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INTRODUCTION


WHAT do advertisements mean? Many things. They urge people to buy goods, but they also signify a certain vision of the good life; they validate a way of being in the world. They focus private fantasy; they sanction or subvert existing structures of economic and political power. Their significance depends on their cultural setting.

And they can show up almost anywhere. Consider the meaning of advertisements to the Abelam of New Guinea. The Abelam are well known among anthropologists for their tambarans: polychromatic sacred designs embodying the most powerful ancestral spirits of the tribe and covering the outside walls of the houses used for important ceremonies. “Coloured magazines sometimes find their way into the villages, and occasionally pages torn from them are attached to the matting at the base of the ceremonial house facade,” the British anthropologist Anthony Forge observed in 1963. “In all such cases I have seen, the pages were brightly coloured, usually food advertisements of the Spam and sweet corn and honey-baked ham type. Inquiries revealed that the Abelam had no idea of what was represented but thought that with their bright colours and incomprehensibility the selected pages were likely to be European tambarans and therefore powerful.”1 In New Guinea as in the industrialized West, advertisements could slip past the narrow, instrumental purpose of selling goods to acquire broader and more elusive cultural meaning.

Without falling into a facile definition of advertising as “the folklore of industrial society,” it is possible to admit that the Abelam were on to something.  2 During the last two hundred years, in the capitalist West and increasingly elsewhere as well, advertisements have acquired a powerful iconic significance. Yet they have been more than static symbols: they have coupled words and pictures in commercial fables—stories that have been both fabulous and didactic, that have evoked fantasies and pointed morals, that have reconfigured ancient dreams of abundance to fit the modern world of goods. By the late twentieth century, these fables of abundance—especially the ones sponsored by major multinational corporations—had become perhaps the most dynamic and sensuous representations of cultural values in the world.

Interpretations of those values depend on the observer’s angle of vision, and this interpretation is no exception. Rooted like all books in its author’s own personal and historical circumstances, Fables of Abundance tries to provide evaluation and critique as well as chronicle. It aims to locate the rise of national advertising in the United States within wider transatlantic currents of cultural history: the disenchantment of an animistic worldview with the rise of Western science; the spread of market exchange beyond traditional boundaries of time and place; the growing dominance of an individualistic model of controlled, unified selfhood; the triumph of bureaucratic rationality in the factory system and the modern corporation; and the persistence of irrationalist and animist countertendencies in the popular and avant-garde arts of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. This is the story of how advertising collaborated with other institutions in promoting what became the dominant aspirations, anxieties, even notions of personal identity, in the modem United States. It is an effort to show how advertising helped recast our relationships with material goods and the surrounding environment, and how people on both sides of the Atlantic (some of them involved in the advertising business themselves) sought to sustain or create alternative ways of being in the world.

An obvious retort to such wide-ranging claims is that I am inflating advertising’s significance. From this view, the advertising industry is primarily about selling goods, not promoting values, and it is misleading to single out advertising as the source of cultural tendencies that may have originated in other institutions (or in sheer human perversity). There is something to this argument. College professors and other educated professionals were as involved in the disenchantment of the world as advertising people were (perhaps more involved, as even national advertising preserved some attachment to the realm of fantasy). That is why I have  explored the entanglements between advertising people and other occupational groups: ministers, political leaders, physicians, lawyers, social scientists, journalists, writers and artists. Throughout, I have tried to locate the rise of national advertising within a many-voiced cultural conversation.

I have not tried to write a comprehensive historical survey of American advertising. Some readers may be disappointed to find that certain agencies, campaigns, or personalities are missing from these pages. Nor have I asked whether or not a particular advertising campaign has helped to sell a particular product. This question does not, in my judgment, reveal very much about the broader cultural significance of advertising. Instead, I have tried to explore what were, for the most part, the unintended consequences of advertisers’ efforts to vend their wares: the creation of a symbolic universe where certain cultural values were sanctioned and others rendered marginal or invisible.

In a synthesis this broad, even more than in most works of historical scholarship, the arguments advanced reveal their character as regulative fictions, metaphors constructed by the historian to make sense of multifarious evidence.3 The materials he uses for construction will reflect his own frame of mind at the time of the project. So a brief account of this book’s intellectual genesis is in order.




I

When I began working on this book there were almost no cultural histories of advertising available. (A number of talented historians, led by Roland Marchand, have since remedied that lack.)4 In the United States, efforts to interpret advertising’s cultural significance were embedded in a critical tradition that included Thorstein Veblen and John Kenneth Galbraith, Stuart Chase and Vance Packard. Though it was articulated in secular idioms, their critique derived from Protestant commitments to plain speech and plain living, as well as from republican fears of conspiracy against the independence of the individual self. Critics in this tradition derided advertising for employing deceptive strategies against a passive, hapless audience, and promoting the cancerous growth of a wasteful consumer culture.

I started research on this book just when that tradition was going out of style, among both popular and scholarly audiences. Jimmy Carter’s calls for ecologically grounded sacrifice had been drowned out by Ronald Reagan’s strategies of systematic denial. America was “back,” and weekly  newsmagazines spoke of a “return to elegance”—which mostly meant stretch limousines and suspenders for stockbrokers. In academic circles, scholars re-examined the older critique of advertising and found it wanting. Some discovered the liberating potential in acts of consumption and the creative energies in corporate-sponsored advertising.5


Yet more than simply a shift in intellectual fashion was going on. The scholarship of the 1980s raised serious empirical and conceptual questions about the narrowness of the existing critical tradition. The older critics could accurately be criticized for their naive and literalist views of language. They could also sometimes fairly be said to harbor puritanical traits: a distrust of fantasy and sensuous display, a preference for production over consumption, a manipulative model of advertising as social control, and a masculine bias that led them to typecast the mass of consumers as passive and feminine. Implicitly they elevated the rational producer over the irrational consumer, embracing a productivist ethic that devalued leisure and aesthetic experience. Finally, as the social scientists Mary Douglas and Michael Schudson observed, the early critics’ Veblenesque attacks on materialism overlooked the nearly universal human tendency to make cultural meaning from material objects. Goods have always served symbolic as well as utilitarian purposes, and advertisers’ efforts to associate silverware with status or cars with sex were but a recent and well-organized example of a widespread cultural practice.6


In formulating my own perspective on advertising, I tried to take these arguments into account, while acknowledging the power of the plain-speech tradition—especially in political discourse. However naive the plainspoken outrage of an Orwell, it was still a bracing counterpoint to a political culture where constituencies were packaged and presidents were test-marketed. But I hoped to do more than issue another jeremiad against the corruptions created by Madison Avenue. In an era when obsessions with “productivity” had become ecologically dangerous as well as aesthetically repellent, I felt the need for a perspective on advertising that was more open to the symbolic uses of goods, more sympathetically and playfully connected to the material world, than the critiques generally spawned by the existing tradition. Gradually I began to realize that modern advertising could be seen less as an agent of materialism than as one of the cultural forces working to disconnect human beings from the material world.

There were many intellectual resources available for refining this point of view. One was Marxist intellectual tradition, unfashionable but indispensable,  which focused on the fetishistic qualities of goods—their capacity to become endowed with “a life of their own.” The character of the fetishism changed in accordance with particular economic circumstances. Outside the orbit of industrial capitalism, according to Marxian tradition, products became animated by embodying the beliefs and practices of their particular social milieu; they epitomized a sense of intimate relatedness to the material world. Under industrial capitalism, in contrast, production was severed from consumption, and an atomistic, dualistic worldview prevailed; things were isolated from their origins and seemed to move mysteriously on their own: a different sort of fetishism emerged.7


The first version of fetishism envisioned people as the makers of objects, enmeshed with the natural world and each other, exercising a flawed but actual freedom; the second, commodity fetishism, represented humans as the objects of forces, divorced from the material world and one another, caught up in a reified process of development. Technological determinism was the perfect vision of history for a society whose rulers were committed to commodity fetishism: things acted autonomously, creating “cultural lag” between old “myths” and new “realities,” requiring people to jettison their cultural baggage if they were to stay on the train of progress. Part of that baggage consisted of goods rendered outmoded by stylistic change and planned obsolescence. Commodity fetishism directed desire toward the acquisition of things but not their leisurely enjoyment; it underwrote a Cartesian vision of an isolated self in an inert world of objects.

This was the dominant attitude toward things enshrined in modem advertising, but (as my own research began to make clear) there were many other attitudes as well: longings for links with an actual or imagined past, or for communal connections in the present; professional aspirations, personal conflicts, idiosyncratic tastes. The rhetoric and iconography of advertising could not be reduced to a mere propaganda of commodities. There were too many variations and ambiguities arising from advertisers’ own private needs and confusions.

The Marxist tradition, though it illuminated many issues, did not encourage exploration of idiosyncrasies. Many Marxist thinkers suffered from an attachment to a linear, progressive framework of historical change. Despite their romance with primitive communism, they often embraced the masculine productivist ethos, celebrating “man‘s” capacity for making more and more things. Promethean optimism, in Marxian as in Veblenian tradition, encouraged a utilitarian, work-obsessed orientation toward the  material world.

In my dissatisfaction with the productivist view, I discovered a number of thinkers who had questioned it. American antimodernists from Henry Adams to Lewis Mumford, attacking faith in progress, explored the driven rationality that powered the unending upward spiral of production and consumption. The Frankfurt School theorists Theodor Adorno, Max Horkheimer, and Herbert Marcuse, fresh from their experience with fascism, acknowledged that the sphere of consumption could shelter utopian longings for release from drudgery; but, they charged, advertising and mass culture had colonized leisure, bringing it under the “performance principle” that governed organized capitalism. Unlike critics in the productivist traditions, all of these thinkers realized that the spread of mass consumption had not brought about the promised reign of leisure.8 The problem, I sensed, was not hedonism but the lack of it—and not materialism, but the spread of indifference toward a material world where things were reduced to disposable commodities.

But what were the alternatives? One possibility was that commodity fetishism was not as universal as critics believed. Anthropological research suggested that most societies sorted things on a continuum stretching from complete commodification (or standardization) to complete singularity.9 For centuries, powerful institutions—the state, the church, and most recently the art museum—mobilized their resources to sacralize objects and remove them to a “priceless” sphere; ordinary folk did the same with heirlooms, keepsakes, and souvenirs. These projects embodied a desire to create other realms of meaning, based on alternative relationships to objects, alongside the throwaway culture promoted by modem advertising. Efforts to articulate those meanings focused on gift exchange, craftsmanship, and collecting.

