of kings,  
Of cities founded, commonwealths begun,  
For my mean pen are too superior things . . .  
Let poets and historians set these forth,  
My obscure lines shall not so dim their worth.





Like English women poets of her time, such as Anne Finch and Anne Killigrew, she emphasized her inferiority and temerity in writing at all, calling her Muse “foolish, broken, blemished.” While men rightly contended for fame and precedence, Bradstreet flatteringly claimed, she was content with her humble domestic niche, and her poems would make those of her male contemporaries look even more impressive:
If e’er you deign these lowly lines your eyes,  
Give thyme or Parsley wreath, I ask no Bayes.  
This mean and unrefined ore of mine  
Will make your glist’ring gold but more to shine.





Instead of striving for the bay or laurel wreath, she asked only for a wreath of parsley and thyme, kitchen herbs rather than Parnassian prizes. Bradstreet was the Poet Parsleyate, the woman poet whose domestic work enabled the leisured creativity of men; but her imagery of the humble kitchen of Parnassus would be echoed in many heartfelt cries by the American women writers who came after her.

The humility of these lines, however, was balanced by her request for men to give women poets the space and the chance they deserved:
Men have precedency and still excel,  
It is but vain unjustly to wage war;  
Men can do best, and Women know it well.  
Preeminence in all and each is yours;  
Yet grant some small acknowledgment of ours.





In 1649, Bradstreet’s brother-in-law, the Reverend John Woodbridge, who was in England acting as a clerical adviser to the Puritan army, arranged to have her poems published by a bookseller in Popes Head Alley, London, under the title The Tenth Muse Lately Sprung Up in America, or Severall Poems, compiled with great variety of Wit and Learning, full of delight. As the cover went on to explain, the book included “a complete discourse and description of the Four Elements, Constitutions, Ages of Man, Seasons of the Year” and “an Exact Epitome of the Four Monarchies . . . Also a Dialogue between Old England and New, concerning the late troubles, with divers other pleasant and serious Poems.” In his prefatory verse, “To my Dear Sister, the Author of These Poems,” he congratulated her on her achievements:
What you have done, the Sun shall witnesse bear,  
That for a womans Worke ’tis very rare;  
And if the Nine vouchsafe the Tenth a place,  
I think they rightly may yield you that grace.





In England, The Tenth Muse was well received as evidence of the genius of the woman of the New World, and became one of the “most vendible,” or best-selling, books of the period, at the top of the list with Shakespeare and Milton. In New England, it was widely read and esteemed.4


 



 



In the 1650s, Bradstreet was absorbed in personal and family matters—the birth of her eighth and last child, the death of her father, a lengthy illness. Instead of poems, “in much sickness and weakness” she wrote a spiritual autobiography in the form of a letter to her children, intended for them to have after her death. By 1657, however, she had recovered, and began to correct and revise her poems for a second volume, and to compose new ones with images drawn from her own experience. In June 1659, when only three of her children were left at home, the daughters having married, and the sons begun their careers, she wrote “In Reference to her Children,” the first woman’s poem about empty-nest syndrome:
I had eight birds hatcht in one nest,  
Four Cocks were there, and Hens the rest.  
I nurst them up with pain and care,  
No cost nor labour did I spare  
Till at the last they felt their wing,  
Mounted the Trees and learned to sing.  
Chief of the Brood then took his flight  
To Regions far and left me quite.  
My mournful chirps I after send  
Till he return, or I do end.





When a fire destroyed the Bradstreet home in the summer of 1666, she was distraught, despite her best efforts to interpret the catastrophe as a divine warning against vanity and materialism. The poem she wrote, “Verses Upon the Burning of Our House,” is a pious acceptance of God’s will, but it also includes tenderly exact memories of the places 
Where oft I sat and long did lie:  
Here stood that trunk and there that chest.  
There lay that store I counted best.  
My pleasant things in ashes lie,  
And them behold no more shall I.





The finest of the poems Bradstreet wrote during this period was “To My Dear and Loving Husband”:
If ever two were one, then surely we.  
If ever man were lov’d by wife, then thee.  
If ever wife was happy in a man,  
Compare with me, ye women, if you can.  
I prize thy love more than whole mines of gold  
Or all the riches that the East doth hold.  
My love is such that rivers cannot quench,  
Nor ought but love from thee give recompense.  
Thy love is such I can no way repay.  
The heavens reward thee manifold, I pray.  
Then while we live, in love let’s so persevere  
That when we live no more, we may live ever.





Although some American women writers over the centuries would be trapped in marriages to demanding, authoritarian husbands who insisted that their needs and wishes take precedence, the tradition began with Bradstreet’s heartfelt love poem to a husband who was a true partner and who enabled her to fulfill her poetic gifts.




A Woman in Captivity—Mary Rowlandson

Mary Rowlandson was forced into writing by extreme and terrible circumstances—three months of captivity among the Narragansett Indians. If this dreadful event had not taken place, Rowlandson would never have written a word. Yet she was a born writer, observant, curious, graphic, concrete, able to notice subtle details despite her ordeal, and to treat her captors as individuals. Her memoir of her abduction, A True History of the Captivity and Restoration of Mrs. Mary Rowlandson (1682), was the first of the many Indian captivity narratives that fascinated American readers from the seventeenth to the nineteenth centuries.

We know even less about Rowlandson’s early life than we do about Bradstreet’s, but she was born in Somerset, England, one of nine children of Joan and John White. In 1638, her father emigrated to New England, and the family joined him there the following year. In 1656, at nineteen, she married Reverend Joseph Rowlandson of Lancaster, Massachusetts, a village with about fifty families, thirty miles west of Boston. A daughter, Mary, died at three years old; in 1676, they had three surviving children: Sarah, six; Mary, ten; and Joseph, fourteen.

Although she had some education, Rowlandson never planned or expected to be a writer; she was propelled into print by the traumatic events of King Philip’s War, a major event in Puritan history. From June 1675 to August 1676, the Wampanoag chief Metacom, whom the English called King Philip, launched a series of raids against frontier settlements in western Massachusetts; other tribes, including the Narragansetts and the Nipmuck, joined in. On the tenth of February 1676, Narragansett warriors attacked Lancaster, burning the town and taking hostage twenty-four of the villagers, including Mary and her three children. Sarah Rowlandson was wounded in the raid and died nine days later in her mother’s arms. The other two children were separated from her. Over the next eleven weeks, Mary was forced to travel with her captors, walking about 150 miles north into Vermont and New Hampshire and west to the Connecticut River. On May 2, 1676, Reverend Rowlandson was able to ransom his family for about twenty pounds’ worth of goods.

Over the next year, Rowlandson wrote a memoir of her experience which was read and admired for its religious significance by a number of influential Puritan clergymen, including Increase Mather. Scholars believe that Mather, as well as Rowlandson’s husband, may have made editorial additions to the text, since “several aspects of Rowlandson’s story recall sermon stylistics and ministerial retellings of other captivities.” 5 First printed in Cambridge, Massachusetts, in 1682, it sold over a thousand copies, and was then published in England, where it also became a best seller, going through fifteen editions by 1800. Now seen as “an early American classic,” it has been compared to The Diary of a Young Girl as a narrative that “transcends the historical and cultural circumstances that produced it and by combining stark details, honesty, and exquisite style, brings the experience of war and suffering to a personal and accessible level.”6


Alongside the biblical quotations and moralizing in Rowlandson’s book is a heartrending tale of survival, with all its immediacy and vigor of expression. Rowlandson had an innate sense of literary structure.  Because the Indians moved camp twenty times during her captivity, she divided her story into twenty chapters, which she calls “removes”; the term also suggests that, step by step, she was being separated from the life she knew and becoming immersed in the alien culture of the Narragansetts. Rowlandson’s narration of each remove is as exciting and succinct as the most sensational adventure story, while her close familiarity with biblical rhythms and idioms gave her observations an epic rhetorical power. The narrative opens with a dramatic announcement: “On the tenth of February 1675 came the Indians with great numbers upon Lancaster.”7 Vividly describing the stages of the siege, Rowlandson also chose personal incidents that individualized it. Her older sister Hannah, seeing her son murdered and her friends massacred, cried out “Lord, let me die with them,” and was instantly “Struck with a Bullet, and fell down dead over the Threshold.” Mary herself went with her captors. As she reflected, the urge to survive was strong: “I had often before this said, that if the Indians should come, I should chuse rather to be killed by them than taken alive; but when it came to the trial my mind changed; their glittering Weapons so daunted my Spirit that I chose rather to go along with those (as I may say) ravenous Bears, than that moment to end my daies.”

The historian Laurel Thatcher Ulrich was among those scholars in the 1970s and 1980s who charged that Rowlandson’s narrative “is deeply and pervasively racist,” because she viewed the Indians as barbarous savages and “was seemingly unaware of the suffering in the Indian camp.”8 I take a more moderate and less political view today. Rowlandson had seen twelve people close to her, including her sister and brother-in-law, murdered by the Indians, and her house burned to the ground; she had carried her wounded six-year-old daughter Sarah for nine days without food, had held the child when she died, and had been forced to leave her body behind. Not even an Anne Frank centuries later could have been so saintly as to have sympathized with the humanity and suffering of her captors, and Rowlandson had been steeped in a Puritan theology that made her see them as damned and diabolical heathens. Yet despite her fear of her captors, who drove her mercilessly on their trek, denied her food and shelter, laughed at her stumbling, and terrified her with their war whoops and constant threats of violence and death, Rowlandson did distinguish among them, describing their occasional acts of kindness and pity toward her, and her preservation from rape or sexual abuse; and noting their endurance, stoicism, and determination to survive the English rule. As Ulrich notes, Rowlandson wrote positively about Metacom, and also about her master among the Narragansetts, Quinnapin, “who comes across . . . as a dignified and rather distant male authority figure.”9


Other Americanist scholars and critics have observed that Rowlandson’s assumptions about the racial and cultural divide between herself and the Indians changed over time. Throughout her story of starvation, exposure, loss, and terror, Rowlandson also realized how extremity changed her personality. When her daughter Sarah died in her arms, she noted, “At another time I could not bear to be in the room where any dead person was, but now the case is changed; I must and could lye down by my dead Babe, side by side, all the night after.” She also described how hunger and weakness made her able to eat food that previously would have disgusted her, including horse liver and bear meat: “The first week of my being among them I hardly eat any thing; the second week I found my stomach grow very faint for want of something; and yet ’twas very hard to get down their filthy trash; but the third week (though I could think how formerly my stomach would turn against this or that, and I could starve or die before I could eat such things, yet) they were pleasant and savoury to my taste.” Indeed, Rowlandson provided a dramatic ethnographic description of the food that the Indians foraged when moving quickly in times of war:
Their chief and commonest food was Ground-nuts; they eat also Nuts, and Acorns, Hartychoaks, Lilly-roots, Ground-beans, and several other weeds and roots that I know not.

