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Probing the periodic ceasura between antebellum and postbellum literature, this 

dissertation locates in ostensibly apolitical literature of the 1860s and 1870s an 

addendum to war literature in which the Civil War with its larger social consequences 

finds its translation into a new narrative of white middle-class womanhood. This 

narrative of womanhood, and its accompanying aesthetic, is exemplified by the work 

of Harriet Prescott Spofford, Elizabeth Stoddard, and Sarah Piatt. Taking as its point of

departure the recovery of these three authors as literary “outliers” especially prolific in

this period, the dissertation combines close readings of their work with an examination

of nineteenth-century and contemporary criticism in mapping the rootedness of their 

writing in cultural phenomena, objects, events, and socio-political changes brought 

about by the Civil War. These links on the one hand anchor their writing in the context

of the period and in ephemeral referents (such as news items, fleeting cultural trends 

and images) and, on the other, lend it a dialogic quality that puts their prose and poetry

in conversation not only with other genres of writing but also with other artistic media.

The dissertation argues that attempts to read their work in connection to either 

antebellum or to postbellum literary culture leads to obscuring its ephemeral and 



timely links to the Civil War and its immediate aftermath as well as obscuring its 

experimental character. The new freedoms, temptations, and images of women that 

emerge in these texts examined in the dissertation speak to the impact of the war on 

writing that positions itself as apolitical. In articulating these new desires as well as 

new freedoms and challenges to them brought about by the war, the texts rely on a 

reversal of scale between the private world of the characters and the outside world. 

The narrative of white middle-class femininity that emerges from this literature offers 

itself up as a counterpart to war literature in that it dramatizes and imaginatively 

translates the profound cultural, social, and political changes brought about by the 

Civil War.
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INTRODUCTION

THE INVERSE OF A WHALE: MINIATURE AND LITERARY

EXPERIMENTATION IN AMERICAN WOMEN'S WRITING, 1860-1875

This dissertation locates its most immediate interest in the domestic and the 

private, focusing on houses and on the family as the primary actors in tightly 

circumscribed dramas. All of the literature I explore here was written between 1860 

and the mid-1870s, yet if the Civil War is mentioned in it at all, it figures as tangential 

to mostly personal losses. For the most part, the worlds that the novels and poems I 

read here conjure appear intensely private, miniature in scope, and feminized. Scholars

who have argued against the treatment of the Civil War as the 'unwritten war' have 

asserted that it was instead a war whose literature subverted expectations. Taking this 

concept further, my dissertation argues that this period saw the emergence of a new 

type of narrative of womanhood, related to the war, though not concerned with it 

directly. My focus here is on texts that are, for the most part, ostensibly apolitical and 

center on the lives of white middle class women in the time of the war and in its 

aftermath. 

In examining the image of the home and family, and the female subject they 

pose at their center, I argue that what we encounter in them is a narrative centered on 

womanhood that breaks away from earlier conceptions of the “woman's sphere,” 

released from it by the absence of men. It is a narrative that endeavors to disentangle 
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the category of the feminine from complementing the masculine yet remains 

embroiled in the limitations of the feminine. It is, then, not a feminist narrative despite

its ambitions but an experimental narrative nevertheless. Bringing images of female 

warriors into the parlor, interrogating values ascribed to women's artistic and 

intellectual endeavors, and, finally, debating marriage in the context of changing 

definitions of citizenship, the texts I read in the following chapters push men either to 

the margins or outside the private worlds they place at their core, at the same time 

endowing female protagonists with unprecedented agency to determine their fate.

I insist throughout the following chapters on ephemerality and limitation of 

this vision of agency as a crucial commonality of the texts I read here. The texts I 

examine in the dissertation were all written between 1860 and the mid-1870s, which 

locates them at the uncomfortable periodical caesura of the Civil War – neither clearly 

linked to antebellum literary culture, nor yet firmly enough anchored in postbellum 

realism. What it has meant for the way these texts have been recovered is that certain 

among their stylistic and thematic traits have been evaluated  as foreshadowing 

modernism, while other aspects received a very mixed appraisal as anachronistic and, 

thus, conventional and reactionary. Put more precisely, for the three authors I have 

chosen as my focus this treatment has meant that some of their writings have been 

juxtaposed against the rest of their work by critics: the original against the 

conventional, and the difficult against the facile, commercially pleasing. In this 

dissertation I question this mode of reading them either into their literary past or 

future, which leads me to questioning the terms of literary recovery.
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The three writers whose work is my focus – Harriet Prescott Spofford, Sarah 