Inspired by a rich anthropological literature, a few intellectuals have explored gift culture as an alternative to commodity civilization. Georges Bataille, Jean Baudrillard, and the American poet Lewis Hyde associated gift-giving with an erotic expenditure of energy that paradoxically created a sense of overflowing abundance: “the more I give to thee,” says Juliet, “the more I have.” This they contrasted with the pinched, prudential outlook allegedly fostered by commodity exchange. Bataille and Baudrillard put a Nietzschean spin on the contrast; Hyde gave it a social-democratic turn. While gift-giving created a sense of abundance even amid poverty, he argued, commodity exchange reinforced feelings of scarcity even amid a cornucopia of goods.10


Craftsmanship energized another discourse of objects. Its most distinguished recent articulator was Hannah Arendt. Distinguishing between work and labor, she defined work as the fabrication of durable objects that in their comparative permanence could stabilize human life. Their durability gave them the independence to withstand “the voracious needs and wants of their living makers and users.” People could “retrieve their sameness, that is, their identity, by being related to the same chair and the same table.” Labor, by contrast, in our “consumers’ society,” was merely “making a living.” As “labor and consumption are but two stages of the same process, imposed on men by the necessity of life, this is only another way of saying that we live in a society of laborers.” Arendt rejected that society’s utilitarian criteria of worth. “Whatever we do, we are supposed to do for the sake of ‘making a living,’ ” she complained, lodging her hopes in a notion of art as a realm where “the sheer durability of the world of things” appeared with greater “purity and clarity” than anywhere else. But the “consumers’ society” made that vision increasingly difficult to apprehend. “The ideals of homo faber, the fabricator of the world, which are permanence, stability, and durability, have been sacrificed to abundance, the ideal of the animal laborans.” Arendt understood that the major flaw in “consumers’ society” was not materialism, but an implicit contempt for “the thing-character of the world.” Her alternative to consumption was not asceticism but fabrication, maintenance, and care of a durable world of things.11


The collector was one ideal type who seemed to answer Arendt’s description. Systematic collecting may have been “the most abstract of all forms of consumption,” as Baudrillard said, but collecting could occur in many modes. It could be the ordering of rarities by the connoisseur, but also the reclaiming of ephemera by the artist or the devotee of camp, who transforms the kitsch figurine into the sacral artifact, making the impermanent permanent, the outmoded commodity into the “timeless” work of art—still granting its materiality and history, but inverting its place in the cultural hierarchy. Things, like people, could assume different identities at different stages of their lives.12


All these ideal types, I discovered, shared a connection to the serious play that Johan Huizinga identified with artistic creation. We refer to the exceptionally talented artist as “gifted,” conceive her work as a gift to the world, and focus on the spontaneous self-forgetfulness that is often said to characterize both play and the creative process. Only our reduction of work to labor has led us to stigmatize play as frivolous. “From the standpoint  of ‘making a living,’” Arendt wrote, “every activity unconnected with labor becomes a ‘hobby.’”13 Play involves the construction of a parallel universe of meaning, with objects that have become charged with symbolic significance.

The child at play and the artist absorbed in her work were, in a sense, engaged in reanimating the world. Both examples of human subjectivity embodied an imaginative connection to the material world that could be found as well in a variety of cultural forms, in animistic or magical worldviews as well as in more contemporary modes of thought. What these cultural forms had in common was an outlook unbound by dualistic conventions of matter and mind, self and world—a point of view that placed the person amid things animated with meaning.

In searching for a critical perspective on advertising, what I found was less a coherent countertradition than a cluster of attitudes that crossed the borders of ethnicity and religion, geographical region and historical epoch, high culture and low. One could locate these attitudes in the popular magic of medieval Catholics and the domestic rituals of nineteenth-century Protestants, in the “local knowledge” of vernacular craftsmanship and the “science of the concrete” practiced by Lévi-Strauss’s bricoleur, who made do with castoff artifacts and fragments of cultural tradition. And one could find a similar cast of mind in the work of avant-garde artists from James Joyce to Joseph Cornell: blurring familiar boundaries, they engaged in serious play and truthful fantasy.14


This animistic sensibility poses fundamental challenges to the subject-object dualism at the heart of Western culture—including the culture promoted by advertising. Enfolding the natural as well as the humanly constructed world, a version of animism has even resurfaced in science, in the growing recognition that a “feeling for the organism” holds the key to sensitive observation of nature. The phrase was coined by Barbara McClintock, the geneticist and Nobel laureate who pioneered research on mutations in maize plants, discovering genetic relationships decades before they were confirmed by molecular geneticists. Some observers claimed this insight bordered on the mystical. McClintock cultivated a sympathetic understanding with the objects of her study until they became “subjects in their own right,” as her biographer puts it.15 This shift away from dualism, with all its ecological implications, captured the philosophical perspective that informs my interpretation of American advertising and its historical significance. That does not mean I pretend to transcend the category of isolated selfhood in my own life, or that I think the notion of  separate identity should or could be abandoned; rather, I simply suggest we rethink some implications of human-centered individualism, and some alternatives to it.




II

Throughout this study I have tried to strike a balance between my desire to recognize the contradictory character of advertising’s cultural role and my impulse to locate larger patterns of change. So I have ended with contradictory patterns that, I believe, embody some recurring tensions in commercial culture: between the deceptions of the confidence man and the plain speech of the self-made man, between the spontaneous force of consumer desire and the managerial drive for predictability and control. Overall, the balance of tensions has gradually been restructured in accordance with the requirements of organizational rationality, especially during the past century with the rise of national and multinational corporations. But neither confidence men nor consumer longings could ever be entirely integrated into a managerial system. Indeed, it was precisely the variety and unpredictability of the marketplace that had attracted people to it in the first place.

For centuries since the great commercial fairs of early modem Europe, market exchange has been associated with a carnival atmosphere, with fantastic and sensuous experience, perhaps even with the possibility of an almost magical self-transformation through the purchase of exotic artifacts in a fluid, anonymous social setting. Consumer goods, in other words, could still sustain traces of an animistic sensibility, but they began to circulate widely in the West during the early modern period (1500—1800), when the cosmic explanatory power of a magical worldview was becoming problematic for some people. The magic of the marketplace was fragmentary and attenuated; it had less to do with a coherent cosmology than with a developing world of free-floating, shape-shifting selves. But under certain circumstances, it held out a vision of transcendence, however fleeting.

Advertisements preserved that fitful promise down to the twentieth century. Consider a vignette from Henry Roth’s autobiographical novel Call It Sleep (1934), which re-creates the experience of a sensitive Jewish immigrant boy growing up in Brooklyn before the First World War. Battered by street punks and living in fear of his father’s rages, the boy imagines that if he had a tricycle, “he’d ride away,” past the telegraph poles on the outskirts of the city, to “a place like a picture in the candy store. That  lady who stood on a big box of cigarettes and wore a handkerchief under her eyes and funny fat pants without a dress and carried a round sword. A place where those houses were that she lived in, that all ended in sharp points.” His erotically charged ruminations return quickly to his immediate situation; still, for a moment he has been lifted from his chronic anxiety and transported to a fantastic place by remembering a fragment of commercial exotica—perhaps a label from a box of Egyptian Deities cigarettes. 16


But as rhetorical constructions, advertisements did more than stir up desire; they also sought to manage it—to stabilize the sorcery of the marketplace by containing dreams of personal transformation within a broader rhetoric of control. The urgency of that project was rooted in circumstances peculiar to Anglo-American Protestant culture: extraordinary natural abundance, combined with a proliferation of charlatans and confidence men in a society committed to sincerity and self-command. In the nineteenth century the rhetoric of control often originated outside the advertising business, issuing from ministers and other moralists. Advertisements themselves became a carnival of exotic imagery. But as the marketplace in commercial images became more organized and more dominated by large corporations, the rhetoric of control came from within the advertising business, in the managerial idiom of efficient performance. At about the same time Roth’s young narrator was fantasizing about the lady in the fat pants, most national brand-name advertisers and their agencies were sanitizing exoticism and standardizing ideals of beauty. Those newer images tended to show up in the national magazines like the Saturday Evening Post, and not in marginal locations like the candy store in Roth’s working-class Jewish neighborhood. In the national advertisements, which were designed increasingly in agencies by educated Anglo-Saxon professionals, pleasure was subordinated to a larger agenda of personal efficiency. To be sure, sensuality survived, but it was increasingly clothed in the sterile idiom of clinical frankness. In general—despite a welcome resurgence of irony, humor, and even surrealism during the past decade or so—managerial values have set the agenda for most national advertising down to the present. Even the flagrantly sexual advertisements of recent years have presented erotic appeal as the product of disciplined conditioning.

By emphasizing the centrality of management imperatives, I mean to correct the common assumption (which my own earlier work encouraged) that advertising ushered in a “hedonistic culture of consumption.” Consumer culture there was, from the 1910s to the 1970s, but it was less a riot  of hedonism than a new way of ordering the existing balance of tensions between control and release. During its heyday, the post—World War II decades, consumer culture was based on an unusual set of institutional circumstances: a system of tradeoffs between labor and management (labor discipline in exchange for steady, high wages), and the temporary global ascendancy of the U.S. economy. As capital became more mobile and management began looking overseas for cheap labor, consumer culture lost its institutional base. Without a well-paid working population, mass consumption could no longer serve as the integrative glue of civil society. Americans could no longer count on a steady increase in their standard of living.

Still, the assumptions and values of consumer culture have lasted down to the present. Presidents and political parties continue to base their claims to power on their capacity to deliver the goods, though the goods are usually defined in abstract statistical terms. Advertisements are more pervasive and brilliant than ever, though their innovative forms mask the conventionality of their content. Despite their sensuous surfaces, most brand-name advertisements remain dominated by the ethos of personal efficiency. They continue to construct a separate striving self in a world of fascinating but forgettable goods.

Without denying the pleasure to be had from participation in that world, it is important to keep in mind the destructive market discipline that supports it. “The market is highly efficient, but it has no goal; its sole purpose is to produce more in order to consume more,” the poet Octavio Paz writes. The current conventional wisdom of most managerial elites—the stubborn, unexamined commitment to economic growth despite worldwide depletion of nonrenewable resources; the preoccupation with an empty pursuit of efficiency that impoverishes personal as well as public life—are enough to lead Paz to conclude, “No civilization of the past was ever ruled by such a blind, mechanical, destructive fatality.”17 I am convinced we need to locate alternatives to that deus ex machina, in public policy and in cultural values as well. But I prefer to suggest rather than to prescribe what those alternatives might be.