They would pick up old bones, and cut them in pieces at the joynes, and if they were full of worms and maggots, they would scald them over the fire to make the vermin come out; and then boyle them, and drink up the Liquor, and then beat the great ends of these in a Morter, and so eat them. They would eat Horses’ guts and ears, and all sorts of wild birds which they could catch: Also Bear, Venison, Beavers, Tortois, Frogs, Squirils, Dogs, Skunks, Rattle-snakes: yea, the very Barks of Trees.





Rowlandson survived because she was able to use her skills in sewing and knitting to gain some advantages, trading them to get food and better treatment. Gradually, she gave up her passive dependence on the charity and chivalry of the Indians and her spiritual dependence on “Providence” to help her, and found ways to earn money and buy provisions. She also may have been prepared to survive captivity, Ulrich  argues, because she understood “the nature of servility. Even though she hated and feared her captors, she knew how to please them. Growing up in a hierarchical society, she had learned what it meant to be an inferior.” 10 Even if the habit of servility was the basis of Rowlandson’s resourcefulness, her energetic narrative does not present her as a helpless victim, but as a woman of astonishing strength, intelligence, and determination to live.

We do not know how Rowlandson readjusted to life in Puritan New England after she was ransomed and the family was reunited. In the year after her safe return, while the family were living with friends, she suffered insomnia and other symptoms of post-traumatic stress; she endlessly relived her experience “in the night season,” and reflected on the meaning of her trial and salvation: “The portion of some is to have their Affliction by drops, now one drop and then another; but the dregs of the Cup, the wine of astonishment, like a sweeping rain that leaveth no food, did the Lord prepare to be my portion.” In 1678, her husband died suddenly, and the following year she married another community leader, Captain Samuel Talcott. He died in 1691, and Rowlandson lived as a widow until 1710. Her ordeal may have left her with more confidence to stand alone and less inclination to be servile. But she never published another word.

The Indian captivity narrative was the first American literary form dominated by women’s experience. It described fear, powerlessness, and sexual threat; analyzed race and intermarriage; described women’s abilities to survive and endure through stoicism and resourcefulness; and experimented with personal confession. But the captivity narratives, as Christopher Castiglia argues compellingly in his book Bound and Determined (1996), also “offered American women a female picaresque, an adventure story set . . . outside the home. In the American ‘wilderness,’ white women could demonstrate skills and attitudes of which their home cultures thought them incapable.” They could indirectly critique their domestic situations as women at home, and “even in the most traditional narratives, women not only passively endure but discover active talents their home environments would never have brought to light, much less nurtured.”11 In their dramatization of the choices of resistance, assimilation into Native American culture, escape, or return with a new understanding of their own culture, the captivity narratives became the model for fiction by women about the confrontation between races and cultures in the New World.
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 Revolution: Women’s Rights and Women’s Writing


For the first half of the eighteenth century, American women published very little. Although women were writing letters, diaries, journals, and religious tracts, these historical documents were largely private; publication, when it occurred, took place in newspapers rather than books.

Letter and poetry columns in colonial newspapers, for example, often included women’s “complaints” about courtship, marriage, or education, and men’s responses. The American Weekly Mercury published a series of letters and poems about the sexual double standard between 1724 and 1731, which included the satiric poems of Elizabeth Magawley, who signed herself “Generosa.” Such sentiments also appeared occasionally in Southern newspapers such as the South Carolina Gazette.1 Jane Coleman Turell (1708-1735), the daughter of a Calvinist minister, published a few conventional religious poems before her early death. Sarah Kemble Knight’s earthy travel diary, although written in 1704-5, was not published until 1825.

Of course, this period was a dry stretch for American male authorship, too. Sermons dominated the scanty field of publication, and among the writers who came out of the religious Great Awakening of the 1730s and 1740s, only Jonathan Edwards is remembered in literary history. From 1732 to 1758, Benjamin Franklin was editing Poor Richard’s Almanack. But overall, during a great period of creativity, variety, innovation, and intellectual splendor for English and European literature, America was a barren outpost. In England, for example, the novel was flourishing in the hands of Defoe, Swift, Smollett, Richardson, and Henry Fielding, while Sarah Fielding, Henry’s sister, was among the women who wrote popular novels of sensibility; women playwrights included Mary Delariviere Manley, Susanna Centlivre, and Eliza Hay-wood; Pope, Swift, Thomson, and Johnson were writing poems and essays that were widely read and privately imitated in the colonies. In contrast, no American play was produced until the 1760s, and during the Revolution the theaters were closed. And finally, before the Revolution there were no American novels.

By the second half of the eighteenth century, however, as women poets, playwrights, and novelists of distinction such as Fanny Burney and Ann Radcliffe came to prominence and achieved commercial success in England, American women, inspired by revolutionary fervor and dedicated to women’s rights to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness, also turned to writing to accomplish their ends. The first steps toward this change were taken in education. In the 1760s, academies for girls began to be formed in New England, and by the end of the century major improvements had taken place.2 After the Revolution there were major reforms in women’s education, pushed by female patriots who argued that the Mothers of the New Republic also had to be educated as responsible citizens, and supported by a few eminent gentlemen who were impressed by this argument. The female seminaries of the postrevolutionary era often required that the student keep a journal which was both a private diary and a school exercise reviewed by teachers. These school exercises, as one headmaster noted, trained the students in “facility of expression.”3 There was a surge in women’s writing in a wide range of forms, especially satire. Demands and protests from Revolutionary feminists often took a humorous form.4 In the “Ladies [sic] Declaration of Independence” (1791), for example, women from Litchfield, Connecticut, closely parodied the language of the orginal Declaration of Independence to demand control of tea parties and social affairs. Behind the jokes, however, lay a serious message about women’s exclusion from full citizenship.

In terms of artistic innovation, literary craft, critical reception, and influence on later generations, the outstanding women writers of this era were Mercy Otis Warren, Phillis Wheatley, Judith Sargent Murray, and Susanna Rowson, a groundbreaking quartet who followed Bradstreet and Rowlandson as the mothers of American literature. Warren was the first American woman playwright; Wheatley the first African-American woman poet; Murray the first feminist woman of letters; and Rowson the first American woman novelist. As professional writers, they overturned the constraints of the earlier Puritan and colonial generations of literary women, admitting their wish for attention, respect, publication, and even fame. They vigorously defended the moral worth of the novel and the theater against Puritan prejudice, and advocated a liberal education for women. It’s no coincidence that Murray argued that girls should also be taught “to aspire,” and to have the ambition to succeed with “avidity of application” and “intenseness of study.”5 Susanna Rowson ended her literary career as a headmistress in a young ladies’ academy, for which she also wrote several textbooks. And in their letters and publications, all these women emphasized the importance of learning. While they were dependent on classical, European, and English models, and sometimes used neoclassical pseudonyms, they entered the public sphere as self-identified Americans and daughters of liberty. Their lives were venturesome and compelling, and their works are still readable and provocative today.




The Dramatist—Mercy Otis Warren

Mercy Otis Warren (1728-1814) quickly recognized that the American Revolution was an extraordinarily dramatic moment in history, and predicted that the people who played a role in it would create the literary future. In a letter to her best friend Abigail Adams on March 15, 1779, she wrote about the new nation in the metaphors of the stage: “America is a theatre just erected—the drama is here but begun, but while the actors of the old world have run through every species of pride, luxury, venality, and vice—their characters will become less interesting and the western wilds which for ages have been little known, may exhibit those striking traits of wisdom, and grandeur, and magnificence, which the Divine oeconomist may have reserved to crown the closing scene.”6 In her plays and her history of the Revolution, Warren would show the striking traits of the actors of the New World.

Born in Barnstable, Massachusetts, the third of thirteen children of a lawyer active in county government, Warren was educated by reading in her uncle’s library, and sometimes sitting in while he tutored her brothers. She became an ardent admirer of Dryden, Pope, Shakespeare, Milton, Molière, and Catherine Macaulay, the celebrated republican author of the History of England. In 1754, she married High Sheriff James Warren, and in the 1770s their Plymouth household became a center of revolutionary meetings and debate. The Warrens had five sons, and sustained a happy marriage for fifty-four years.

In 1773, Catherine Macaulay and Warren began a correspondence that they maintained for almost two decades, an instance of the “epistolary networks” of women across the Atlantic, which offered not only satisfying feminine exchanges about personal life, but opportunities to test out their political ideas. “Be it known unto Britain,” the American Hannah Winthrop wrote to Warren, “American daughters are politicians and patriots and will aid the good work with their efforts.”7 In 1774, Warren wrote to Macaulay hoping that they would remain friends despite political conflicts between their countries, and declaring her disregard for ”the opinion that women make but very indifferent politicians . . . When the observations are just and do honour to the heart and character, I think it is very immaterial whether they flow from a female lip in the soft whispers of the private friendship or whether thundered in the senate in the bolder language of the other sex.”8 Even in the letters of personal friendship, eighteenth-century American women writers did not adopt colloquial styles; just picking up a pen made them conscious of striving for an effect very different from ordinary speech. Their letters were copied and read aloud to friends, and were written in the elegant neoclassical imagery of Augustan poetry rather than the American vernacular. When Abigail Adams (“Portia”) tells her best friend Mercy Otis Warren (“Marcia”) about the weather, she declares that “Ceres witherd Head reclines, Virtumnus is fled, and Pomona is scattering here and there the half Grown fruit e’er she too bids us adieu.” In other words, summer is over.9 Still, in their letters and their literary writing, these women entered the public sphere, and entered it as self-identified Americans and daughters of liberty.

Warren published several plays—The Adulateur (1772), The Defeat  (1773), and The Group (1775)—in the Boston newspapers under the signature “A Lady from Massachusetts.” The Group, published in book form as well, satirized the Tory governing council that represented the British government in Boston. In her list of dramatis personae, Warren caricatured council members, citizens, and writers under such names as Hum Humbug, Sir Sparrow Spendall, Brigadier Hateall, and Scriblerius Fribble, and noted that they were attended by “a swarm of court sycophants, hungry harpies, and unprincipled danglers, collected from the neighboring villages, hovering over the stage in the form of locusts . . . the whole supported by a mighty army and navy from Blunderland, for the laudable purpose of enslaving its best friends.” This blunt comic invective shows how forcefully Warren could express her political views in prose. Unfortunately, the rhetorical demands and neoclassical conventions of  blank-verse drama defeated her natural gifts. Despite her grasp of the dramatic potential of the revolutionary moment, Warren was unable to express herself so vividly in iambic pentameter burdened with “thee” and “thou” and “ne’er” and “o’er.” Some lines stand out, especially when she is depending on verbs; Beau Trumps, for example, a colonial who can’t decide which side to support, says “I trimmed and pimped and veered, and wavering stood.” Judith Sargent Murray praised Warren’s “correct and elegant” dramas, and argued that they had “sufficient scenic merit and variety of situation” to warrant production; she even went so far as to hope that with proper encouragement, Warren and her American contemporaries would prove to be “Columbian Shakespeares.”10  The very “wealth of Warren’s references” to “classical myth, British history, and world political figures,” however, makes The Group difficult to read; to be understood today it needs copious annotation. Two later plays in prose, The Blockheads (1776) and The Motley Assembly (1779), and two blank-verse historical tragedies, The Ladies of Castile and The Sack of Rome had their admirers, but were never performed.11


After the colonists’ victory in the Revolution, Warren was well connected to the government, and not shy about using her connections to promote her work. When she published Poems, Dramatic and Miscellaneous (1790), she shrewdly dedicated it to George Washington; she also sent copies to her other prominent male friends in the new federal government for blurbs. The president responded with the polite excuse that he hadn’t had time to read it all, but “from the parts I have read . . . I am persuaded of its gracious and distinguished reception by the friends of virtue and science.” Thomas Jefferson, the secretary of state, wrote that he could “foresee that it will soothe some of my moments of rest from drudgery.” And the secretary of the treasury, Alexander Hamilton, chivalrously stretching the truth, wrote that “in the career of dramatic composition at least, female genius has outstripped the male.”12 By 1791, Warren had started writing her history of the American Revolution, which she published in three volumes in 1805 with the ambitious title  History of the Rise, Progress, and Termination of the American Revolution, Interspersed with Biographical, Political and Moral Observations. She was a forceful and original, if idiosyncratic, historian, who unashamedly treated the British as villains and the rebel Americans as heroes. But to the victors belong the histories; Warren lived to be eighty-six, and enjoyed the fame of being among the first citizens to chronicle the birth of the nation.