Morgan Bryan Piatt, and Elizabeth Barstow Stoddard – share a history of controversial

reception by their contemporaries, subsequent disappearance from literary histories, 

and recovery by scholars at the end of the twentieth century. I frame my reading of 

their work with an examination of the criticism it received upon publication as well as 

of arguments in favor of its recovery to an enlarged canon of U.S. literature. The two 

groups of critics offer two opposing views: the nineteenth-century reception relating 

these texts to a very feminine set of qualities in terms of their thematic interests, moral

outlook, and style, while the new readings locate in their departures from conventions 

a seed of rebellion and a feminist, rather than feminine, sensibility. My contention 

with these two outlooks is that while the former does not recognize the possibility of 

experimentation and critique, the latter assumes that experimentation and critique in 

this literature has a defined character – or, perhaps, sets it up as a necessary 

justification for the texts' recovery.

Literary Recovery and the Problem of the Feminine

One of the aims of this dissertation is thus to interrogate the terms of literary 

recovery. The import of the selection I explore in the three chapters that follow lies in 

the texts' attempt at innovation with formal convention, narrative structure, and the 

cultural place of the feminine. I use the term “feminine” throughout the dissertation to 

designate the normative vision of womanhood constructed and disseminated in 

conduct manuals, magazines addressed to women and girls, poetry, and visual art. The 
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feminine, I contend, is embraced in the narratives I examine, with an attempt to invest 

it with strengths but not to debunk it. That is, whatever critique these texts perform of 

the patriarchy, be it in the context of marriage or art, they do not aim to expose the 

feminine as an artificial construct of womanhood but rather they negotiate their 

critiques through it. The womanhood we encounter in them, then, draws upon popular 

cultural images and clichés of white middle-class women, often engaging the 

discourse that Lauren Berlant has theorized as the female complaint: “a discourse of 

disappointment” (13) whose principal narrative “blames flawed men and bad 

ideologies for women's intimate suffering, all the while maintaining some fidelity to 

the world of distinction and desire that produced such disappointment in the first 

place” (2). The texts articulate an attachment to the trappings of the feminine, ranging 

from an investment in objects associated with its superficial aestheticized qualities of 

daintiness and smallness to a stylistic insistence on obliqueness, silence, and complaint

over explicit protest. They propose as the culmination of their criticisms not rebellion 

but a partial subversion whose primary aim is to conjure a utopian community with 

readers.

What I have in mind by proposing the term “utopia” in this context is quite 

literally the etymology of it: a nowhere that is the meeting place of the reader and the 

text. No propositions for social change emerge from these narratives. Any change that 

is advocated plays out in the space of personal drama, making its protagonist an 

exceptional woman whose story seems to be adjacent to rather than organized by the 

constraints and inequalities of a political reality. The narrative world as well as the 
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encounter with the text is, therefore, as Berlant elucidates in the introduction to The 

Female Complaint, juxtapolitical – i.e. “flourishing in proximity to the political 

because the political is deemed an elsewhere managed by elites who are interested in 

reproducing the conditions of their objective superiority, not in the well-being of 

ordinary people  or life-worlds” (3). The paradox of the text's proposition is that of 

identification based on an exceptional status: the reader is invited to participate in “a 

fantasy that my life is not just mine, but an experience understood by other women, 

even when it is not shared by many or any” (x). Whatever happens, rests within the 

bounds of that fantasy, in a careful fold of singular experience that carries no broader 

implications of action beyond bonding with the reader.

Adding to the frustrating limitation of this kind of narrative is the political 

orientation that hides under the guise of detachment a profound investment in the 

status quo. Womanhood, even as a basis of identification, remains here exclusionary – 

predicated on whiteness and middle-class values even as (or, rather, because) it refuses

to define itself in this way. Berlant articulates this problem as one of a longstanding 

ventriloquism of literary white womanhood:  “Embedded in the often sweetly 

motivated and solidaristic activity of the intimate public of femininity is a white 

universalist paternalism, sometimes dressed as maternalism,” she argues, proposing 

further that the observed experiences of others would serve as a language for white 

womanhood:  “as long as they have  had a public sphere, bourgeois white women 

writers have mobilized fantasies of what black and working-class interiority based on 

suffering must feel like in order to find a language for their own more privileged 
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suffering at the hands of other women, men, and callous institutions” (6). The 

feminine, my preferred term in this dissertation for womanhood defined with white 

middle-class women as the crucial referents, is hollow in this way. It is defined on the 

one hand, as Berlant points out, by other women, men, and institutions, with their 

effects articulated by proxy through the oppression of those who are not middle-class 

white women. On the other hand, it is also defined by attributes and objects that 

express those attributes aesthetically: trinkets, icons, fragments, moments, all of which

connote smallness and a significance that is either ancillary to something larger or 

easily overlooked.