That may be why words like magic and carnival acquire an almost talismanic significance in my interpretation, as recurring counterpoints to the managerial values predominant in national advertisements. Beginning (in my narrative) as cultural components with specific historical locations, they become fragmented and attenuated by the time they arrive in the nineteenth-century United States. There are places, in what follows, when  “the magical” or “the carnivalesque” refer to little more than an affirmation of disorder in an overly ordered society, or a preference for the smallscale, idiosyncratic world of retail trade over the standardized compartments of the corporation. (Certainly that is my own preference, as the son of a small business man who was himself an impresario of the carnivalesque.) But the words carry more complex connotations at other points in my narrative. They suggest the unpredictable eruption of inspiration, even among advertising people faced by the demands of modem agency work. And they sometimes signify an escape from epistemological as well as social containment, a reaffirmation of the possibility of mystery in the cosmos, a hint of animistic alternatives to the dualisms of the dominant culture. 18 This is especially apparent in some of the artists and writers I discuss, from Bruno Schulz to Joseph Cornell—people who were drawn to commercial magic but sought to deepen or transcend it.

The book is divided into three parts. Part I concerns mainly the prehistory of modem, corporate-sponsored advertising; ranging from early modern Europe to the United States in the Gilded Age, this section aims to illuminate the impact of the industrial and market revolutions on ideas and symbols of wealth. The overall tendency is toward fragmentation followed by rationalization: commercial adepts promoted a more disembodied imagery of abundance and a more atomistic notion of magical self-transformation than had persisted in animistic modes of thought; emerging elites encouraged new, secular cultural idioms to control the centrifugal impact of market exchange in the developing United States. Yet this first section also suggests that animistic countertendencies survived, even after the rise of a managerial ethos.

Part II charts the triumph of that ethos in American advertising during the first two-thirds of the twentieth century—the period when a consumer culture rose, stabilized for several decades after World War II, and then began to lose its foundation. National corporations employed advertising agencies to represent factory-produced goods to a mass market; the fables they fashioned merged personal and social health, individual and nation, creating narratives of adjustment to a single, efficient system. Throughout this period, advertising people sought professional dignity but could never fully distinguish themselves from their ancestors: the peddlers and pitchmen of the patent medicine era. The survival of their disreputable past presented moral problems to many advertisers, but also preserved certain forms of aesthetic vitality.

Part III explores the borders between advertising and the arts, giving  particular attention to the ways that artists and writers struggled to negotiate between advertisers’ notion of the artist as technician and the more exalted, romantic-modernist faith in the artist as seer. Here as elsewhere, conflict between authenticity and artifice shaped debate over the cultural significance of advertising. And the most interesting artists and writers (to me) were those who realized that the stark choice between authenticity and artifice might be ultimately circumvented, through the transfiguration of apparently commonplace objects.

My perspective, it may by now be clear, itself depends on a kind of intellectual bricolage. That may be an appropriate strategy for an age that is obsessed with diversity but weary of “making it new.” To Lévi-Strauss, the chief drawback to bricolage was its circumscription of innovation through reliance on a limited repertoire of tools and materials.19 But a “science of the concrete” that seeks reconciliation with the world by making do with “whatever is at hand” is not necessarily an abandonment of inventiveness. To acknowledge limits is not to remain imprisoned in the status quo: indeed much status quo thinking involves denial of limits. For me, at least, intellectual bricolage is based on the belief that creativity can coexist with connectedness to the past, and with a sense of our own finitude in a reanimated universe.





PART I

The Reconfiguration of Wealth: From Fecund Earth to Efficient Factory





CHAPTER 1

The Lyric of Plenty


FOR CENTURIES the hungry peasant bent to face the earth. Homo and humus were twinned. Death and rebirth mingled in the dung heap; filth and fecundity merged in formless, inchoate matter. Intimate acquaintance with dirt shaped dreams of deliverance from want. Ethereal visions of paradise were touched with significant soil.

Many cultural traditions have made no clear distinctions between earthly and heavenly satisfactions, or between human and animal needs. Man and beast alike have faced the implacable pull of hunger. Physical and mental life have been joined in magical worldviews that merged flesh and spirit, thoughts and things. This has been as true in America and Europe as it has been elsewhere throughout the world. Folktales mingle food and fantasy. As the historian Robert Darnton has observed, “Once supplied with magic wands, rings, or supernatural helpers, the first thought of the peasant hero is always for food,” and it is always “solid peasant fare.” Yet in some forms the fantasies were more elaborate. Amid a cosmology that erected few boundaries between the human self and the material world, man-made as well as natural objects could acquire a life of their own: legends from many European cultures (as well as anthropological accounts of non-European traditions) describe icons that perspire, bleed when struck, and secrete healing oils or breast milk. Spirit was embodied in flesh: symbols of heavenly life were pregnant with earthly meaning. Longings for release from privation resonated with ancient religious hopes. The enduring myth of an earthly paradise melded material  abundance with the spiritual abundance of salvation, celebrating eternal ease in a nurturant land of plenty.1


Utopian visions of abundance can be traced from classical myth and the Talmud to Elizabethan reports about the New World, on into the early modem era of market fairs and finally into modern, corporate advertising. But the meanings of abundance changed dramatically along the way. For centuries the source of abundance was defined as the fecund earth, whose productive powers were celebrated in pagan feasts that Christians adapted to their liturgical calendar. Catholic and later Protestant devotional traditions introduced a more spiritual dimension to the discourse of abundance, with their emphasis on the overflowing availability of divine grace. Yet many Christians, even among the literate minority, continued to characterize salvation in metaphors of earthly fulfillment.

In agrarian societies haunted by fear of famine, dreams of unbounded plenitude punctuated the rhythms of fat times and lean. The feasting at Carnival time, for example, evoked fabulous visions of excess; it overturned hierarchies of matter and spirit in celebrating physical exuberance and the fulfillment of fleshly desire. Yet the festival derived much of its energy from the ever-present specter of hunger. (Lent made the frequent necessity of fasting into a virtue.)

By the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the imagery of abundance began to reflect the expansion of commerce and the opening of trade routes with the Orient. Exotic artifacts—silks, oils, perfumes, and spices—appeared alongside agrarian produce at market fairs. Newer and older icons of abundance coexisted and commingled in the chaotic settings of trade.

In the United States, it was not until the early twentieth century that the rise of corporate advertising brought a disembodiment of abundance imagery, as the carnivalesque celebration of fleshly excess was streamlined into an exaltation of industrial efficiency, and the process of productivity became a model for the organization of everyday life. Even then, older countertendencies survived in the margins of the commercial vernacular. But on the whole, twentieth-century advertising iconography redefined the source of abundance from the fecund earth to the efficient factory.

The few historians who have addressed the cultural significance of American abundance were men who came of age during the mid-twentieth century, when the equation of plenitude with mass production was virtually  unchallenged. David Potter and Warren Susman, like their contemporaries, took for granted modern advertising’s definition of abundance. Linking the profusion of goods with the rise of mass media, the commercialization of leisure, and the loosening of Victorian mores, they accepted the advertising industry’s account of its own historical role in promoting a “culture of abundance” in the twentieth-century United States. This procedure assumes precisely what has to be called into question: the definition of abundance and the discourse we use to characterize its place in our civilization.2


Corporate advertisers did not invent the “culture of abundance”; they refashioned its conventions. Their contribution is only one thread in a tapestry of older traditions. One aim of this chapter is to recast the emergent corporate vision against the background of other and older iconographies of abundance. The crucial historical point is that differing definitions of abundance reflect deeper divisions in worldview. What seem like ephemeral changes in visual fashion turn out, on closer inspection, to be struggles over ways of being in the world.

In time, one way tended to become dominant and the others marginal. The disembodiment of abundance imagery involved a movement away from the ancient impulse to symbolize the source of plenitude as female: in the developing corporate iconography, women were reduced to the conduit for corporate-sponsored largesse (purchasing agents and managers of the well-run household) or, more commonly, to mere passive consumers of the stuff generated by the male genius of mass production. The industrial model of abundance provided powerful new support for some old ways of thinking—for the dualistic worldview that Christian theologians and later Cartesian rationalists had been promoting since the early Middle Ages, and for the tendency to see the human self as an isolated, uniquely vital entity amid an inert world of objects. Alternative ways of thinking, which envisioned a relational self participating in an animated universe, persisted in popular culture and in the work of idiosyncratic writers and artists. But by 1900, at least in the industrialized West, animistic modes of thought had lost nearly all intellectual legitimacy.

The meanings of magic became attenuated. Rather than referring to a set of rituals for summoning up supernatural powers within a coherent cosmology, the word magic began to imply mere sleight of hand, or a diffuse sense of the marvelous erupting amid the everyday. This latter sense surrounded the exotic artifacts of early market society—the perfumes,  silks, and mysterious elixirs that evoked a world elsewhere. Commercial adepts sought to deploy this aura of magic, but by the early twentieth century they realized that the magical atmosphere must be made systematically to dissipate, through doctrines of stylistic progress and policies of planned obsolescence. The process of accumulation had to be kept moving forward, energized by the restless desire for purchase rather than the pleasures of possession. In the modern culture of abundance—which is more precisely labeled a consumer culture—desire was curiously dematerialized. The engines of economic development were powered in part by a dynamic of deprivation which kept fulfillment always just out of reach.

This whole process was neither linear nor one-dimensional. There will be no attempt here to suggest a straightforward shift from a “feminine” to a “masculine” discourse of abundance, or from an animistic to a dualistic attitude toward the material world. To be sure, dualism triumphed in our dominant discourse. But the worldview I am calling animistic (realizing the inadequacy of the term) is not confined to preindustrial cultures. The desire to endow objects with symbolic, perhaps even spiritual, significance persisted in a variety of forms: in the religion of the hearth associated with ideals of domesticity, in the artisan/bricoleur’s vernacular “science of the concrete,” and in certain idiosyncratic versions of modem science and art.3


The reanimation of the world, in other words, does not require a return to a primitive village economy. To be sure, there have been times and places where animism has flourished more fully than it does in the here and now. But the animistic outlook survives nearly everywhere in the modem world, promoting the revaluation of apparently useless objects and the recognition of the connections between matter and spirit, thoughts and things. The magical quality of modern animism is not the magic of brand-name advertising, which reduces objects to empty signifiers of status ascent and stylistic progress, but a magic that grants things their materiality and history. Corporate advertisers’ vision of abundance is neither the only nor the final one; it is merely the most pervasive during the past century. To illuminate its historical significance, we need to trace the outlines of older, alternative visions.

The task involves ranging widely and speculatively over several centuries of Western cultural history. The goal is to enlarge the framework for understanding the relationships between American advertising and American culture. It may sometimes be necessary to sacrifice accumulation of detail in order to gain breadth of vision. To begin, we need to try to reconstruct the major features of an animistic outlook on the material world.