The African-American Poet—Phillis Wheatley

The poet Phillis Wheatley (ca. 1753-1784) overcame immense racial, economic, and social obstacles to write, and her life was tragic and short. An African brought to America as a slave, who published accomplished neoclassical verse, she has been hailed by modern African-American critics as “the progenitor of the black literary tradition.”13 Wheatley occupied a symbolic role far beyond her work; her success proved that Africans were capable of learning and art, in an era when even Enlightenment philosophers like David Hume and Immanuel Kant, and learned men like Thomas Jefferson, assumed that they were an inferior race.

Born in Senegal, West Africa, the child arrived, frail and half naked, on a slave ship that docked in Boston Harbor on July 11, 1761. She was thought be about seven years old, because she was missing her two front teeth. She was bought by a prosperous tailor, John Wheatley, and named “Phillis” for the ship that brought her to America. The Wheatley family quickly recognized her exceptional intelligence and aptitude for learning. Susanna Wheatley and the family’s teenage twins, Mary and Nathaniel, taught her English, Greek and Roman history, Latin, and English poetry. John Wheatley described her extraordinary intellectual progress:
Without any assistance from School Education and by only what she was taught in the Family, she, in sixteen Months Time from her Arrival, attained the English Language, to which she was an utter Stranger before, to such a Degree, as to read any, most difficult Parts of the Sacred Writings to the great Astonishment of all who heard her.

As to her Writing, her own Curiosity led her to it; and this she learnt in so short a time that in the Year 1765, she wrote a letter to the Reverend Mr. Occom, the Indian Minister, while in England.


She has a great Inclination to learn the Latin tongue and has made some progress in it. This relation is given by her Master who bought her and with whom she now lives. 14






By the age of thirteen, Phillis was writing poems herself. In 1770, her elegy on the sudden death of Reverend George Whitefield, an evangelical English preacher who was lecturing in the United States, was published in New England and in London, to much excitement and acclaim.  According to Harvard professor Henry Louis Gates, Jr., she was “the Toni Morrison of her time.”15 Susanna Wheatley collected twenty-eight of Phillis’s poems and tried to find subscribers in Boston to underwrite their publication as a book.

But the subscribers were not to be found. Bostonians were suspicious of the idea that an African slave had the capacity to create poetry. In a meeting convened at the Old Colony House in Boston, in October 1772, which Gates calls “the primal scene of African-American letters,” Wheatley was cross-examined by eighteen prominent Massachusetts public figures, including John Hancock, Governor Thomas Hutchinson, seven ministers, and three poets, to determine whether she could indeed have written the poems published under her name.16 Most of the interrogators had themselves been slaveholders, and of course none of them were women. In any case, Phillis Wheatley passed their oral examination, and the members of the tribunal signed and published an “attestation” to her achievement:We whose Names are under-written, do assure the World, that the Poems specified in the following Page, were (as we verily believe) written by Phillis, a young Negro girl, who was but a few years since, brought an uncultivated Barbarian from Africa, and has ever since been, and now is, under the Disadvantage of serving as a Slave in a Family in this Town. She has been examined by some of the best Judges, and is thought qualified to write them.




Even with this recommendation, American publishers refused to print the book. In 1773, Nathaniel Wheatley escorted Phillis to England, partly for her health, and partly to secure patronage and publication for the family’s astonishing prodigy. There she was received by the Countess of Huntingdon and other notables; the Lord Mayor of London gave her a copy of Milton’s poems; the Earl of Dartmouth gave her five guineas to buy the work of Pope; and Ben Franklin went to see her “and offer’d her any services I could do her.” Wheatley’s first book, Poems on Various Subjects, Religious and Moral by Phillis Wheatley, Negro Servant to Mr. John Wheatley of Boston, was published in London by Archibald Bell in 1773.

It was a momentous event, which initiated a long controversy about the quality and originality of Wheatley’s art. Bell advertised the book as “one of the greatest instances of pure, unassisted genius that the world  ever produced.”17 The London Magazine found this an overstatement, but admired the work nonetheless:
These poems display no astonishing power of genius; but when we consider them as the production of the young untutored African, who wrote them after six months [sic] of casual study of the English language and of writing, we cannot suppress our admiration of talents so vigorous and lively. We are the more surprised too, as we find her verses interspersed with the poetical names of the ancients, which she has in every instance used with propriety.





A month after the book’s publication, Phillis returned to Boston, and the Wheatley family freed her from slavery. When the war began in 1775, she dedicated a poem to General Washington: “Proceed, great chief, with virtue on thy side.” As he had with Mercy Otis Warren, Washington wrote her back a polite form letter of thanks, but also invited her to visit him at his headquarters: “I shall be happy to see a person so favored by the Muses, and to whom Nature has been so liberal and beneficent in her dispensations.” She did visit him in Cambridge, and he arranged to have her poem published in the Virginia Gazette in March 1776. By then Susanna Wheatley had died, and by 1778, John Wheatley died as well; the twins had grown up and moved away; and Phillis had to support herself. In 1778, she married a free black man, John Peters, with whom she had three children, all of whom died in infancy. He abandoned her when she gave birth to their third child. Not even a prodigy could support herself by poetry alone; during her marriage she worked as a seamstress, and published only two poems. She dedicated a second volume of poetry to Franklin, but it never attracted enough subscribers to be published, and the full manuscript has never been recovered. Peters may have sold it, since some poems have reappeared; in 1998, one of the poems from the book, “Ocean,” came up for auction at Christie’s and was bought by a collector for almost seventy thousand dollars. In her short lifetime, though, poor wages and her own ill health undermined Wheatley’s efforts. She died, along with her baby, at the age of thirty in 1784.

Wheatley’s literary reputation among African-Americans has veered from veneration to contempt, reaching its nadir in the 1960s during the black arts movement, which viewed her as a sellout, an inauthentic black woman with a white mind, who exemplified self-hatred and the servile mentality.18 Her poems imitated eighteenth-century English models like Pope, rather than drawing on the black vernacular; most were freighted  with references to classical mythology, or were elegies for friends and neighbors. Her early poem on slavery, “On Coming from Africa to America,” although it is among her most direct poetic statements, and relatively skillful in its use of her preferred form of the heroic couplet, is also painfully abject, in modern terms, in its defense of slavery as a civilizing religious force.


’Twas mercy brought me from my Pagan land,  
Taught my benighted soul to understand  
That there’s a God, that there’s a Saviour too:  
Some view our sable race with scornful eye,  
“Their colour is a diabolic die.”  
Remember, Christians, Negroes, black as Cain,  
May be refin’d and join th’angelic train.



Gates calls this poem the “most reviled . . . in African-American literature,” but he makes a moving plea for Wheatley to be liberated from racial tests and examinations, whether by white tribunals or black critics, and for everyone to read her work anew, “unblinkered by the anxieties of her time and ours . . . If Wheatley stood for anything, it was the creed that culture was, could be, the equal possession of all humanity.”19 In “Something like a Sonnet for Phillis Miracle Wheatley,” the poet June Jordan (1936-2002) robustly defends Wheatley, concluding that despite her dutiful assimilation of deference, she remains a precursor of “the difficult miracle of Black poetry in America”: “They dressed you in light but you dreamed / With the night.”20





First Feminist—Judith Sargent Murray

America’s first major feminist author, Judith Sargent Murray (1751-1820), experimented with drama, poetry, and fiction, and did her best work as an essayist and literary critic, championing equality for women and creative freedom for imaginative writers as well as political liberty for all Americans. Murray credited the Revolution with creating opportunities that American women had a civic obligation and moral responsibility to use. “I expect to see our young women forming a new era in female history,” she wrote in 1798, and her own energy and ambition helped shape that era.21


Born in Gloucester, Massachusetts, Murray married a sea captain and  trader, John Stevens, when she was eighteen. He died in the West Indies in 1786, and like many grieving women who could not accept the harsh Puritan doctrines of divine election, she broke with Calvinism and found comfort in the Universalist belief in general salvation. Two years later, she remarried, wedding a Universalist preacher, John Murray; he was supportive of her intelligence and her writing, but unable to earn enough money to keep the family comfortable. When their daughter Julia was born in 1791, Murray turned to writing as a source of income.

In 1790, under the pen name “Constantia,” Murray published the sparkling essay “On the Equality of the Sexes,” in which she wittily protested against the deliberate infantilization of women. With playful examples and forceful rhetoric, she challenged the idea of women’s intellectual inferiority to men, blaming any differences on education and socialization. Weren’t women acknowledged to have a “lively imagination,” even if it was mainly employed in gossip? Didn’t they equal men in memory, “since a loquacious old woman is as frequently met with as a communicative old man”? And if men had better judgment, they didn’t start out that way; everyone would agree that a two-year-old girl was more sage than a two-year-old boy. The “contrary modes of education” were to blame for what happened in maturity, for “the one is taught to aspire and the other is early confined and limited.” Murray was one of the first American women writers to complain about the monotony and lack of intellectual stimulation in housework; “I would calmly ask, is it reasonable, that a candidate for immortality, for the joys of heaven, an intelligent being . . . should be at present so degraded, as to be allowed no other ideas than those which are suggested by the mechanism of a pudding?” The education and recreation designed for girls could only “enervate the body and debilitate the mind.”