This hollowness of the feminine poses a problem for the recovery of narratives 

that center on it. Their significance is difficult to articulate and, when articulated, 

difficult to defend. The texts Amy Kaplan discusses in her essay “Manifest 

Domesticity” – Catherine Beecher's Treatise on Domestic Economy,  later revised with

Harriet Beecher Stowe as The American Woman's Home and Sarah Josepha Hale's 

journalism as well as her fiction – emerge in her analysis as furthering the nationalist 

project of the United States via ostensibly trivial and very local, even “homely,” 

propositions. Kaplan proposes a re-vision of domestic through the voicing the half-

muted political dimension of these texts, not a recovery of them. That is a meaningful 

difference, as projects motivated by a desire to introduce forgotten texts and their 

writers to new readers even when they identify problems such as the ones Kaplan 

does, tend to nonetheless put forward claims about a writer's greater insight into her 

culture beyond repetitions of an ideology. To be recovered, it seems, a writer should be
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good, in both senses of the word: endowed with an aesthetic sensibility and an ethical 

imagination. 

In each of the three chapters I engage in a polemic with arguments about the 

three writers that tie literary innovation to an ethical outlook, arguing for more 

ambivalent readings of their works that negotiate between merits and limitations. 

Especially in the case of Sarah Piatt and Elizabeth Stoddard the charged issue is their 

treatment of race. The romanticization of slavery in Piatt's Civil War poetry, though it 

may be (and has been) read as an attempt to celebrate in particular the memory of the 

poet's black nurse, is nonetheless troubling in its avoidance of criticizing slavery as 

such. Similarly, I propose that Stoddard's shirking of the “tragic mulatto” trope in Two 

Men ushers in not so much a more inclusive vision of the family and the nation as a 

more fine-grained set of racial distinctions that pit the characters against each other. 

With Harriet Prescott Spofford's Azarian: An Episode, which eludes the racial thematic

entirely, they share an almost anti-worldly orientation, reversing the scale of 

phenomena so as to cast the world as overshadowed by the home – dwarfed by the 

immediate drama of not only its inhabitants but also its objects.

This move of abdicating responsibility in favor of aesthetic exploration, to 

which these narratives repeatedly resort, is a contentious one, and one that raises 

questions of this literature's value and of the values it espouses. Ann Douglas' The 

Feminization of American Culture (1977) opens with not only questioning that value 

but with a condemnation of the influence of women and ministers on the nineteenth-

century literary marketplace as anti-intellectual and damaging. Douglas argued that 
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“'feminization' inevitably guaranteed, not simply the loss of the finest values contained

in Calvinism, but the continuation of male hegemony in different guises,” proposing 

further that “the triumph of the 'feminizing,' sentimental forces that would generate 

mass culture redefined and perhaps limited the possibilities for change in American 

society” (13). Opposing Douglas' assessment at multiple junctures in the 1985 

Sensational Designs, Jane Tompkins emphasized the cultural work performed by the 

literature that fell away from the canon – its connection to its historical moment, 

relationship to major political issues, as well as religious and philosophical concerns 

of the day. Tompkins' insistence on studying the ties of the text to these contexts as a 

means of learning what the – specific and changeable rather than universal and 

timeless – value of the text might have been for its original audience informs my 

analysis to a great extent. However, Douglas' criticism of the collusion of “feminizing 

forces” with patriarchal order articulates a significant sense of discomfort with the 

feminine, which should not be discounted, I argue, but explored so as to offer up a 

more nuanced understanding of what the feminine signifies in nineteenth-century 

American literature – and, perhaps even more urgently, in its reception.

Elaine Showalter's verdict on Elizabeth Stoddard, from her 2009 compendium 

of American women writers A Jury of Her Peers harks back to one of the significances

singled out by Douglas (and questioned by Tompkins1): the feminine as a marker of 

narcissism. Showalter challenges the inclusion of Stoddard among canonical writers of

the nineteenth-century championed, among others, by Sandra Zagarell and Lawrence 

1
Cf. Tompkins 143 and 217 n. 3, 219 n. 24.
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Buell. She contradicts their claims thus: “I disagree. Stoddard's linguistic innovations 

are more self-indulgent than illuminating, and she had many serious flaws as an artist, 

especially her weak sense of construction and plot. Above all her indifference to the 

great public issues of her time and her inability to identify with, let alone sympathize 

with, the suffering of others doomed her to insignificance” (150). Showalter's strong 

opposition to reconsidering Stoddard's place in literary history invokes both literary 

value and the relationship of her work to contemporaneous contexts that would render 

it more legible, and in this way speaks to both Douglas' and Tompkins' approaches. Yet

it is also phrased very much as an ad hominem attack on the writer. Stoddard's letters, 

from which Showalter cites earlier in the passage are replete with a constant repetition 

of “I” and “mine” and rarely offer insights into or inquiries about the lives of others 

and so they do, indeed, as Showalter argues, paint a picture of Stoddard as a self-

absorbed correspondent. Yet Showalter's proposition that Stoddard be left to literary 

oblivion (or, perhaps, be forgotten once more) seems to suggest that a writer's 

unsympathetic character be reason enough to doom said writer to insignificance. It 

echoes that troubling sense of demand that a rediscovered female writer necessarily be