AN ANIMATED WORLD

In the Museo del Prado in Madrid is a painting that tells us a great deal about the worldview I am calling “animistic.” Alonso Cano’s The Vision of St. Bernard (c. 1660) shows a statue of the Virgin Mary deftly ejecting a jet of her breast milk into the open mouth of Saint Bernard, while the baby Jesus watches, impressed (or jealous). The image, one of many that depicted this popular legend, suggests the mingling of bodily and spiritual nourishment in traditional notions of grace; it also illuminates the power of images or allegorical representations in a culture that granted them a life of their own.4


An animistic culture is one that encourages the growth of what might be called symbolic consciousness. A symbol of persons or beliefs does not, from the viewpoint of symbolic consciousness, merely refer to those persons or beliefs; it embodies them. It contains their real presence—that is, if the symbol is alive. And as the anthropologist Victor Turner writes: “It is alive only insofar as it is ‘pregnant with meaning’ for men and women, who interact by observing, transgressing, and manipulating for private ends the norms and values that the symbol expresses.”5 Whether it is the milk tree described by Turner as the fountainhead of matriliny among the Ndembu of Zambia, or the statue of the Virgin painted by Cano, the symbol shows the permeability of boundaries between nature and culture, matter and spirit, self and world in an animistic worldview. Symbolic consciousness involves the rejection of dualism, the embodiment of the soul, the ensoulment of the world.

Despite the dualism inherent in much biblical and patristic tradition, for centuries Christians preserved powerful animistic tendencies in popular beliefs and rituals, even in theology. And those tendencies shaped the early discourse of abundance. The doctrine of the Incarnation (“The Word was made flesh, and dwelt among us”) and the belief in the resurrection of the body after death brought the earthly and divine realms closer together and sometimes even fused them. Early Christian apologists borrowed from Jewish and classical traditions as well as from popular millenarian fantasies as they imagined a paradise of effortless nurturance. Irenaeus, the second-century church father, wrote:
The days will come in which vines shall grow, each having ten thousand shoots, and in each of the shoots ten thousand clusters, and on every one of the clusters ten thousand grapes, and every grape when pressed will give five and twenty metretes of wine. And when any one of the saints shall lay hold of a cluster, another shall cry out “I am a better cluster, take me; bless the Lord through me.”





Straining for concrete detail, Irenaeus contained superabundant fecundity with numbers; inspired by animistic impulses, he invented fruits that spoke.6


Irenaeus’s effort to materialize the hereafter was part of his syncretist theological project, the resurrection of the body. He embedded his quantitative and animistic vision of abundance in a polemic against the Gnostics, who rejected the material world as intrinsically evil. The whole point of emphasizing the sensuous delights of paradise was to stress “the salvation of the flesh”—the eventual resurrection of bodies as well as souls, the obliteration of the distinction between earthly and heavenly enjoyments in the life of the world to come.7


The vulgar version of paradise was even more immediate and sensual. It emerged as the gastronomic utopia known to the popular imagination of medieval and early modem Europe as the Land of Cockaigne (“little cake”). The Land of Cockaigne was a peasant variation on ancient, elite visions of effortless abundance: its rivers flowed with wine or milk, macaroni fell from heaven (at least in Italy), and pigs ran about with carving knives in their backs crying “Eat me! Eat me!” It was also the world turned upside down: women dominated men, the last runner to cross the finish line won the race. The pattern of reversal could assume grotesque forms. A set of playing cards depicting the Land of Cockaigne, made in Germany about 1535, depicts pigs at play with excrement: rocking a cradle filled with it, roasting it over a spit, devouring it. Here as elsewhere in the Western imagination, a world of overflowing abundance implied the inversion of established hierarchies: the degradation of the pretentious and powerful, the celebration of the most despised earthly creatures and bodily functions. 8


The upending of conventional forms, along with gastronomic excess, linked Cockaigne with Carnival, the great festival of abundance in early modern Europe. “Cockaigne is a vision of life as one long Carnival,” the historian Peter Burke writes, “and Carnival a temporary Cockaigne, with the same emphasis on eating and on reversals.” Carnivalesque qualities adhered to festivals throughout the liturgical year, not just to the period between Christmas and Lent, which was, strictly speaking, Carnival time. The whole point of these festivals was leisure and consumption. Poor people stopped work, put on red stockings or any other finery saved for the occasion, then proceeded to eat and drink with abandon, and spend whatever they had on hand. Shrove Tuesday (the day before Ash Wednesday, when Lent began) in England was a time of “such boiling and broiling,  such roasting, such stewing and brewing, such baking, frying, mincing, cutting, carving, devouring, and gorbellied gourmandising, that a man would think people did take in two months’ provision at once into their paunches,” an observer wrote in 1630. Carnival was about food, and about sex. The 440-pound sausage carried by ninety butchers at Königsberg in 1583, and the mock plowing regularly performed by the unmarried women, dramatized the obsessions. Carne was flesh, and Carnival celebrated its abundance.9


Yet more than simply an outpouring of animal spirits was taking place. The elevation of wives over husbands and servants over masters involved a ritual role reversal through theatrical representation. Comic shows, mummeries, vulgar farces, and open-air amusements of all kinds could turn the whole town into a theater, every actor a spectator, every spectator an actor. Masks conveyed rather than concealed meaning. Surfaces and depths, representation and reality merged in the exuberance of Carnival laughter.

This was the world of Carnival that scholars have come to know through the influential work of the Russian literary critic Mikhail Bakhtin, who identified what he called “grotesque realism” in Carnival laughter. Grotesque realism, in Bakhtin’s view, was a subversive discourse of abundance that celebrated a corpulent human body with yawning orifices and protuberant lower regions. “The leading themes of these images of bodily life are fertility, growth, and brimming-over abundance,” Bakhtin wrote. “Manifestations of this life refer not to the isolated biological individual, not to the private, egoistic ‘economic man,’ but to the collective ancestral body of all the people.” Leaving aside Bakhtin’s cosmic populism, which led him to exaggerate the political significance of Carnival, one can agree that the carnivalesque notion of the self was consistent with an animistic worldview—far more connected to the social and material world than the isolated economic man was.10


Nevertheless, it is easy to sentimentalize the vitality and connectedness of the carnivalesque world. The feeding frenzy derived part of its urgency from the fear of famine; the very meaning of carnivalesque abundance depended on its opposition to the self-denial of Lent. Official Church doctrines, though they sought to incorporate the animistic tendencies of popular culture, also aimed at contrary ends: the division of the world into dualistic realms of spirit and matter, body and soul; the promotion of asceticism as a path toward sanctity. (Perhaps the latter stratagem was only making a virtue of necessity.) Upending this spiritual hierarchy, Carnival unleashed demonic energies. Even Bakhtin admitted that the overflowing  of animal spirits was not entirely benign: Carnival laughter was not only “gay, triumphant” but “mocking, deriding”—aggression accompanied gluttony and lust. And aggression was often directed against powerless outsiders, especially Jews. Carnival was not simply a sanctioned, temporary challenge to established hierarchies; it was also an occasion to reaffirm popular prejudices.11


The complexity deepens further if we consider that Carnival was staged in the marketplace and that Carnival festivities commingled with market fairs. References to fairs and Carnivals in the early modern period (1500—1800) were often virtually coextensive. The market fair, like the marketplace, was not an isolated enclave of rural tradition; it was a crossroads where provincial and cosmopolitan met. During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the emergent bourgeoisie in cities like Lyons and Leipzig, recognizing that their prosperity depended on market fairs, lavishly supported the festival atmosphere surrounding them. The market fair brought locally rooted townsfolk and peasants into contact with the exotic and the bizarre: with magicians and midgets, quacks and alchemists, transient musicians and acrobats; peddlers of soap from Turkey, needles from Spain, and looking-glasses from Venice. The fair linked the individual consumer with major European trade routes as well as with industrial innovators like the ceramics entrepreneur Josiah Wedgwood and the toymaker Matthew Boulton, who by the late eighteenth century were using the fairs to promote new tastes and desires among the populace. “We think it of more consequence to supply the people than the Nobility only,” Boulton wrote to a fellow manufacturer in 1794, “and though you speak contemptuously of Hawkers, Pedlars, and those who supply Petty Shops, yet we must own that we think they will do more towards supporting a great manufactory than all the Lords in the Nation.” Until permanent shops became a “continuous fair” (as a Russian visitor to eighteenth-century England put it), market fairs were the cutting edge of the commercial revolution, and peddlers were its point men.12


Amid carnivalesque confusion, market transactions leavened the imagery of abundance. The dream of a full belly was supplemented by the fantasy of participating in an exotic cosmopolitan world. This addition may have marked a continuation of complex changes in consciousness. Christianity had in principle established a great vertical distance between desire and its spiritual object, salvation. While the growth of Catholic ritual had tended to reduce that distance, creating intimacy through intermediaries, the rise of Protestantism reopened the chasm between human effort and its heavenly reward. The spread of exotic goods through market exchange  may have affected consciousness on the horizontal, secular plane. Perhaps there, too, a greater psychological distance was opening up between desire and its objects, even as Europeans came into closer physical contact with exotic goods. Amid strange and often unattainable artifacts, these early consumers may have sensed a larger possibility for a feeling of deprivation, a more intense experience of separation between the individual self and the material world. Yet available evidence suggests that this change, if it was occurring, was uneven and slow until the end of the eighteenth century—even in England.

Throughout most of the early modern period, the marketplace remained part of an animated world—a mix of the miraculous and the carnivalesque. The events that took place there and the commodities that were sold there continued to provide magical connections between material and spiritual realms. (This was especially, though by no means exclusively, true in Catholic countries, where Church doctrine sometimes sanctioned popular animistic tendencies even as Church authority sought to combat them.) Itinerant peddlers were, literally and figuratively, agents of the marvelous. One who appeared in Florence in 1509 provides a striking example. He was described by a prominent burgher as
a certain Spaniard who got up on a bench like a quack [come ciurmatore ] to sell his prayers [orazioni—necklaces containing bits of parchment, on which were written unintelligible or mysteriously indecipherable words]. And he said: “So that you will believe that it is from a saint who makes miracles, and that what I tell you is true, come and take me to an oven which is hot, and I will go inside with this prayer.”





The man withstood the heat of the oven, extinguished torches and candles in his mouth, and washed his hands in a boiling pan of oil. “I have never seen a greater miracle than this, if miracle it was,” the burgher concluded.