Murray enthusiastically read Mary Wollstonecraft’s A Vindication of the Rights of Woman when it appeared in 1792. For the next five years, Wollstonecraft was the most significant influence on American thinking about women’s rights. The book had two American printings, and was available from 30 percent of American libraries.22 In Philadelphia, Elizabeth Drinker noted in her diary that “in very many of her sentiments, she, as some of our friends say, speaks my mind.”23 In New York, “A Young Lady of the City” spoke out vigorously in praise: “See Wollstonecraft, a friend, / Your injur’d rights defend, / Wisdom her steps attend.”24


Encouraged by Wollstonecraft’s feminist defense of women’s rights to education and expression, Murray began to write a series of essays in the Massachusetts Magazine in 1792 under the male persona of “The  Gleaner,” a Mr. Vigillius who depicted himself as “a plain man, who, after spending the day in making provision for my little family, sit myself comfortably down by a clean hearth and a good fire,” with “a violent desire to become a writer.”25 The essays kept up the pretense of male authorship, and played with the fiction of readers’ speculations. Was The Gleaner a bachelor living in Worcester, a graduate of Yale, or someone else altogether? Murray composed letters to The Gleaner from a variety of imagined readers, including men, whose names identify them as eighteenth-century types ruled by their humors—Charles Candour, George Seafort (a “tough old seaman”), Peter Laconic, Oliver Homestead, Richard Wary. She used these characters to emphasize the gender ambiguities of writing. On the page, the writer could be any sex, any age, any class; she was confident that no stylistic “effeminacy or tinsel glitter” would betray her gender. Her use of the male persona was an important step for American women writers in terms of skill and literary ambition, marking an assertion of the artist’s imaginative claim to all experience.

Murray maintained an Enlightenment emphasis on equality between the sexes, in all realms including literature, and wanted to show that the merit of a work, rather than the identity or gender of the author, was the significant question. Returning to the theme of her early essays, she listed in The Gleaner ten categories in which women, “as far as relates to their understanding,” were “in every respect, equal to men”:
First, Alike capable of enduring hardships.  
Secondly, Equally ingenious, and fruitful in resources.  
Thirdly, Their fortitude and heroism cannot be surpassed.  
Fourthly, They are equally brave.  
Fifthly, They are as patriotic.  
Sixthly, As influential.  
Seventhly, As energetic and as eloquent.  
Eighthly, As faithful, as persevering in their attachments.  
Ninthly, As capable of supporting, with honour, the toils of government. And  
Tenthly and Lastly, They are equally susceptible of every literary  
acquirement.26



Not a word about purity, maternal love, docility, timidity, or any of the other clichés about feminine nature that would dominate the next century.

Murray was also a friend and champion of the arts, especially fiction  and plays. She vigorously defended the novel as proper reading matter for women (along with Mercy Otis Warren and Abigail Adams, she particularly liked Clarissa), and further defended the educational, moral, and intellectual advantages of storytelling itself. “Narrative,” she wrote, “unencumbered with dry reflections, and adorned with all the flowers of fiction, possesses for the new-formed fancy a most fascinating charm; attention is arrested, every faculty of the soul is engaged, and the pages of the interesting and entertaining novelist are almost devoured.” Captivated by novels, she argued, the young reader would move on to more serious intellectual subjects .27 She was also an enthusiast of theater, and a staunch defender of its virtues. Like fiction, she believed, drama could be a powerful force for creating rational, educated, and engaged citizens. Involving herself in the campaign to establish a theater in Boston and rescind the prohibition of plays, she argued that the new nation needed its own dramatic literature, and it was important “to supply the American stage with American scenes.”28


Murray tried to supply these American scenes herself in two comedies with patriotic plots, The Medium, or Virtue Triumphant (1795), which was the first play by any writer born in America to be produced in Boston after the theaters reopened in 1794, and also the first play by an American-born woman to be professionally staged; and The Traveler Returned (1796), which was also performed at the Federal Street Theatre. Both plays were presented anonymously, and indeed Bostonians speculated that they might be the work of her husband, John. Both included “remarkable female characters who initiate action, express and argue for philosophical principles, and form a self-sufficient community in which women of various ages support and protect one another.”29 The plays were included when she published The Gleaner in three volumes in 1798; the one hundred sections also included biography, history, moral essays, and literary criticism, and covered such subjects as women’s rights, health, philanthropy, religion, and the celebration of Thanksgiving. In her preface to The Gleaner, writing as “Constantia,” Murray boldly announced that she, for one, was not bound by traditional ideas of female modesty and self-deprecation, but wished for distinction, respect, and even fame: “I would descend with celebrity to posterity.” In a final essay, “The Gleaner Unmasked,” she explained to readers her motives for using a male persona—to get unbiased criticism, to establish herself as an independent writer unassisted by husband, father, or brother; and to confound the “indifference, not to say contempt, with which  female productions are regarded.” While her professionalism and disdain for special critical treatment would become the hallmarks of English women novelists when they chose to use male pseudonyms in the nineteenth century, in the United States, unfortunately, egalitarianism would be displaced by belief in a separate feminine sphere of imagination and obligation.

Murray also wrote a short novel, The Story of Margaretta, which was serialized in The Gleaner. Setting out her views on the proper education and training of girls, she told the story of Margaretta Melworth, an orphan who is raised by Mr. Vigillius and his wife, Mary. Mr. Vigillius is the narrator, but includes letters from Margaretta to give her point of view. Meticulously educated, according to her foster parents’ high principles, in English, French, history, geography, astronomy, and philosophy, and accomplished in needlework, drawing, the minuet, and the pianoforte, Margaretta is nonetheless completely taken in by the romantic advances of a scoundrel, Sinisterus Courtland, whom she meets on a trip to visit Yale when she is sixteen. It’s certainly disappointing that a heroine so well prepared intellectually should let herself be duped by a man named Sinisterus; but Margaretta realizes her mistake when she catches him plagiarizing his love poems to her, and ends up, after many trials, marrying a better man. Murray handles her didactic themes lightly, and, by having a male narrator, both emphasizes gender and tells the story of a father learning how to be an effective parent of a truly independent child. According to Sharon Harris, Murray “practiced what she preached,” and allowed her own daughter to join her at the theater and to act herself, as well as teaching her about notable women in history.30





The Novelist—Susanna Rowson

Susanna Rowson (1762-1824) was the first American woman novelist to produce a best seller. Her fourth novel, Charlotte Temple (1794), was widely read well into the nineteenth century, and eventually went through two hundred editions. As late as 1870, Rowson’s biographer Elias Nason wrote that Charlotte Temple “has stolen its way alike into the study of the divine and the workshop of the mechanic; into the parlor of the accomplished lady and into the bed-chamber of her waiting maid; into the log hut on the extreme border of modern civilization and into  the forecastle of the whale ship on the lonely ocean.” The novel outsold all its eighteenth-century rivals, reigning supreme until the era of Sir Walter Scott, and demonstrated, Nason concluded, that “the common mind of the common people is after all the true arbiter of the merit of works of genius.”31


Prolific and versatile, Rowson wrote ten novels, two collections of fictional sketches, seven plays, two books of poetry, and six textbooks and books about education. Her career had three phases—actress/dramatist, novelist, and educator—and they were closely connected in her writing. She was born in Portsmouth, England, the daughter of William Haswell, a lieutenant in the Royal Navy; her mother died at her birth. When Haswell had to go to New England on naval business in 1763, Susanna was left behind with a nurse and relatives, and then sent to America to join him when she was five years old. The voyage was exceptionally stormy; the passengers encountered a hurricane, faced food rationing, and were greeted by sleet and ice when they reached Boston Harbor—experiences that she would later describe in her novel Rebecca  (1792).

Meanwhile, Lieutenant Haswell had remarried an American woman and had two more children. The family lived for the next ten years in the village of Nantasket, on Boston’s South Shore, and Susanna read the classics in her father’s library. In 1775, in the heat of revolutionary fervor, he was imprisoned as an employee of the Crown, and thirteen-year-old Susanna became the family’s caretaker and provider. After the war, Haswell was released on a prisoner exchange, and the family returned to London, where she continued to work and support them, going on the stage as an actress, dancer, and singer. She met William Rowson, an aspiring actor, trumpet player, and backstage handyman; they married in 1786, and stayed married for the rest of her life, although he was a drinker and ne’er-do-well. Rowson had more independence with the title of wife than as a single woman trying to make her way in the world. She had also begun to write fiction.

In 1792, the Rowsons joined the London theatrical company of Thomas Wignell, who was recruiting actors for the postrevolutionary American stage. The following year, they emigrated to the New Theatre of Philadelphia, where Susanna flourished playing character roles in a company that included more celebrated actresses such as Mrs. Oldmixon and Eliza Kemble Whitlock. With this second emigration to America, Rowson’s fortunes changed. She wrote three plays, and starred  in a play of her own, Slaves in Algiers: or, A Struggle for Freedom (1794). Based partly on an episode from Don Quixote and partly on the piracy of American merchant ships by Algerian slave traders, the play was also a defense of women’s rights. Its heroine, Fetnah, an unhappy wife in the Dey’s harem, has been radicalized by Rebecca, an American female captive who teaches her that “woman was never formed to be the abject slave of man. Nature made us equal with them and gave us the power to render ourselves superior.” Despite the crude stereotyping of Fetnah’s father, a Jew who has converted to Islam, Slaves in Algiers is among the few comic plays in the period with real dramatic flair and convincing, natural dialogue. In an epilogue, a breathless Mrs. Rowson herself, “almost terrified to death,” came out from behind the curtain to address her audience with self-deprecating wit: “Well, ladies, tell me: how d’ye like my play? / ‘The creature has some sense,’ methinks you say.”

In 1794, Charlotte Temple, which had originally come out in England three years earlier, was published in a pirated edition in Philadelphia. In an era of long philosophical novels, Charlotte Temple was appealingly short, plot-driven, and intense. Young Charlotte is sent by her doting parents to the respectable boarding school of Madame Du Pont in Portsmouth, but there she falls under the malign guidance of the French teacher, Mademoiselle La Rue. Obviously Madame Du Pont has not checked deeply into her teachers’ references, for La Rue is a French adventuress who eloped from her own convent, traveled to England, and “lived with several different men in open defiance of all moral and religious duties.” She takes Charlotte out to meet dashing officers, especially the libertine Montraville, who promptly sets out to seduce her. Protesting that she will sacrifice her love for Montraville to duty toward her parents, the fourteen-year-old Charlotte is abducted, shrieking and fainting, by the wicked and determined Montraville and his accomplice La Rue. They take her by ship to America, where Montraville has been dispatched to fight in the Revolutionary War; intercept her letters to her parents; and set her up as his hapless mistress in an isolated little house near New York City. Montraville promises that he will marry her, but instead he falls in love with an even more beautiful, wealthy, and intelligent woman, Julia Franklin, and he abandons Charlotte. Pregnant, desperate, alone, she sets out for New York to find him, wanders half crazed in a blizzard, and gives birth to a daughter in an inn. After a heartrending reunion with her father, who has come to America to find her, she dies.

Rowson’s lurid account of the evils facing young women was the  book’s biggest attraction, but she framed it in warnings against vice, materialism, and immorality. She echoed the feminist rhetoric of Mary Wollstonecraft in describing a marriage market of young girls “legally prostituted to old, decrepit men” that paralleled the illegal world of sex exploitation and prostitution. To make her sensational story of abduction, seduction, and betrayal acceptable to a genteel readership, Rowson invented an intimate, chatty, and maternal narrative persona who spoke directly to her audience, like the playwright peeking out from behind the curtain, in nine lengthy “authorial intrusions.” In these passages, she created the illusion of a personal bond with her readers, anticipated their criticisms, defended the novel and women’s writing as moral and educational genres, and underlined her intentions and values. Rowson’s preface, for example, confided to “the young and thoughtless of the fair sex” that her “Tale of Truth” was designed to protect them from “the various and unexpected evils that attend” a girl’s entrance into adult life. When she interrupted the flow of her narrative to speak to her reader, Rowson both reinforced the truth of the story and gave clues about her own personality. “Here let me stop to make one remark,” she implores in chapter seven, “and trust me my very heart aches while I write it.” These appeals to the heart, and the range of potential readers she singled out, from “sober matrons” to “men of philosophic temperament,” increased identification with Charlotte Temple’s many sufferings and travails. American readers were enthralled. Rowson’s melodramatic tale was the biggest seller in the United States before the publication of Uncle Tom’s Cabin in 1852. In the nineteenth century, readers made pilgrimages to Trinity Churchyard in New York, where they laid flowers and gifts at the grave of a woman named “Charlotte Temple” they firmly believed to be the real heroine.

The novel, Cathy Davidson suggests, could be read as “an allegory of changing political and social conditions in early America.” The story of a young girl “misled by a conniving French schoolmistress, seduced by a British officer, and abandoned in a strange new country, an ocean away from beloved (but perhaps too paternalistic) parents” might have spoken to the secret hearts of Americans suffering “the almost inevitable separation anxieties that follow any declaration of independence.”32 But Rowson was discovering that the novel was a genre dealing with the personal rather than the political and thus uniquely suited to women’s needs as writers, as well as to women readers, who found it a form of wish fulfillment and rebellion. Men, too, read Charlotte Temple with emotion;  Davidson found many copies with “touching inscriptions set down by male readers.”33 Although Rowson never received royalties from the American editions, this literary piracy brought her the profits of fame. A sequel, Lucy Temple (1828), published after Rowson’s death and taking up the story of her daughter back in England, was also a best seller.

In 1797, however, Rowson gave up fiction for a distinguished third career as an educator and director of the Young Ladies’ Academy in Boston, instructing her students in mathematics and science as well as more traditional female subjects. She wrote textbooks for them to use, including one on great women in history. Shortly before her death, she wrote in the preface to one textbook that she had “never promulgated a sentence that could militate against the best interests of religion, virtue, and morality . . . Soon will the gloom of night enshroud me, but to my latest hour I shall devote my leisure to the improvement or innocent amusement of youth.”34


Her commercial success and absolute respectability enabled a new era of fiction by American women, including Hannah Webster Foster, Sally Sayward Barrell Keating Wood, Sukey Vickery, and Tabitha Tenney. Loudly asserting their modesty, gentility, and femininity, these novelists nonetheless overcame their reluctance to come before the public as authors. By the end of the eighteenth century, American daughters were reading so many novels that even women novelists expressed moral concern. Foster warned that “novels are the favourite, and most dangerous kind of reading now adopted by the generality of young ladies . . . They often pervert the judgment, mislead the affections, and blind the understanding.” 35 But it was too late to turn back. Novels inspired young American ladies to become writers themselves, if only to correct the mistakes of others. By 1797, the editor of the New York Magazine proclaimed, “This is a novel-reading age.”36





3

 Their Native Land


In 1820, Sydney Smith, a literary critic for the Edinburgh Review, insultingly inquired, “In the four quarters of the globe, who reads an American book?” His witticism, however, appeared at exactly the time that James Fenimore Cooper and Washington Irving were launching their impressive international careers as “the American Scott” and “the American Lamb.” By the 1820s, talented American women, too, were reading British fiction and aspiring to re-create such achievements on American soil. Sarah Josepha Hale (1788-1879), the editor of Godey’s Lady’s Book, recalled how she had read Ann Radcliffe’s gothic classic The Mysteries of Udolpho (1794) and been inspired to write fiction herself: “The wish to promote the reputation of my own sex and to do something for my own country, was among the earliest mental emotions I can recollect.”1


Other women of Hale’s generation especially admired Scott’s combination of fictional adventure with Scottish history, and wondered whether American history, too, could be the basis of exciting novels. As a young girl, Lydia Maria Child read Waverly; or ’Tis Sixty Years Hence  (1814), Scott’s tale of the Jacobite rebellion, and exclaimed, “Why cannot I write a novel?”2 Her preface to Hobomok began with a quotation from Scott’s most famous patriotic poem: “I never view the thriving villages of New England, which speak so forcibly to the heart, of happiness and prosperity, without feeling a glow of national pride, as I say, ‘this is my own, my native land.’ ” Catharine Maria Sedgwick, who had especially loved Scott’s novel The Pirate, wrote in the preface to her best-known novel, Hope Leslie; or, Early Times in the Massachusetts (1827), that “the ambition of the writer would be fully gratified if, by this work, any of our young countrymen should be stimulated to investigate the early history of their native land.”3


Motivated by a desire to celebrate their native land, and to contribute  toward the creation of a distinctly American literature, three very gifted and very different women writers, Sedgwick, Child, and Caroline Kirkland, led the generation of the 1820s and 1830s. Sedgwick and Child set their fiction in New England; Kirkland wrote about backwoods Michigan, which was then the unsettled frontier or “the West.” Products of postrevolutionary ideals of the intellectual equality of women, they were well educated, open-minded, advanced in their thinking about race and gender, and intellectually respected. Sedgwick, bold but ultimately conservative, was hailed by contemporaries as diverse as Cooper and William Cullen Bryant, while the American novelist Emma Embury declared, “She is one of our national glories—our Sedgwick.”4 The abolitionist leader William Lloyd Garrison called Child a political radical, “the first woman in the republic.” Edgar Allan Poe admired all three writers, calling Child’s work “an honor to our country and a signal triumph for our countrywomen,” and praising the liberal essayist Caroline Kirkland for her “truth and novelty.”5 Together, they wrote novels, stories, children’s books, cookbooks, and biographies; they edited magazines, worked for social reform, and fought for the end of slavery.

They received conflicting and ambiguous messages about femininity, intellect, and creativity, from both women and men. Women were certainly entering the publishing industry, as editors as well as writers. By the 1820s, they had begun to edit periodicals whose titles, including gender-marked terms like “Ladies,” “Mother,” and “Home,” showed that they were addressed to a female audience. Patricia Oker has identified over six hundred American women who edited periodicals in the nineteenth century, a sign of their growing power even if they had to call themselves by the term “editress.”6 The publication of the first American annual anthology of poetry and fiction, The Atlantic Souvenir, in 1825, opened up more possibilities for women writers. Many annuals—The Token, The Talisman, The Western Souvenir, The Literary Souvenir, and The Gift—published exclusively American materials, and women wrote at least a third of their contents. The 1820s also saw the beginnings of a distinctly American children’s literature, written mainly by women. Child began to edit the Juvenile Miscellany in 1824, and thought it was important to replace British content with “American scenes and American characters.” 7 Although writing children’s literature did not confer literary status, the market for such material was lucrative; as Child wrote frankly to her sister Mary, “children’s books are more profitable than any others, and . . . I am American enough to prefer money to fame.”8


But even such a prominent figure as Sarah Josepha Hale sent mixed  messages to other aspiring literary women. In 1829, she declared that “the path of poetry, like every other path in life, is to the tread of woman, exceedingly circumscribed.”9 Yet in 1837, when she took over the merged editorship of the Ladies’ Magazine and Godey’s Lady’s Book,  she announced her wish “to encourage American authors, especially women, and to use the journal to speak to issues concerning women.”10  Her own anonymous fiction took much more conservative views. In The Lectress (1839), she told a warning tale of a speaker for women’s rights who, despite impeccable motives, loses her husband and her health for her imprudence.

In 1834, Ann Stephens, a writer of short stories and the editor of the  Portland Magazine, gracefully admitted that “the privilege of deep research is man’s right; with it we have no wish to interfere. All we ask is permission to use the knowledge he has scattered over the enlightened world. But poetry, fiction, and the lighter branches of the sciences are woman’s appropriate sphere, as much as the flower-garden, the drawing-room, and the nursery.”11 Of course, Stephens had managed to stake out poetry and fiction as well as a few scattered leftovers of masculine research for women. Five years later, in an essay on “Women of Genius” (1839), Stephens showed more pragmatically how even busy housewives and devoted mothers could juggle their domestic duties efficiently enough to allow time for literary production. “There are few American women,” she wrote, “who, by a systematic arrangement of time, cannot command three or four hours out of every day, without encroaching upon her household duties . . . These hours devoted to authorship, at a moderate computation, would produce four duodecimo volumes a year.”12





“Our Sedgwick”—Catharine Maria Sedgwick

Catharine Maria Sedgwick (1789-1867) never married and had no household duties to a husband or children. Furthermore, she had outstanding gifts as a writer: wit, intelligence, warmth, a sense of structure and coherence, an ear for believable dialogue, and an eye for accurate detail. She wrote six well-received novels and numerous short stories in the 1820s and 1830s, as well as children’s books, tracts, and biographies; her work was translated into French, German, Italian, Swedish, Danish, and Dutch; and she corresponded with or met several of the leading European women writers of the period, including the Scandinavian novelist  Fredrika Bremer, the English essayist Harriet Martineau, and the Irish novelist Maria Edgeworth. Using the New England setting and American issues of race, ethnicity, and religion, Sedgwick created her own hybrid narrative forms. She also used the gothic tradition to imagine a fascinating series of madwomen whose rebellions and visions create a feminist subtext in otherwise decorous stories. She had a keen and daring sympathy for the outsider, whether the slave, the Native American, the religious dissenter, or even the criminal. Although Sedgwick did not sign her name to her books until the mid-1830s, everyone knew who she was, and in the period it was not unusual to publish anonymously or under a pseudonym. Sir Walter Scott, “The Great Unknown,” whose Waverley novels were anonymous, was the most famous example, but Cooper and Hawthorne also veiled their names in their first books, and indeed between 1820 and 1840, more men than women were likely to do so.13


Sedgwick was born in Stockbridge, Massachusetts, a region known to its proud inhabitants as “the American Lake District” for its natural beauty and intellectual advantages. She had the warm support of her father, Theodore Sedgwick, one of the most influential Federalists of the early Republic. He was a lawyer and statesman who served in both the Massachusetts legislature and U.S. Senate; her four brothers—Theodore, Harry, Robert, and Charles—also believed in her talent and encouraged her to write. “My dear brother Theodore makes a most extravagant estimate of my powers,” she noted modestly early on. “It is one thing to write a spurt of a letter, and another to write a book.”14  Because her mother, Pamela Dwight Sedgwick, became severely depressed when Catharine was two years old (Pamela had borne ten children, three of whom died in infancy), and because her father was away much of the year serving in Congress, Sedgwick was raised by a black woman, Elizabeth Freeman, whom she called Mumbet. Her love and respect for her nurse gave her a personal insight into the issues of slavery that would soon dominate the nation. In 1781, having read the Declaration of Independence, Mumbet asked Mr. Sedgwick, “Won’t the law give me my freedom?” He represented her in a historic court case that brought an end to slavery in Massachusetts.