As the historian Richard Trexler has astutely observed, the virtuoso fire-eater stood between two worlds: he was both a miracle-working saint and a Renaissance hero. His heroism depended on his creative capacity to manipulate sacred objects (the prayer necklaces) toward practical ends: the control of fire and, ultimately, his own livelihood as a peddler of prayers. This Spaniard’s merging of matter and spirit recalls the shamanistic “science of the concrete” described by Lévi-Strauss. In Trexler’s words, “the materials [the fire-eater] used were not yet lifeless objects. That final separation between name and thing, between technician and matter, lay far into the future.”13 The development of dualistic thought patterns, in other words, had not yet disenchanted the material world. The modernization  of consciousness was a muddled and erratic process. Commercial expansion introduced new commodities into the discourse of abundance but reinforced traditional habits of mind as well.

This pattern of contradictory impulses emerges clearly in the literature of New World colonization. The European voyages of discovery gave ancient visions of utopia a local habitation and a name. By the sixteenth century the Land of Cockaigne was reputed to be “West of Spain.” Voyagers to the West brought back alluring tales that gave new currency to fantasies of material fulfillment. The sensate dimensions of paradise continued to assert themselves. For example, Sir Walter Raleigh’s lieutenant Arthur Barlow, writing in 1584 from off the coast of what is now North Carolina, evoked an Edenic atmosphere before he launched an account of his first startling encounter with American plenitude. “The second of July we found shoal water, where we smelt so sweet and so strong a smell, as if we had been in the midst of some delicate garden abounding with all kinds of odoriferous flowers; by which we were assured that the land could not be far distant.” Imagine the state the man must have been in: battered by a two-month sea voyage, no doubt hungry, exhausted, and more than a little apprehensive as well as hopeful about the wonders he would witness—with a mind like almost any Elizabethan’s, primed for supernatural signs and portents. At this point, to catch an overwhelming aroma of flowers while still at sea would surely have seemed a thrilling prelude to some momentous meeting with an Other, a New World. And truly, in Barlow’s account, landfall constitutes an extraordinary moment, something like first contact with a primeval profusion of generative energy. Grapes—that sacramental emblem of abundance—are everywhere, even to the water’s edge, where they become part of “the very beating and surge of the sea.” Like much of the early literature of colonization, Barlow’s account is both an advertisement and a religious document. It promotes the acquisition of a valuable piece of real estate but also preserves a genuine sense of wonder at the pulsating ripeness of the natural landscape. An age so attuned to cosmic symbolism could be pardoned for believing there was something providential, even paradisal, about this New World.14





THE BREAST OF PARADISE

Certainly there was theological precedent for belief in Eden as a palpable place. Well into the seventeenth century, many Christian thinkers held that the original paradise still existed as the Garden of Eden—the highest  point on earth, from which flowed four sweet-tasting rivers. Sir Thomas More, for one, could barely conceal his impatience with any attempt to spiritualize paradise or turn it into a metaphor. As for those less concerned with theological matters, the contemplation of America prompted them to sift through their common stock of images, mingling sacred and secular in a breathless litany of praise. John Speede, in his Historie of Great Britain (1611), celebrated Oriana (the New World) as “the Court of Queen Ceres, the Granary of the Western World, the fortunate Island, the Paradise of Pleasure, and the Garden of God.” Despite its materiality and sensuality, New World abundance retained a religious aura as well. The vision of an earthly paradise preserved the venerable tendency to link abundance with divinity as well as natural fecundity and maternal nurturance.15


But the commercial and scientific revolutions of the early modem period encouraged more systematic efforts to dominate the natural world, more controlled and masterful models of masculine identity, more disembodied notions of self—defined in opposition to rather than in connection with the universe of matter. This was, in embryo, the bourgeois psychological style that Freud would analyze in its fullest and most extreme development at the end of the nineteenth century. The discourse of New World abundance sometimes echoed an emergent masculine outlook that tended to define the conflict between animistic and dualistic tendencies in gendered terms.16


One can see that viewpoint in the letters of Christopher Columbus. On his third voyage, in 1497, as he was sailing off the coast of Venezuela toward the point where the four branches of the Orinoco River empty into the Gulf of Paria, his reckoning indicated that his elevation was rising; the turbulence of the water suggested that the rivers must be flowing from a great height. Their waters tasted sweet. Columbus concluded he was in the neighborhood of paradise. His problem was that the great elevation along the equinoctial line did not fit his notion that the world was a perfect sphere; his need to resolve the conflict sparked a revealing fantasy. He decided that the earth was not round, as Ptolemy and others had argued, but “the form of a pear, which is very round except where the stalk grows, at which part it is most prominent; or like a round ball, upon one part of which is a prominence like a woman’s nipple, this protrusion being the highest and nearest the sky.” The equation of Eden with maternal nurturance was not an idle conceit or a slip of the pen; Columbus returned to it in the same letter. Yet, having discovered the entrance to paradise, he made no attempt to enter. Instead, he turned and fled to Hispaniola, saying “no one can go [to the earthly paradise] but by God’s permission.”  Columbus’s rhetorical and nautical maneuvers—excited discovery followed by anxious flight—show how the fear of God could shape the gendered language of exploration.17


Columbus’s pattern of thought was prototypical. In the discourse of New World abundance, the drive for mastery was always threatening to dissolve into chaos, as the male adventurer submitted to the allure of passivity amid plenitude. As in the Land of Cockaigne, where wives rode astride their husbands, American bounty was enticing but also emasculating, perhaps worse. Early icons of America embodied this threat and promise: they were all hefty females, at once nubile and maternal, primitives awaiting awakening by the European male “discoverer” (figure 1.1) but also capable of vengeance and violence (figure 1.2). In the iconography of the four continents that had become standardized by the early 1600s, America was routinely allegorized as an Indian queen who could be a formidable and even menacing figure: she was frequently surrounded by emblems of great wealth—gold ingots, chests of jewels, the occasional cor-nucopia—and  by jungle fauna such as parrots, armadillos, or alligators; she often carried an ax or a club, and sometimes the severed head of a hapless male victim. The female figure permitted seventeenth-century male artists and writers to express a range of emotions, from courage to fear, as they fashioned images of the New World for European audiences.18
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FIGURE 1.1

 



Theodore Galle, The Arrival of Vespucci in the New World, engraving c. 1600. Library of Congress.
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FIGURE 1.2

 



Philipp Galle, America, engraving c. 1579—1600. Collection of the New-York Historical Society.


One rhetorical solution to the anxiety this representation aroused lay readily at hand: the colonizer could convert childlike passivity into masculine penetration and possession. George Alsop’s promotional tract A Character  of the Province of Maryland (1666) mixed erotic and nurturant imagery as it suggested the prospect of an earthly paradise. Maryland colonists, he asserted, had a unique opportunity to decipher an Edenic code. “The Trees, Plants, Fruits, Flowers, and Roots that grow here in Mary-Land, are the only Emblems or Hieroglyphicks of our Adamitical or Primitive situation ... their several effects, kinds, and properties ... still bear the Effigies of Innocency according to their original Grafts.” This “Terrestrial Paradice” was explicitly female, with sexual as well as maternal connotations. In Alsop’s words, Maryland was
within her own imbraces extraordinary pleasant and fertile. Pleasant, in respect of the multitude of Navigable Rivers and Creeks that conveniently and most profitably lodge within the armes of her green, spreading, and delightful Woods; as she doth otherwise generously fructifie this piece of Earth with almost all sorts of Vegetables, as well Flowers with their varieties of colours and smells, as Herbes and Rootes with their several effects and operative virtues, that offer their benefits daily to supply the want of the Inhabitant[s] whene’re their necessities shall Sub-poena them to wait on their commands. So that he, who out of curiosity desires to see the Landskip of the Creation drawn to the life, or to read Nature’s universal Herbal without book, may with the Opticks of a discreet discerning, view Mary-Land drest in her green and fragrant Mantle of the Spring.





It would be possible to dismiss these metaphors as euphuistic convention, except that they were so pervasive, even obsessive, in the language of New World exploration. The land-as-woman evoked a desire for nurturance—but nurturance threatened to turn into suffocating superabundance and provoked the alternative dream of mastery through possession.19


Visions of erotic penetration fit the colonial enterprise more closely than dreams of childlike dependence. The imagery was more extractive than agricultural, and indeed visions of gold and gems could be as gendered as dreams of agricultural plenty—and more likely to suggest genital activism than oral passivity. In male imaginations, nature could be conflated with a nubile woman, and vice versa. John Donne’s elegy “On Going to Bed” (1669) expressed the latter pattern perfectly.



License my roving hands, and let them go 
Before, behind, between, above, below. 
O my America! my new-found-land, 
My kingdom, safeliest when with one man manned, 
My mine of precious stones, my empery, 
How blest am I in this discovering thee!20





Unbounded pleasure required the security of absolute possession; Donne’s “kingdom” was “safeliest when with one man manned.” The dream of technological mastery depended on the success of the masculine effort to contain and productively channel the chaotic energies of a metaphorically female nature. This containment of abundance was a project that was deeply rooted in Western intellectual tradition.

Consider the mythic genesis of the earliest and most durable emblem of plenitude in Western tradition: the cornucopia, or horn of plenty. Cronus, the father of Zeus, had been told that he would be dethroned by his children; he took preventive action by eating them—all but Zeus, whose mother, Rhea, spirited the baby off to a cave in Crete where he was adopted by the nymphs of Ida and suckled by a goat called Amalthea. The nursling grew strong, and one day in play he accidentally broke off the horn of the devoted Amalthea; he gave it to the nymphs, promising them it would be filled with everything they could possibly want.21


The creation myth of the cornucopia involved the merging of natural and supernatural, animal and human, human and divine—the nurturance of a divine son by an animal mother. The myth located the origins of cornucopian abundance in the cave of Amalthea, where opposites melded and desires were satisfied. That murky region resonated with persistent mystical aspirations for union with the deity, recalled the enveloping darkness of preconscious life, and foretold the “postconscious” chaos of death; it evoked a world where all carefully constructed categories threatened to dissolve into formlessness. It is at least metaphorically accurate to say that the major traditions of Western rationality have been rooted in an effort to bring light and structure to the cave of Amalthea.