Sedgwick’s first novel, A New-England Tale, or Sketches of New-England Characters and Manners (1822), was her effort, as she explained in her preface, “to add something to the scanty stock of native American literature.” Dedicated to Maria Edgeworth “as a slight expression of the writer’s sense of her eminent services in the great cause of human virtue  and improvement,” A New-England Tale seems structured more closely in imitation of Jane Austen.15 The heroine Jane Elton is orphaned at twelve, and Sedgwick satirizes the debate between her three aunts about who will take her in. Mrs. Daggett is the pious hypocrite; she has no children herself but “no longer ago than that morning, Mr. D. and she had agreed to pay the expenses of one of the young Cherokees at the School at——.” Mrs. Convers is the most frivolous and snobbish; she intends to spend all her money on clothes, and “the dancing-master, and the drawing-master, and the music-master” for her own daughters. She wants Jane to go out as a servant, but to change her name so as not to embarrass the family. Mrs. Wilson is the strict Calvinist who “would as soon . . . follow one of my children to the grave, as to see her in that broad road to destruction, which leads through a ball-room.”

Mrs. Wilson takes Jane home, but she is soon exposed as a deluded mother of spoiled, worldly, and dishonest children. Her pampered daughter Elvira fantasizes that she is the heroine of a romantic novel: “I always fancy, when I read a novel, that I am the heroine, and the hero is one of my favourites, and then I realize it all, and it appears so natural.” Elvira, dressed in a scarlet dress, with her hair “in imitation of some favourite heroine,” in ringlets over her shoulders, defeats Jane in a school essay contest, but is then exposed as a plagiarist. She eventually elopes with a French confidence man. Mrs. Wilson’s petted son, David, seduces and abandons a village girl, and then commits a robbery, is arrested, escapes, and goes to be a pirate. Mrs. Wilson washes her hands of him: “He has gone out from me, and he is not of me; his blood be upon his own head; I am clear of it . . . I have planted and I have watered and if it is the Lord’s will to withhold the increase I must submit.” She dies a painful lingering death, with Jane as her nurse. Jane, on the other hand, ends up happily married to a prosperous Quaker gentleman.

Sedgwick framed this satirical novel of manners with the story of a romantic and gothic madwoman, a character type who would show up in much of her subsequent fiction as a subversive emblem of the anger, emotion, and outrage that the genteel heroine must repress. Here called Crazy Bet, she appears first to chastise “the pride and hypocrisy and selfishness” of Jane’s aunts. Sedgwick describes Bet as a village woman driven mad by love:
Wherever there was an awakening, or a camp-meeting, crazy Bet was sure to be found; she was often seen by moonlight wandering in the  church-yard, plucking the nettles from the graves, and wreathing the monuments with ground-pine. She would watch for whole nights by the side of a grave in her native village, where twenty years before were deposited the remains of her lover, who was drowned on the day before they were to have been married.16





Partly based on Scott’s Madge Wildfire, Crazy Bet is also an American variant of the standard Romantic madwoman, Crazy Jane, who appeared originally in 1793 in ballads by Matthew Lewis, and then had her “tragical history” told in early-nineteenth-century chapbooks, melodramas, and painting. Crazy Jane is always a woman whose lover has died or deserted her; she “would dress her head with willow straw and wild flowers, disposed in a fanciful style, and this seemed to be the only amusement that soothed her mind.”17 Sedgwick’s Crazy Bet leads Jane to the cottage where David Wilson’s abandoned lover and her child are being hidden. By this point, she is in full madwoman regalia: “She had taken off her old bonnet and tied it on a branch of the tree that shaded the grave, and twisted around her head a full leaved vine, by which she had confined bunches of wild flowers, that drooped around her pale brow and haggard face.” The novel ends with Crazy Bet’s death, which she calls her final struggle to be free. In Sedgwick’s second novel, Redwood (1824), the Crazy Jane figure is a six-foot-tall Yankee Amazon, Aunt Deborah Lenox. One character calls her “a hideous monster—a giantess, I suspect a descendant of the New-England witches.” Crazy Anny, a woman driven mad by the seduction and betrayal of her daughter by a British officer, appears in the revolutionary novel The Linwoods (1835), waving a pole “on which she had tied thirteen strips of cloth of every colour, and stuck them over with white paper stars.”18



Hope Leslie (1827) was Sedgwick’s most popular novel, and is the one most read today. Set in the seventeenth century, it opened with her trenchant authorial comments on the character of the Puritans and the Indian tribes they fought and displaced. Sedgwick always insisted that she respected the Pilgrim fathers despite their “bigotry,” “superstition,” and “intolerance.”19 She herself had converted from Calvinism to Unitarianism, but she carefully explained in her preface that “the first settlers of New England were not illiterate, but learned and industrious men. They seem to have understood the importance of their station. The Massachusetts colony, and some of the other establishments sparsely scattered on the coast, were illuminated spots, clear and bright lights, set  on the borders of a dark and turbulent wilderness.” Sedgwick was also sympathetic to the Native Americans, whom she describes in heroic terms as “the only race of men of whom it be said, that though conquered, they were never enslaved. They could not submit and live. When made captives, they courted death, and exulted in torture.”20


Drawing on the overt and covert plots of the captivity narrative, Sedgwick invented an exciting plot based on the clash of these two obdurate cultures. In her novel, a young Englishwoman is kidnapped by her father’s servants to prevent her from marrying; two Pequod children are captured and kept as servants by Puritans; and white women are abducted by the Pequods in revenge. Sedgwick insinuates that women are the victims of an exchange between men, and that captivity is part of the female condition. William Fletcher, a young Englishman, plans to elope to America with his cousin Alice, against her father’s wishes; but at the last moment she is abducted by her father’s servants and compelled to stay behind and marry another man, Charles Leslie. William emigrates to Springfield alone, and eventually marries the humble Martha, a devout Puritan, who bears his son Everell. After fourteen years, they learn that Alice Leslie, a widow, has died en route to the New World, and left William the guardian of her two daughters, whom he renames Faith and Hope. He keeps the older girl, Hope, with him in Boston, but sends Faith on ahead to join his family and their teenage Indian captive servants, the brother and sister Magawisca and Oneco, children of the Pequod chief Mononotto. When Mononotto leads a band of braves to rescue his children, Magawisca tries unsuccessfully to protect the Fletchers, but Mrs. Fletcher and her children are killed and Everell and Faith taken captive. In the Indian camp, Magawisca interposes her arm to prevent her father’s hatchet from killing Everell. He escapes, but Faith stays behind. Loyal to her tribe, and generous to the white people who have befriended her, Magawisca, it has been noted, “embodies the noble Indian not in a warrior but in a woman.”21


In the second half of the novel, a grown-up Hope falls in love with Everell, and they are united after many threats and mishaps. The mutilated Magawisca survives to lead Hope to her lost sister Faith, now completely assimilated to Indian ways and the loving wife of Oneco: “No speak Yengees,” she tells the horrified Hope. No pleas or gifts will persuade Faith to return to her white family, and nothing can induce Magawisca to remain with Hope and Everell: “The Indian and the white man can no more mingle, and become one, than day and night.” Despite its melodramatic aspects, Alexander Cowie, the exacting critic of the  American novel, concluded, “the whole story is given vraisemblance by the colloquial speech and natural action of Hope Leslie,” whose “reactions to various situations in which her emotions are deeply involved are indicated with far more plausible psychology than had been evident in the heroines of Charles Brockden Brown or Cooper or any of the lesser novelists who had preceded her.”22 Contemporary reviewers of Hope Leslie not only praised its characters and style, but stressed its positive influence on American women readers. “A woman feels a laudable pride in the knowledge that a sister has distinguished herself in an intellectual career,” the critic for the North American Review declared. “. . . It is a stimulus acting on the generous ambition of the whole sex; prompting all to an exertion of their highest faculties.”23


Surprisingly, Sedgwick felt ambivalent about her literary success. By 1830, despite the well-received Clarence, or, A Tale of Our Own Times (1830), she was confiding to Lydia Maria Child that she was “not just now at all in love with novel-writing.”24 What was the source of her disaffection? By this time, Sedgwick knew she would never marry. Although she had enough money to lead an independent life, and enough loving relatives to provide her with familial support, she had experienced the pain of being “first to none,” and the “unnatural state” of a “solitary condition.” In 1830, she noted in her journal, she was still longing for “the independence and interests and power of communication of a home of my own,” a household where she would not be “second best.”25


In 1830, Sedgwick published a story in the Atlantic Souvenir, called “Cacoethes Scribendi”—the Roman satirist Juvenal’s phrase for “the itch to write”—which dramatized her conflicts over professional authorship. In the “secluded and quiet village of H.,” near the “literary emporium” of Boston, her narrator explains, all the young men leave as soon they are old enough to pursue adventure and profit, leaving a community of women and children behind. The girls of H. are astonished even to behold the few men who stray into their sanctuary. Moreover, H. is death-haunted, and particularly lethal for husbands, so that “every woman in H. was a widow or maiden.” It is a locale in which women, like Sedgwick herself, do not have to worry about getting permission to write from men, and they are happy, busy, independent and untroubled about their futures.

One widow, Mrs. Courland, the mother of five lively boys and one teenage daughter, loves to read. When she discovers that a girlhood friend has published a piece in an annual, she suddenly “felt a call to become an author.” Not only does Mrs. Courland begin to write short  stories, but at her urging, her three unmarried sisters immediately take up their pens as well—Miss Anne writing a treatise on botany, Miss Ruth on education, and Miss Sally on religious meditation. Soon the whole family is scribbling away, except for the oldest daughter, Alice, who provides the subject matter for many of their stories. Alice refuses to be either a literary heroine or an author, and thereby wins the love and devotion of the only young and eligible man in the region, Ralph Hepburn. Hepburn does the writing for her, in the form of a note of proposal. “And when her mother and aunts saw her the happy mistress of the Hepburn farm, and the happiest of wives, they relinquished, without a sigh, the hope of ever seeing her an AUTHOR.”26


Playful rather than didactic, the story endorsed the literary life as one that allows feminine expression and economic freedom, but also hinted that there is something dangerous and unnatural about women’s literary ambitions. Susan S. Williams has identified a group of nineteenth-century American stories by women using the “cacoethes scribendi plot,” and taking various points of view about the legitimacy of women’s writing. In one version, female writers justify their itch by “turning from frivolous to useful subjects”; in another, they cure it by “giving up writing altogether to take up the duties of being wives.” By publishing her story in a magazine, Sedgwick was both asserting her own legitimacy as a professional author and endorsing the priorities of marriage.27


Early in 1833, Sedgwick attempted to write about slavery, but she could manage to complete only fifty pages. “I have abandoned my book,” she finally noted in her journal in April. “I am sick of it.”28 As she told Lydia Maria Child, she became ambivalent about abolition, and wondered about whether gradual education and vocational training of slaves should be the preamble to full emancipation. “There is no sorrow of humanity that I have so much at heart as the condition of the black race,” she wrote in 1834 to Child, who had requested a contribution for her abolitionist gift book The Oasis; but “it does not appear to me that immediate abolition is best for the slaves. God only knows what is best. It is a dark and fearful subject.” She offered to contribute something about her views. On her side, however, Child had absolutely no patience for what seemed like pious equivocation and helpless feminine dithering. As she responded to Sedgwick: “I want none but unqualified AntiSlavery writers . . . On this subject I neither have, nor desire to have moderation.”29


By the mid-1830s, Sedgwick was backing away from any commitment to writing as the center of her life:
My author existence has always seemed something accidental, extraneous, and independent of my inner self. My books have been a pleasant occupation and excitement in my life. The notice, and friends, or acquaintances, they have procured me, have relieved me from the danger of ennui and blue devils, that are most apt to infest a single person. But they constitute no portion of my happiness—that is, such as I derive from the dearest relations of life. When I feel that my writings have made any one happier or better, I feel an emotion of gratitude to Him who has made me the medium of a blessing to my fellow-creatures. And I do feel that I am but the instrument.30





Her self-image as a medium and an instrument, rather than an autonomous creator, made writing more of a burden to her than a vocation and a pleasure, and that contradictory self-division may have prevented her from entirely fulfilling her promise. The Linwoods, or, “Sixty Years Since” in America (1835) told the story of the Revolutionary War from the perspective of two families who are deciding which side to take. In a climactic encounter, one young man tells another: “You call those poor fellows out there rebels, I patriots. You think they deserve to be ground to the dust, I think they are infernally abused. You think Washington is cold, selfish, calculating, ambitious; and I believe that he is generous, disinterested, just . . . and humane.” Although Sedgwick had clearly not given up her wish to create the literature of her native land, she did not feel confident about it. While her title alluded to Scott’s  Waverly, she warned that its “title might be deemed ambitious; that it might indicate an expectation that ‘this sixty years since in America’ would take place with the ‘sixty years since’ of the great Master. I have not yet forgotten the literature of my childhood—the fate of the ambitious frog. To those who know me, I need not plead ‘not guilty’ to a charge of such insane vanity.”31


Sedgwick wrote two more novels in the 1830s, The Poor Rich Man and the Rich Poor Man (1836), and Live and Let Live (1837), and earned more than sixty thousand dollars during the decade.32 But after 1837, feeling herself at a creative impasse, she gave up writing novels for the next twenty years, and produced didactic and moralizing stories for children. Her last novel, Married or Single? (1857), defended the unmarried woman, but was a muted book that disappointed those hoping for more feminist fire.




“The first woman in the republic”—Lydia Maria Child

Lydia Maria Francis Child (1802-1880) had started out wanting “to think and write, and be like” Catharine Maria Sedgwick, but as a fiery abolitionist she never forgave what she regarded as Sedgwick’s cowardice.33  When she read Sedgwick’s Memoirs in the 1870s, she wrote to a friend, “She sincerely wished well to the negroes, but she could not bear to contend for them, or for anything else. She was afraid of the subject. She was very deficient in moral courage . . . During the Anti-Slavery battle, she cooled toward me. She was afraid of reformers.”34 Where Sedgwick was weak and tentative, Child was strong and sure; from the beginning of her literary career she not only wrote about racial intermarriage, but argued for it as the best way to benefit all groups.

Ironically, Child is most familiar to Americans for the holiday song beginning “Over the river and through the woods, / To grandfather’s house we go.” Of course, very few of those Americans who sing the song every Thanksgiving know the author’s name, let alone that the iconic grandmother and her pumpkin pie don’t appear until the final stanza. Child, however, was a prolific and important American writer, who pioneered, as her biographer Carolyn Karcher points out, “almost every department of nineteenth-century American letters: the historical novel, the short story, children’s literature, the domestic advice book, women’s history, antislavery fiction, and journalism. Not least among her accomplishments, she anticipated an acute need of our own time by publishing an anthology [Looking Towards Sunset, 1865] for the elderly, designed to promote positive images of old age. Her corpus amounts to forty-seven books and tracts (including four novels and three collections of short stories) with enough uncollected journalism and fiction to fill one or two more,” plus a huge correspondence.35


How did such an eminent writer and intellectual enter literary history in such a humble way? Born to a working-class family in Medford, Massachusetts—her father was a baker—Child had little normal education, and her father actively disapproved her reading. Her brother Convers, though, was a precocious child who found patrons to send him to Harvard. He shared the wealth with her, passing on his old schoolbooks, directing her reading, and introducing her to his literary friends, including Emerson. Early on she was unafraid to challenge even the most elevated classics of the canon; Paradise Lost, she told her brother, was very  grand, “but don’t you think that Milton asserts the superiority of his own sex in rather too lordly a manner?”36 Karcher believes that Child “appears never to have suffered from either the fear of unsexing herself or the paralyzing sense of inadequacy that inhibited so many other nineteenth-century women writers.”37 When Child was twelve, her mother died, and she was sent to Norridgewock, Maine, to live with her married sister. There she had many contacts with members of the Abenaki and Penobscot tribes who lived in the forests by the Kennebec River; she visited their wigwams. As a child, she saw a Penobscot woman who had borne a child and then walked four miles through the snow. She also met the Penobscot chief Captain Neptune.

Although Alexander Cowie in the 1950s would proclaim that when she wrote her first novel, Hobomok, in 1824, Child “knew little about the Indians or about life or about novel-writing,” he was wrong on all counts.38 As she recalled the genesis of her book, while visiting her brother at Harvard, where he had become a Unitarian clergyman, she read a review of Yamoyden: A Tale of the War of King Philip in Six Cantos,  by James Wallis Eastburn and Robert Sands. The reviewer, John Gorham Palfrey, whom she had met through her brother, predicted that early New England history, especially the conflict between the Pilgrims and the Native Americans, was rich material for an authentic American novel. “Whoever in the country first attains the rank of a first rate writer of Fiction will lay his scene here. The wide field is ripe for the harvest, and scarce a sickle has yet touched it.”39 Child responded immediately:
I knew not what impelled me; I had never dreamed of such a thing as turning author; but I siezed [sic] a pen, and before the bell rang for afternoon meeting I had written the first chapter, exactly as it now stands. When I showed it to my brother, my young ambition was flattered by the exclamation, “But Maria, did you really write this? Do you mean what you say, that it is entirely your own?”40





Unlike Sedgwick, Child wrote in a state of ecstatic imagination. In an essay on “The First and the Last Book” (1832), she unapologetically confessed:One remembers writing his first book as he recollects the first time he saw the ocean. Like the unquiet sea, all the elements of our nature are then heaving and tumultuous. Restless, insatiable ambition is on us like  a fiery charm. Everything partakes of the brightness and boundlessness of our own hopes . . . We then write because we cannot help it—the mind is a full fountain that will overflow—and if the waters sparkle as they fall, it is from their own impetuous abundance.




As Karcher points out, at the beginning of her career, Child had “so little consciousness of the limits imposed on women writers that she had essentially thought of herself as a man.” The male pronouns, the metaphors of the overflowing fountain, the sense of “restless insatiable ambition” combine to “align her not with the typical female scribbler, who shrank from publicity and professed to write only when induced by divine fiat or desperate financial need, but with the male genius.”41 At the same time, Child also felt a deep identification with George Sand, whom she regarded as her twin sister and double: “I never read a book of hers without continually stumbling on things that seem to have been written by myself.”42


Child’s confidence in her own gifts was further demonstrated by her determination to get the novel published. She borrowed $495, probably from her father and brother, and had a thousand copies printed, to be retailed at seventy-five cents each. The North American Review, however, called Hobomok’s intermarriage plot “revolting,” and Child was left with five hundred copies on her hands, owing $98. Learning that Harvard professor George Ticknor had praised the book, she wrote directly to him for help: “Your influence in the literary and fashionable world is very great, and a few words timely spoken by you would effect more than my utmost exertions. Your judgment would have much weight with those whose taste is law, and your notice would induce many to purchase, who would otherwise regard the subject with a very natural indifference.”43  Ticknor extended his patronage; he offered to help her pay the debt, persuaded Jared Sparks, the editor of the North American Review, to take a second look at the book, and invited Child to his prestigious Boston salon.

Nonetheless, Child signed her book only “By an American.” She had been “gravely warned . . . that no woman could expect to be regarded as a lady after she had written a book.”44 Hobomok further removed itself from the taint of female authorship in a preface that attributes the composition of the novel to an unnamed young man, who declares to his friend Frederic: “Your friend P——’s remarks concerning our early history have half tempted me to write a New England novel.” Frederic is skeptical; what kind of novel can compete with Scott and Cooper? “A  novel! . . . when Waverly is galloping over hill and dale, faster and more successful than Alexander’s conquering sword? Even American ground is occupied. ‘The Spy’ is lurking in every closet,—the mind is everywhere supplied with ‘Pioneers’ on the land, and is soon likely to be with ‘Pilots’ on the deep.” But when he reads the document, which the young man has adapted from “an old worn-out manuscript,” he is convinced: “Send it to the Printer.”

Set in Salem, the novel proper anticipated Hope Leslie in dealing with Puritans and Indians. Child was much more critical of the Puritans, and much more idealistic about the Indians, than Sedgwick. The Puritans, she observed, “were struck off from a learned, opulent, and powerful nation, under circumstances which goaded and lacerated them almost to ferocity;—and it is no wonder that men who fled from oppression in their own country, to all the hardships of a remote and dreary province, should have exhibited a deep mixture of exclusive, bitter, and morose, passions.”45 In an anonymous book that was printed in 1829 but never circulated, she expanded her remarkably sophisticated analysis of Puritan psychology; she saw them as attempting to mitigate the repressed guilt they felt about mistreating the Native Americans with a punishing self-denial:However strong were their convictions of the justice of their cause, however plausible were their arguments in defence of their usurpations, they were unable to silence the voice of conscience; and they vainly attempted to escape from the remorse, which, with all its terrors, seizes on the hearts of the guilty, by redoubling their superstitious observances. They fasted and prayed, and the austerities they imposed on themselves and others destroyed in a great degree all social enjoyment; and, whilst they were systematically planning the destruction of the Indians, they were sharply engaged in discussing with each other points of faith altogether unimportant or incomprehensible.