The task has reverberated with gender anxiety. Without falling into psychoanalytical reductionism, one can suggest that the cave of Amalthea—the source of cornucopian abundance—was a realm redolent with female associations, and that the struggle to transcend and control formless matter has been a predominantly masculine philosophical project. Zeus accidentally broke the horn from Amalthea’s head, but then deliberately used it as an instrument of his own power and munificence. In Western intellectual tradition, mater and matter have been indissolubly linked, and the meanings of matter have been revealingly ambiguous. Matter has been the thing that matters, the essential, original thing, the source—but also the excrementitious, the too, too solid, the gross and weighty as opposed to the spiritual. This latter emphasis was implicit in Aristotelian and scholastic usage and  explicit in the Cartesian dualism that structured the scientific revolution of the early modem era.22


Cartesian dualism reshaped the traditional imagery of abundance. The Cartesian insistence on the separation of the isolated human subject from the material world of objects reinforced the emergent notion of an autonomous modern self. This was not the only vision of selfhood available in early modem Europe. Apart from popular animism, there were other alternatives as well: one should try to imagine the consequences if Montaigne’s sensibility (for example), rather than Descartes‘, had shaped the modernization of consciousness in the West. Montaigne and other Renaissance humanists encouraged a tolerance for the interplay between body and soul, envisioning an imperfect self in a web of connections between natural and supernatural worlds. But as the philosopher of science Stephen Toulmin observes, “the Cartesian program for philosophy swept aside the’reasonable‘ certainties and hesitations of sixteenth-century skeptics, in favor of new, mathematical kinds of ’rational‘ certainty and proof.”23 The quest for certainty bred a faith in value-free science that elevated universal timeless truths over local, historical knowledge; it depended on an ethos of self-command that encouraged a distrust of immediate, bodily experience. The assumption that individual consciousness had to be willed in opposition to an external objective world was to create a sense of self at once exalted and vulnerable—so tautly crafted that it was subject to the ever-present danger of dissolving into formless matter. And formlessness was the inner tendency of many traditional visions of material abundance, from exaltations of agrarian surfeit to celebrations of carnivalesque corpulence.

Philosophers and scientists working in the developing dualistic framework sought to contain formless matter with categories and other mental structures. The rhetoric of scientific revolution was pervaded by gendered metaphors: nature was female and men controlled it. Of course, the project was not reducible to a battle of the sexes; it was part of a broader struggle to systematize the claims of culture over nature, a struggle that dissolved gender conflict in universalist language. Consider one of the most sweeping and global visions of human supremacy, Francis Bacon’s New Atlantis (1627). Bacon imagined a utopia governed by a technocratic elite that could accelerate or slow down the growing seasons and create synthetic fruits surpassing the natural ones in taste, smell, and color. It was the modernization of paradise through the dominance of denatured technique. 24


The fulfillment of Bacon’s vision lay far in the future. During the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, it was much more common for Europeans—especially English Protestants—to resort to religious idioms when they sought to structure the unbounded plenitude of a savage unexplored land. In the Puritans’ New Israel, the godliness of a religious community, not the expertise of a scientific elite, would prevent the populace from losing its righteous identity amid the myriad temptations of fructifying nature.25


Yet neither the New Atlantis nor the New Israel exhausted the imaginative possibilities of New World abundance. Alongside emergent strategies for containment, older utopian visions wallowed in abundance rather than keeping it at bay. Perhaps the most durable of these was El Dorado, the mythical kingdom that fired the imaginations of Sir Walter Raleigh and other adventurers, the place (according to Raleigh’s account) where men anointed their naked bodies with oil, covered themselves with gold dust, and cavorted in drunken ecstasy for six or seven days at a stretch.26 This was a far cry from God’s New Israel; it was closer to the sensual exuberance of Carnival. The tension between dreams of excess and methodical self-control (whether under religious or scientific auspices) embodied a conflict between two overlapping but distinct visions of economic development: speculative expansion on the one hand, systematic organization on the other. These visions could ultimately be made to coexist, but conflict between them would shape American attitudes toward material abundance from the beginnings of a market society to the era of consumer culture.

One can see the opposing positions as early as the 1620s, in the confrontation between Thomas Morton of Marymount and William Bradford of Plymouth. Morton’s satirical account of their struggles, New English Canaan (1637), presented its author as an Elizabethan Anglican and pagan, a man unwilling to embrace the sharp dualisms of Puritanism or scientific rationality, and eager to promote the melding of European subjects with a New World of arcadian sensuality—a devotee of Dionysus. Morton loved to stage the sorts of theatrical celebrations that Puritans found abhorrent, casting himself as the Lord of Misrule. William Bradford recalled that Morton & Co. “set up a May-pole, drinking and dancing about it many days together, inviting the Indean women, for their consorts, dancing and frisking togither, (like so many fairies, or furies rather,) and worse practises.” The Pilgrim Fathers were shocked. As Morton succinctly  put it: “Hee that playd Proteus (with the help of Priapus) put their noses out of joynte as the Proverbe is.” He implied that what outraged the Puritans was not only sexual license, but also the protean fluidity of selfhood that seemed to characterize the revelry at Marymount. Bradford and his minions struggled against and ultimately suppressed this cultural subversion in their midst. Morton was arrested (by Captain Miles Standish, whom Morton ridiculed as “Captain Shrimpe”), tried, and deported to England.27


It would be a mistake to see this as a conflict between Bradford the Puritan modernizer and Morton the carnivalesque traditionalist. In many ways Morton was the modernizer. Bradford clung to communitarian constraints on business enterprise, while Morton traded arms and liquor eagerly with the Indians—indeed, that was one of the primary Puritan grievances against him. Morton, an ambitious ex-lawyer turned entrepreneur, cherished his own sexually charged vision of enlightenment and progress. His prologue to New English Canaan provided one of the most explicit metaphorical connections between erotic possession and economic productivity. Morton’s New Canaan was

Like a faire Virgin, longing to be sped 
And meete her lover in a Nuptiall bed, 
Deck’d in rich ornaments t‘advaunce her state 
And excellence, being most fortunate 
When most enjoy’d: so would our Canaan be 
If well imploy’d by art and industry; 
Whose offspring now, shewes that her fruitfull wombe, 
Not being enjoy’d, is like a glorious tombe, 
Admired things producing which there dye, 
And ly fast bound in darck obscurity; 
The worth of which, in each particuler, 
Who list to know, this abstract will declare.28






This was an agenda for technological progress. Only “art and industry” could free “admired things” from the “darck obscurity” of the aboriginal past, transforming the “glorious tomb” of the pre-contact New World into a “fruitfull wombe” of marketable commodities.

This version of material progress evoked familiar forms of anxiety among the Puritan godly. As commercial life expanded, Puritan fears of corruption focused less on the effects of natural abundance and more on those of artificial abundance, or luxury; but emasculating ease remained a female threat. For centuries, Christian iconographers had made luxury a  lustful woman; proponents of early Protestantism translated that tradition into literary figures. Bunyan’s allegory of Madam Bubble, in Part II of Pilgrim’s Progress (1684), captured persistent male fears of surrendering consciousness in exchange for wealth and pleasure. Madam Bubble is a witch who has cast a spell on the Enchanted Ground—one of the most dangerous spots on the pilgrims’ road to the Celestial City. “Those that die here die of no violent distemper,” says Stand-Fast. “The death which such die is not grievous to them; for he that goeth away in a sleep, begins that journey with desire and pleasure; yea, such acquiesce in the will of that disease.” Madam Bubble is a “a tall comely dame,” with “something of a swarthy complexion”; she is dressed in “very pleasant attire,” and is known to “speak very smoothly, and give you a smile at the end of a sentence.” She “loveth banqueting and feasting” and wears “a great purse by her side,” with “her hand often in it, fingering her money, as if that were her heart’s delight.” Connections between money and sexuality (as well as between purses and vulvas) were firmly established in English language and thought (“to spend” colloquially implied the ejaculation of semen). But the figure of Madam Bubble brings those linkages together forcefully, with some new connotations: the hint of New World exoticism suggested by that “swarthy complexion”; the explicit reference to speculative enterprise contained in her name. She was the Protestants’ nightmare vision of carnivalesque capitalism. The distrust of graven images, originally focused on Catholic icons, began to turn as well against the proliferating baubles of an emergent consumer society and the women who wore them. By the late eighteenth century, the Fashionable Woman was a stock figure in moralists’ polemics against luxury.29


But despite the Protestant critique of capitalism, many Protestants did become successful capitalists. If the framework of godliness weakened in their everyday lives, the idea of duty in one’s calling continued to prowl about like an uninvited ghost. As Max Weber understood, the Protestant Ethic of self-control persisted even among those too busy to pay much attention to its religious justification.30 The secular heirs of Bradford and Bunyan piled up wealth but kept its corrupting effects at bay by channeling it into productive investment rather than frivolous consumption. They etherealized moneymaking into a process of self-definition rather than a pursuit of pleasure. The fear of lost control, of a self dissolving into a formless world of overabundance (whether one defined it as natural increase or artificial luxury)—this was the psychic motor that powered the disembodiment  of wealth, the separation of it from its origins in the material world.

By the mid-eighteenth century, patterns of Protestant ambivalence pervaded Anglo-American public discourse. Revolutionary American colonists railed against the corrupting effects of imported British luxury and urged patriotic boycotts of frivolous consumer goods from the mother country. As a separate national identity emerged, republican ideologues began to alter the iconography of American abundance. The dominant symbol of America was transformed from a mature Indian queen into a young Indian princess—less tropical, less maternal, less threatening than earlier representations, and more easily placed in the service of didacticism. During the first years of the new nation, the Indian princess was gradually allegorized into a neoclassical goddess of liberty. In what one might call the official vocabulary of national design, the older, earthier icons of abundance were displaced by emblems of freedom, union, progress, or some other abstract concept.31


Yet in an agrarian society, the disembodiment of abundance remained problematic. The idea that money, itself an abstract sign of material wealth, could somehow generate more money had seemed the acme of artifice to Christian moralists: hence the many condemnations of usury as contra natura. Still, a long tradition of rhetoricians tried to capture the mysterious growth of capital through interest by resorting to generative and germinative metaphors. In “Advice to a Young Tradesman, Written by an Old One” (1748), Benjamin Franklin wrote:
Remember, that money is of the prolific, generating nature. Money can beget money, and its offspring can beget more, and so on. Five shillings turned is six, turned again it is seven and threepence, and so on, till it becomes a hundred pounds. The more there is of it, the more it produces every turning, so that the profits rise quicker and quicker. He that kills a breeding sow, destroys all her offspring to the thousandth generation.32






From the goose that laid the golden egg to the breeding sow of Franklin, emblems of abundance merged the sign of material wealth with its natural (and usually female) origin. However artificial or abstract the processes of capital formation had become, the language of fecundity clung to them like soil to a spade.