Child grasped the sadomasochism of Calvinist doctrine, which cloaked its violence and contempt for human nature in divine sanction. She also formulated a more general psychic law—that people will struggle to justify their own crimes, and blame the victims. As she noted aphoristically, “people seldom forgive those whom they have wronged, and the first settlers appear to have fostered a moral aversion to the Indians, whom they had barbarously destroyed.”46


Not even Hawthorne would achieve a deeper understanding, and in  Hobomok, Child anticipated Hawthorne in her use of real historical characters and her portrayal of Salem’s obsession with savagery, the devil, and witchcraft as a dark reflection of itself. She treated her male Puritan characters, such as the Reverend Mr. Conant, as preachy and hypocritical patriarchs who drive their frustrated children to bizarre acts of rebellion. Conant’s daughter Mary, in love with an Episcopalian man, Charles Brown, whom her father and the Puritan elders have rejected as a sinner, steals into the woods at the full moon, and practices witchcraft in order to see her future husband. She opens a vein in her arm, writes in blood with a feather on a white cloth, makes a circle on the ground with a stick, and walks around it three times chanting, “Whoe’er my bridegroom is to be, / Step in the circle after me.”

It is poetic justice and retribution for Puritan repression that the man who steps out of the woods to confront her is their worst nightmare: a handsome young Indian, Hobomok. He speaks to Mary in the pidgin English that would mark the noble savage in American popular culture forever: “What for makes you afraid of Hobomok?” Of course, the occult prophecy of the ritual proves true. Mary is told that Charles Brown has perished on a voyage back to England, and, mad with despair, she asks Hobomok to marry her. Karcher suggests that Mary’s two lovers, the Episcopalian and the Indian, stand for aspects of herself; the Episcopalian “with the rich cultural heritage [she] has been forced to leave behind in England,” and the Indian with “the tantalizing wilderness she has been forbidden to explore,” and the sexual freedom it symbolizes. 47 For some weeks after her forest wedding Mary is more or less in a coma, but then she recovers and decides to make the best of her decision. Her father has written to her in forgiveness, begging her “not to consider a marriage lawful, which had been performed in a moment of derangement,” and telling her that she has been given a legacy by an English relative. Mary, however, “knew well she should only be considered an outcast among her brethren, and she could not persuade herself that her marriage vow to the Indian was any less sacred than any other voluntary promise.” Meanwhile, she bears a son. Then Charles Brown suddenly reappears, and Hobomok generously gives up his claim to his wife and child and walks silently back into the forest. Their son, Charles Hobomok Conant, will be educated at Harvard and then in England, and eventually “his Indian appellation” will be “silently omitted.” His racial assimilation and his father’s disappearance were Child’s uneasy resolution of the political problems of the novel.

Child hopefully dedicated her second novel, The Rebels, or Boston Before the Revolution (1825), to George Ticknor. Set on the eve of the Revolutionary War, like The Linwoods, it dramatized the choice of Tory loyalism or revolutionary patriotism. The Rebels was less favorably received than  Hobomok; one glowing review was by David Lee Child, a young lawyer, radical, and journalist. Lydia married him in October 1828, and from then on she would be constrained by the need to earn money for them both—to pay his many debts and endless legal costs (he was such a reckless journalist that his nickname was David Libel Child)—and to redefine herself as a conventional woman writing out of economic necessity rather than artistic inspiration. At their lowest point, he served six months in jail on a libel conviction. While he supported her work, he was improvident and not very romantic. One New Year’s, he gave her a gift of “a laurel wreath, the leaves of which were not very abundant.”

Desperate, Child took in boarders to make extra money. She also published The Frugal Housewife (1829), “dedicated to those who are not ashamed of economy.” In addition to providing recipes for liver and pig’s head, Child advised women how to fix a frozen pump, make mattresses, and salvage spoiled foods. As Thomas Wentworth Higginson, one of the busiest mentors of nineteenth-century women writers, observed, “It seemed to be necessary for American women to work their passage into literature by first compiling a cookery book.”48 The Frugal Housewife was so direct and unprettified that some reviewers chastised Child for her indelicacy, and even Sedgwick wrote an obtuse, if well-intended note to her, hoping that she had not “forsaken the department for which the rich gifts of nature so eminently qualify you”—the novel.49


Novels, however, did not always sell, and Child did not write another until 1835. One of her finest stories, “The Church in the Wilderness” (1828), was historical fiction based on the true story of a massacre in Maine, in which a village of Abenaki Indians and their Jesuit priest were killed by English settlers. Here again she staged a conflict between two impossible choices, producing a story that dramatizes unbearably mixed loyalties and identities based on nationality, language, love, family, religion, and race. The plot turns on the mixed-race girl Saupoolah’s decision to defy both her half-French, Abenaki-identified husband and the French priest, who speaks the Abenakis’ language and had grown up in their midst. She warns an English friend that the Abenakis are planning to attack, although she knows that this may result in a preemptive counterattack, as it does. The Abenakis are destroyed, but they are not  without blame; they were planning a race war against white people, including the priest’s adopted son. Ultimately, the story creates a sense of both the arbitrariness and tragedy of early American history.

For the next several years, Child earned her claim to be the “first woman of the Republic” through her courageous activities on behalf of abolition and Native Americans. Her 1833 treatise, An Appeal in Favor of That Class of Americans Called Africans, aroused so much hostility with its uncompromising arguments for intermarriage that her children’s magazine had to close. When she returned to fiction (a weak novel with a classical theme) in 1835, she was discouraged and deflated. Child would continue to play an important intellectual role in the women’s movement and in antislavery causes, but after the 1820s, her creative zest diminished or was extinguished under the load of household duties and domestic obligations. A list she recorded in 1864 gives the key to the damming up of that once-overflowing fountain. Child reported her employments for the year:
Cooked 360 dinners.  
Cooked 362 breakfasts.  
Swept and dusted sitting-room & kitchen 350 times.  
Filled lamps 362 times.  
Swept and dusted chamber & stairs 40 times.  
Besides innumerable jobs too small to be mentioned . . . 50





Like many radicals, as Child grew older, she grew more conservative. She began to express doubts about the rapid acculturation of Native Americans, for whose rights she had once been an ardent advocate, and to take an interest in gradualism rather than full assimilation. “How ought we to view the peoples who are less advanced than ourselves?” she asked in An Appeal for the Indians (1868). “Simply as younger members of the same great human family, who need to be protected, instructed, and encouraged, till they are capable of appreciating and sharing all our advantages.”51 In 1870, she wrote to the great abolitionist Charles Sumner that her commitment to the Native American cause had been moral and intellectual, rather than emotional and spiritual:
I have no romantic feelings about the Indians. On the contrary, I have to struggle with considerable repugnance towards them; and something of the same feeling I have toward all fighters. War, even in its best  aspects, is a barbarism; and sooner or later, the world will outgrow it. But though my efforts for the Indians are mere duty-work, I do it as earnestly, as I should if they were a people more to my taste.52





Repugnance, duty, earnestness—these are the sentiments of a Puritan. And it is ironic that Child, who started out as one of the most passionate, defiant, and iconoclastic writers of her generation, especially in her hatred of Calvinism, her resistance to patriarchal tyranny, and her opposition to American oppression of its “less advanced” peoples, should end by repeating the psychological patterns she had so brilliantly analyzed and condemned. Child’s literary career was marked by debate and duality; in her fiction she structured plots around people with complex choices between two radically different ways of life, and excelled at representing exactly what was at stake in deciding rightly. But toward the end of her life, Child found herself “too old to write imaginative things.” To the editor James Fields, she confided that “my Pegasus is somewhat stiff in the joints, from having had a heavy cart of stones to drag for many years.”53 A younger writer, Elizabeth Stuart Phelps, went to visit Child as an old woman, and described her living “in a quarter of Boston so unfashionable,” in a room so colorless, “that I felt a certain awe upon me, as if I were visiting a martyr in prison.”54 As many other women writers would discover, inspiration did not keep and could not be postponed.




Funny, Free, and Flashy—Caroline Kirkland

Caroline M. Kirkland (1801-1864) was a comic writer with no political agenda, but she, too, came up against the limits of permitted female expression and encountered the obstacles facing talented women in the literary marketplace. Raised in New York, the oldest of eleven children, she was educated at a Quaker school run by an aunt, and mastered several foreign languages. In 1822, she met William Kirkland, the grandson of the founder of Hamilton College, and a tutor in languages at its campus in Clinton, New York, where she was teaching school. Although they did not marry until 1828, their union was a modern partnership in both family and work. They taught together at various schools and academies, and wrote and edited together as well; he shared child care, as her letters to him attest. Kirkland gave birth to seven children, but three died  very young. In 1837, she and her husband bravely gave up their teaching jobs in Detroit, and set out to create a model frontier village of their own in Pinckney, Michigan, where they would spend the next six years.

For Kirkland, the realities and hardships of pioneer life were both a tremendous shock and also the stimulus for a literary career. “I little thought of becoming an author before I lived in the wilderness,” she wrote to the editor John S. Hart. “There, the strange things I saw and heard every day prompted me to description, for they always presented themselves to me under a humorous aspect—Finding my letters amusing to my friends, I thought of ‘more of the same sort’ for a book.”55 She published A New Home, Who’ll Follow? Or, Glimpses of Western Life (1839), her satiric observations of community building in the wilds, under the pen name “Mary Clavers.” In her preface, “M.C.” described her book as based on truth, but also embellished. She had intended to write “a veritable history, an unimpeachable transcript of reality,” but she soon realized that throwing her satiric darts “in the teeth of one’s everyday associates might diminish one’s popularity.” So she had fictionalized, added imaginary “glosses, and colourings, and lights, if not shadows,” and used the English writer Mary Mitford’s “charming sketches of village life” as models for her own “rude attempt.”

Despite this caveat, Kirkland’s rollicking tale, with its comic portraits of various uncouth neighbors, did make her very unpopular in rural Michigan. She wrote wicked and hilarious episodes about the cleaning lady Mrs. Jennings, who drank her strong green tea from the teapot spout and ate with her knife; the schoolmarm Cleory Jenkins, who smoked a pipe; the village gossip Mrs. Campaspe Nippers, who somehow knew everything going on in town; Mrs. Howard, the sponger who borrows the sifter, sugar, and tea, and once tried to borrow a neighbor’s baby to draw off her milk when her own newborn couldn’t nurse; and Miss Eloise Fidler, the sentimental village poetess. Kirkland herself was well aware that she was taking a risk; “you may say anything you like of the country or its inhabitants,” she noted, “but beware how you raise a suspicion that you despise the homely habits of those about you. This is never forgiven.” The most unforgivable part of the book may have been her account of the ne’er-do-well Newland family, who spent their money on whiskey and tawdry clothes, and lived in a “shanty, built against a sloping bank, with a fire-place dug in the hill-side and a hole pierced through the roof by way of chimney.” The eldest Newland daughter, Amelia, appears in a silk dress and elaborate earrings. But a  few months later, Mrs. Clavers is summoned to the shanty where Amelia has died, and sees the “swollen and discoloured” body of the dead girl, the victim, she hints, of a botched abortion: “but one fatal instance out of the many cases, wherein life was periled in the desperate effort to elude the ‘slow unmoving finger’ of public scorn.”56
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