The attachment to a traditional language of abundance appeared in Letters from an American Farmer (1782) by J. Hector St. John, the pen name of Michel Guillaume Jean de Crèvecoeur. The immigrant, according  to Crèvecoeur, “becomes an American by being received in the broad lap of our great Alma Mater. Here individuals of all nations are melted into a new race of men, whose labours and posterity will one day cause great changes in the world.” The process of regeneration explicitly involved the (male) immigrant’s return to childlike dependence on maternal protection, the dissolution of the old subjectivity and the emergence of a new one. Yet, like William Byrd and numerous other colonial celebrants of the American Eden, Crèvecoeur worried about the effects of an overly nurturant landscape on individual character. Despite his attraction to the spontaneous fecundity of the natural world, he was also committed to the republican moralism pervading the colonial elite, a worldview that condemned “effeminate” indolence and celebrated “manly” productive labor. With the characteristic republican concern for preserving virtue from the effects of prosperity, he located what amounted to his ideal moral state on Nantucket Island—the only spot in the colonies where nature was harsh enough to keep men from accumulating temptations to lassitude.33


As Crèvecoeur himself knew, this republican synthesis was a precarious one. The presence of unbounded plenitude could not only tempt men to passive self-indulgence or corrosive competition for possessions but also provoke them to orgies of destruction, energized by a mix of glee and rage. By the early nineteenth century, as the countryside was settled beyond the Appalachians, the literature of abundance began to limn these scenes of waste. Descriptions of the sheer multiplicity of codfish or cranes or passenger pigeons concluded with a carnival of carnage. James Fenimore Cooper wrote the classic set pieces of the genre in The Pioneers (1823): the seining of mounds of bass, thousands of which were left to rot, by the shores of Lake Otsego (Lake Champlain); the mass murder of pigeons by an ecstatic mob armed with bows and arrows, pistols, muskets, and small cannon.34


The crowd scenes in Cooper recalled the unleashing of cruelty at Carnival; the scale of the waste was simply stunning. It is difficult to account for the glee and rage behind the destruction, except by suggesting that nature en masse intensified persistent fears of unbounded plenitude; the wish to dominate became the wish to exterminate. Nature was an implacable foe as well as a source of life. Both husbandman and hunter became weary of the struggle, maddened by its futility. No wonder people sought to circumvent that struggle, to sublimate their fury against nature into an idealist faith in technological development. D. H. Lawrence caught the  process in one of his moments of crazed insight, as he commented on Cooper and Crèvecoeur:
The hunter is a killer. The husbandman, on the other hand, brings about birth and increase. But even the husbandman strains in dark mastery over the unwilling earth and beast; he struggles to win forth substance, he must master the soil and the strong cattle, he must have the heavy blood-knowledge and the slow, but deep, mastery. There is no equality or selfless humility. The toiling blood swamps the idea, inevitably. For this reason the most idealist nations invent most machines. America simply teems with mechanical inventions, because nobody in America ever wants to do anything. They are idealists. Let a machine do the thing.35






Despite his hyperboles, Lawrence put his finger on a fundamental dynamic in the development of American abundance: the deflection of the human gaze upward, away from direct contact with bodily existence; the industrialization—and rationalization—of consciousness. This was the movement, implicit in both scientific rationality and Puritan self-control, that would ratify separation from the breast of paradise. A reified notion of “the machine” would replace the nurturant earth as the cornucopia. The lyric of plenty would remain profoundly gendered, but the dispensation of sustenance would be reversed. Rather than suggesting an infantilized male suckling at the breast of Alma Mater, the developing patterns of rhetoric and iconography would construct a female recipient of factory-generated largesse.

In an industrializing market economy, the severing of production from consumption (and the gendering of both) symbolically divested women of their generative powers. Yet the mythic female consumer was not simply a passive totem of male achievement; in the emerging popular discourse of commodity civilization, she was empowered as an active, desiring subject—the Fashionable Woman—who retained the capacity to devour the male producer through the reckless wasting of his substance.

The rationalization of abundance imagery took place only gradually over the course of many decades, and was not decisively accomplished until the early twentieth century. For much of the nineteenth century, the American commercial vernacular sustained alternative idioms. Beneath official moralism, subcultures of fantasy and sensuality flourished. They constituted a world of seamy promoters and sweaty performers, barflies and prostitutes, mesmerists and magicians. Peddlers promised seductive enchantments to people who purchased their silks and elixirs; department  store owners sought to surround their wares with an aura of oriental exoticism; some goods retained the magical charge of the early modern market fair. P. T. Barnum was the impresario of this world, entrepreneurial advertising its lingua franca. In many ways this world resembled the Rabelaisian realm of Carnival described and imagined by Bakhtin; in other ways it was profoundly different.





CHAPTER 2

The Modernization of Magic


IT was the summer of 1872, and James Whitcomb Riley was at loose ends in Greenfield, Indiana. He was twenty-three years old and had earned a reputation as a clever rhymester and sign painter—not to mention a hell of a fellow for a good time. But he never seemed to stick with anything long. People said he drank too much, and slept till noon.

Deliverance for Riley was not far off. It came, he would later recall, in a peddler’s wagon, drawn by five horses that “looked as though they were prancing out of an Arabian dream” and driven by a man with “breezy whiskers” who called himself Dr. S. B. McCrillus. His “marvelous brews and decoctions,” Riley wrote, “relieved every form of distress, from the pinch of tight shoes / to a dose of the ‘blues.’ ” Riley signed on to work for McCrillus, under an agreement with Riley’s father that explicitly echoed Dickens’s Old Curiosity Shop: it was modeled, in some places word for word, on Mrs. Jarley’s agreement to employ Little Nell for “open-air wagrancy” in the promotion of a traveling waxworks.1


Riley worked for McCrillus on and off for two years, making himself useful as an advance man and all-round assistant. He suggested that they add bee stings to the list of ailments cured by the doctor’s “Oriental Remedy.” He imitated an organ grinder and played the Jew’s harp while the doctor’s other apprentice called attention to their chief attraction: the Wild Girl from the Congo, a “local merry-maker” impersonating a Savage Wonder with strange ancestry, torn garments, and disheveled hair. Riley also told stories and sang while accompanying himself on the guitar, designed  trademarks for McCrillus’s patent medicines, painted ads for them on farmers’ barns (often without the farmers’ permission), and wrote doggerel puffing the doctor’s Blood Purifier, European Balsam, and Oriental Liniment. Riley remembered his stint in the advertising business as an idyll of cool spring water, fried chicken, and giggling country girls.2


Riley returned to Greenfield and spent a miserable year trying to read law, finally fleeing in the summer of 1875 to join a band of itinerant musicians and comedians who performed advertisements for the Wizard Oil Company, one of the more established patent medicine firms, run by a “Dr.” C. M. Townsend. One of Riley’s jobs was to illustrate the blackboard during Townsend’s lecture. The trick was to work in more than one remedy at once. Riley would, for example, begin by printing “Why let pain your pleasures spoil / for want of Townsend’s Wizard Oil?” Then he would quickly sketch a bust of Shakespeare, and next to it a bottle of Cholera Balm fighting off the skeletal figure of Death. There were two lectures a day, one in the afternoon and one at night by torchlight, and during the evening performance, Riley recalled, “I was transported to the land of the Arabian nights. It was an Aladdin show.” The troupe ranged eastward to Ohio, where Riley became known (he later claimed) as the Hoosier Wizard. As his confidence grew, Riley took to telling fairy tales melodramatically and painting “fantastic illuminations on glass, which set afloat the virtues of Magic Oil.” This job, too, proved to be only an interlude for Riley. After a year or so he returned to more respectable pursuits and ultimately to a career as a popular (albeit frequently bibulous) poet of rural virtue.3


Riley’s fling at “open-air wagrancy” offers a glimpse at the rich and complex carnivalesque tradition in nineteenth-century American advertising. 4 Advertisers have habitually been linked (especially by their critics) to sideshow barkers and other inhabitants of the seamy carnival world. But seldom has anyone explored the broader implications of the theatrical celebrations of carnality, the burlesque subversions of authority, in advertising and American culture generally during the nineteenth century. For most historians, American Victorian culture remains dominated by puritanical devotion to character, an Ice Age of producerist repression before the great thaw induced by a hedonistic culture of consumption. A more capacious approach might acknowledge that the overall pattern of nineteenth-century change was a developing balance of tensions—within the broader society and gradually within advertising itself—between dreams of magical transformation and moralistic or managerial strategies of control.  The recurring motif in the cultural history of American advertising could be characterized as the attempt to conjure up the magic of self-transformation through purchase while at the same time containing the subversive implications of a successful trick.

The task of containment was rendered problematic by the extraordinary mobility that characterized early-nineteenth-century American society (extraordinary, at least, by European standards). In the chaotic economy of the emerging United States, carnivalesque subversions were unmoored from traditional ritual, left free to float along the margins of settled society, promoted by picaresque rogues like Riley’s employers. In the tradition of hucksters on both sides of the Atlantic, they mingled entertainment and moneymaking, provoking an ambiguous response of titillation, laughter, and suspicion among the populace at large.5


Drs. McCrillus and Townsend were part of a subculture of itinerants that included circus performers, puppeteers, and freak show impresarios as well as peddlers. Often the entrepreneurs hired the entertainers as bait, as Townsend and McCrillus did; the word mountebank, which by the early nineteenth century had become nearly synonymous with charlatan, two hundred years earlier had meant merely “bench-mounter”—a juggler or other performer who would climb up on a bench in a public space to attract a crowd. As Riley discovered, there were no sharp boundaries between salesmanship and other forms of performance.6


To young men of spirit facing a nose-to-the-grindstone adulthood, commercial itinerancy promised escape, adventure, even a transformed identity; to their audience, the itinerants’ arts held a similar appeal—more vicarious but still potent. Riley’s approach typified much advertising practice throughout the nineteenth century and into the twentieth. Assuming in his audience a knowledge of Shakespeare that today would be largely confined to a cultural elite, he burlesqued the bard by putting his words in the service of painkillers and panaceas. Riley also participated with the rest of the troupe in creating an atmosphere of exotic sensuality and magical metamorphosis. The Wild Girl from the Congo was only the most obvious embodiment of forbidden pleasures; the doctors’ almost obsessive preoccupation with “Arabian Nights” and “oriental” remedies resonated with prurient Victorian fantasies about the mysterious East. And the elixirs themselves were invariably described as “magic”; they held out the promise of new life and dramatic self-transformation.

Like the Spanish magus peddling his orazioni in Florence, patent medicine vendors made miraculous claims. Yet the magic they invoked was  more a rhetorical device than an effort to summon up supernatural powers. It connoted sleight-of-hand showmanship and a diffuse sense of the marvelous, not participation in a coherently animistic cosmos. This was a peculiarly modem version of a magical worldview, reshaped by fluid American social conditions and by Protestant sensibilities. Yet it preserved ancient longings for personal transformation, even as it became a major element in the developing discourse of commerce. By exploring the modernization of magic we can learn a great deal about the emerging pattern of tensions in commercial culture: between control and release, stability and sorcery.




THE DREAM OF METAMORPHOSIS

The desire for a magical transfiguration of the self was a key element in the continuing vitality of the carnivalesque advertising tradition, and an essential part of consumer goods’ appeal in nineteenth-century America. The origins of that dream were complex and obscure; certainly it drew strength from ancient folk myths (rings, wands, shoes) as well as Protestant conversion narratives. And certainly it acquired new ambiguity in commercial settings: the faith of the medicine-show audience (for example) in magical change was no doubt bracketed by a healthy skepticism. We have evidence, from Neil Harris and other imaginative historians of American chicanery, that the audience for many such commercial performances expected to be tricked and was often amused by what Bakhtin (see chapter 1) might call the “atmosphere of gay deception.” But no matter how skeptical the audiences at medicine shows were, the fact remains that they bought the stuff in enormous quantities. Itinerant peddlers sold everything—from clocks and tinware to silks, perfumes, and essences—but their most profitable item, in the long run, was the magic elixir. Patent medicine companies were the earliest and most successful national advertisers, the biggest spenders, the best clients for the advertising agencies that began to form in the 1860s and 1870s. There are many prosaic ways to account for their success—constant demand, low capital requirements, a largely incompetent and even helpless medical profession—but one can also suggest that the appeal of patent medicines depended on the persistence of magical thinking among the American population.7


Historians of early American culture, concentrating on formal religious institutions, have often overlooked the vast unchurched majority. The best recent estimate is that on the eve of the American Revolution only about  15 percent of the colonists belonged to any church.8 This does not mean that non-churchmembers were unaffected by Protestant moralism, particularly in its more secularized republican forms, but it does suggest that they were susceptible to other, perhaps more obscure, traditions, other ways of making sense of the world.

One of the most resilient was the materialistic magic passed on from medieval European folk thought. A seer’s powers of divination were intensely practical: they could be employed to locate lost horses, unfaithful spouses, or hoards of buried treasure. The magician could point the way to dramatic self-transformation through instant betterment of one’s material lot in life. In the United States, treasure-seeking through occult means was an obsessive and widespread preoccupation well into the nineteenth century, especially in poorer rural regions where people felt left behind by economic development. American treasure-seekers used seerstones, divining rods, and other occult paraphernalia in a busy “scientific” spirit, assembling empirical evidence and following precise procedures. Caught between their own experience of scarcity and the achievement ethos of a developing entrepreneurial society, they sought economic self-transformation through collaboration with supernatural powers.9


Treasure-seeking was one of several ways that early-nineteenth-century Americans used magical thinking to allay anxiety and sustain a dream of instantaneous change in their economic condition. Belief in luck survived Puritan denunciations of pagan superstition and sustained a flourishing subculture of gambling. To be sure, the gambler could display elements of calculation as well as vestiges of magical thinking. Yet in general, gambling represented a popular (sometimes playful) alternative to the diligence supposedly required for economic success. Despite the efforts of ministers and moralists, many ordinary Americans—even those who never went near a crap game or a card table—hoped for a “lucky hit” in one of the myriad lotteries or “policy” games available in most cities. Policy was a nineteenth-century equivalent of the numbers game. Players consulted dream books that claimed to reveal the numerological significance of dreams and coincidences; the player could learn what number to bet on when he dreamed of a policeman, or saw an old lady fall down in the street. This form of magical thinking was not confined to any one class or race. As late as 1879, the Virginia journalist James D. McCabe could observe in Lights and Shadows of New York Life that “even men accounted ‘shrewd’ on Wall Street” were among the purchasers of dream books. (The ironic linkage would not have gone unnnoticed by the economist  Henry George and other reformers; by 1879, the resemblance between stock market speculation and gambling had become a major theme in Protestant and republican critiques of capitalism.)10


Outside the organized Protestant denominations, a certain kind of magical thinking flourished into the post—Civil War decades: it underwrote longings for luxury goods; it promoted a conception of personal identity more subject to sudden fluctuations of fortune and less under control of the individual will than the ideal of productive citizenship embedded in dominant moral traditions. This version of magic did little to connect the practitioner with a coherent cosmos; it was atomistic, individualized. Nevertheless, it had much in common with more thoroughly animistic beliefs: it often merged esoteric thoughts with everyday things, and it combined a supernatural sense of the cosmos with an intensely practical, even materialistic sense of what magic could accomplish.

Well into the nineteenth century, Americans as well as Europeans consulted astrologers and other custodians of magical lore (known as cunning men or women) for advice on planting and healing as well as relief of trouble in mind. It is possible to see “doctors” like McCrillus and Townsend as a nineteenth-century version of cunning men—appropriating the (comparatively weak) prestige of the medical profession through their use of the ubiquitous honorific, merging that prestige with the older, perhaps more powerful, aura of the sorcerer as well as with popular traditions of herbal healing. But unlike herbal healing, which included many female practitioners, the patent medicine business remained a largely male preserve. Privy to “Oriental” secrets, the medicine man—like ancient cunning men—could claim a special capacity to assist ordinary folk in transcending everyday physical or emotional problems: the pinch of tight shoes, a dose of the blues—not to mention impotence or “that tired feeling.” Melding mind and body, patent medicine men joined other heterodox healers in keeping popular animism alive amid the spirit-matter dualism of the dominant culture, as they fed their audience’s hopes for self-transformation through magical intervention.11


In offering metamorphosis, patent medicine advertisers were making explicit what was implicit and pervasive in many other, more decorous forms of promotion as well, of perfume, jewelry, clothing, household furnishings. By the time Riley hit the road there were still plenty of peddlers about, but more respectable ways of representing goods were available, in smart urban shops or country stores, in department store displays or newspaper advertisements. Nearly all modes of commercial representation  involved an ambiguous mix of attractions: the allure of disguise mingled with the threat of deceit, the excitement of sybaritic pleasure with the fear of lost control. By the 1840s and 1850s, a crucial dimension of consumer goods’ emotional pull in American culture involved a carnivalization of the psyche—a brief entry into a world brimming with possibilities for self-transformation. This appeal could be overt (as in patent medicine advertising) or discreet (as in promotion of clothing or cutlery as emblems of gentility). Whatever its tone, it suited a mobile, market society: the sense of personal identity was loosening; social distinctions were increasingly based on fungible assets and movable goods rather than land and livestock.

At the same time, the promise of transformed identity posed moral and even epistemological problems for the dominant Anglo-American social code that valued constraint in conduct and clarity in representation. The emerging culture of consumption could hardly be a simple validation of “hedonistic” behavior; it could more accurately be described as a labyrinth of remissions and regulations, centrifugal and centripetal tendencies, attempts to liberate magical powers and stabilize market exchange. This balance of tensions was rooted in the complexity of Protestant tradition, which nurtured an impulse toward release alongside a drive for control.




THE TWO PROTESTANT ETHICS AND THE AMERICAN CARNIVALESQUE

What Weber called the Protestant Ethic was rooted in Calvinist dualism: a solitary soul in a disenchanted universe, yearning for salvation from a sovereign and unanswerable God. There was no point in importuning that temperamental Jehovah. Heaven and earth, spirit and matter, could hardly have been farther apart. The situation was psychologically unsettling. To relieve the pain of relentless self-scrutiny, Weber’s Protestant embarked on a frenetic pursuit of his calling, which Luther had redefined to include secular occupations. The consequences were ironic and unintended. The Protestant Ethic provided the psychological justification for the organizational spirit of rational capitalism; a drive toward systematic control of the inner self eventuated in a drive toward systematic mastery of the outer world.

But this was not the only possible reaction to the remoteness of the Calvinist deity. The sociologist Colin Campbell has explored what he calls “the Other Protestant Ethic,” which coexisted (and, I would add, interpenetrated) with the Protestant Ethic of self-control. This other ethic flowed  from the Augustinian strain of piety, the molten core of emotion often only partly encased by the armor of Puritan theology; it promoted fascination with the ecstatic experience of conversion, the moment when the soul transcended its human limits and fused its identity with God. In other words, this ethic sought to close the gap between earth and heaven through the cultivation of intense inner experience; its emphasis on personal transformation through Christian rebirth exalted a more fluid sense of self than was available under the strict Calvinist dispensation. Emotional excitement was a means of grace. For the many Puritans who veered toward this mystic strain of thought, a state of constant, feverish, spiritual yearning was the sine qua non of salvation. Theologians and moralists, fearing that the rush of heavenly emotion might become an all too human end in itself, sought to contain it in a web of rules; even the account of a conversion experience was required to conform to a precise narrative formula. But as the history of American Puritanism makes clear, narrative structures were unable to contain the drift toward earthly rapture. In various forms, the Other Protestant Ethic has shaped evangelical, romantic, and liberal religious traditions down to the present. It has also seeped into secular cultural forms. And, as Campbell argues, it helped eroticize Anglo-American attitudes toward consumption.12


The eroticizing of consumption was a complex and elusive process. In part it arose from a self-defeating pattern of human desire—a pattern that may have been virtually universal and timeless but that resonated especially with the emergent market cultures of the modern West. As early as 1587, Montaigne caught the pattern when he wrote of what he called his “soul-error”: “It is that I attach too little value to things I possess, just because I possess them and overvalue anything that is strange, absent, and not mine.”13 This was the dynamic of deprivation at the heart of expanding consumption: purchase brought momentary satisfaction, followed by dissatisfaction and renewed longing.

Protestant emotionalism sometimes came to support a life of longing, whether that support was expressed in evangelical or latitudinarian idioms. As the Anglican divine Isaac Barrow said in 1671, nothing carries “a more pure and savory delight than beneficence. A man may be virtuously voluptuous and a laudable epicure by doing much good.” It was only a short step from the the “virtuously voluptuous” man to “the man of feeling,” the beau ideal of English and American literary circles during the later eighteenth century. When the man of feeling indulged himself in what his fellow literati called the “the luxury of tears,” he participated in an aristocratic  cult of sensibility. This was a kind of emotional connoisseurship, a refinement on the “laudable epicure‘s” arts of taste and consumption.14


The Other Protestant Ethic introduced the possibility of a psychological experience of abundance: in the liquid metaphors of conversion, “the outpouring of the spirit” into the more abundant life brought by divine grace. The prayers of the converted came from “the fulness of a heart overflowing with earthly affections, as from a copious fountain,” the Reverend Edward Payson wrote in 1830. In time, overflowing fountains came to signify material wealth as well as divine grace. A success manual published in 1854 began with the epigraph “Touch but the Fountain with the Magic Wand of Determination, and the spontaneous flowing will never cease, while you recur to our instructions.”15 Mystic dreams of spontaneously flowing spiritual abundance were translated into the secular language of the marketplace. It may seem a long way from the man of feeling to the modern consumer. But this self-conscious savoring of sentiment—what later generations of cognoscenti would deride as kitsch—would become the heart of many national advertising campaigns in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.
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