“good” on all counts. The further question that Showalter's proposition raises, as it is 

phrased as a counterargument to the recovery of Stoddard, is why a writer had better 

be forgotten again.

What I am driving at by putting this question forward are the changes in the 

literary landscape of nineteenth-century American literature since the original debate 

between Douglas and Tompkins. This debate is a significant and still resonant one, as 
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also the example from Showalter's history of women's literature in the United States 

shows. And yet I cite Showalter partly so as to call into question the continued reliance

on the canon. Showalter's distaste with Stoddard appears to be also a distaste with 

possibly wasting time by reading her and wasting attention by treating her as 

significant – time and attention that could be devoted to “more worthy” writers. But it 

is important to note that today our access to nineteenth-century literature is not 

delimited by the current state of the canon. Aside from the issue of the canon, or from 

the expanding library of scholarly editions of recovered texts, there is a new wealth of 

widely accessible literature appearing online by virtue of it being released from 

copyright. Previously obscure texts are appearing online in large numbers, without 

framing commentary. The more pressing question, then, I would argue, is not so much 

their relation to the canon as the questions: how do we read them, what can make them

more legible to the twenty-first-century reader? While it could certainly be a solution 

to assign these un-recovered but newly accessible texts a priori to the category of 

“minor literature” it would presuppose that there is little we can learn from them 

beyond collecting examples of conventions. 

Berlant's examination of the long and powerful grasp of sentimentalism in its 

different iterations on the popular imagination puts forward convention as her project's

central axis. The long life of the genres of the “female complaint” is the result of what 

Berlant dubs “a love affair with conventionality,” further elaborating the cultural 

significance of conventionality's affective charge: “to love conventionality,” she 

writes, “is not only to love something that constrains someone or some condition of 
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possibility: it is another way of talking about negotiating belonging to a world” (3). 

That role of convention as a means of positioning and crafting ties is significant in my 

analysis as I examine the role of convention in forging intelligibility within cultural 

contexts whose significance, like the texts in question, has become obscure. Thus, my 

attempt at recovering Harriet Prescott Spofford's forgotten novel Azarian leads me to 

probing the phenomenon of amateur botany and its influence on the period's visual art 

and literature, Piatt's poetry becomes a way into the world of periodicals and their 

impact on poetic personae as well as the relationship between poetry and the news, 

while my reading of Stoddard's Two Men proceeds via exploring the parallel between 

plot construction and home furnishing, a subject that writers from Poe to Edith 

Wharton treated with sincere curiosity.2 Tracing their engagement with conventions 

can help us understand how these texts render their ideas legible to wider audiences 

but it does not entirely account for what these texts do as it does not distinguish 

between experimentation and failure to fulfill convention.

That is where I part ways with Berlant's project as my interest lies in that 

which convention intimates but does not manage to encapsulate entirely. Berlant's 

treatment of the profound ambivalence of the genres of women's writing informs my 

understanding of what is the role of the feminine in my chosen archive, that is, what 

marks a literary text as recognizably related to notions of womanhood (tacitly 

understood as white middle-class womanhood). Yet I am not so much concerned with 

conventionality as with departures from the familiar and therefore I emphasize in my 

2 Cf. Edgar Allan Poe, “The Philosophy of Furniture” (1840) and Edith Wharton, The Decoration of 
Houses (1897), as well as Harriet Prescott Spofford, Art Decoration Applied to Furniture (1878).
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readings those aspects of the texts that make them fail both as middlebrow 

entertainment and as “great literature.” That failure is where I locate their 

experimental aspect. I do not propose to define through it a school or a movement, but 

rather to posit a connection between the Civil War context and narrative 

experimentation in Spofford, Piatt, and Stoddard. 

Literary Experiments and the Civil War in the Parlor

With the exception of a handful of Piatt's poems that have been anthologized as

Civil War verse,3 the other poems and works of prose I read alongside them bear more 

oblique connections to the war. I am indebted to scholars who have probed these 

inexplicit connections as a means of locating the political in the ostensibly apolitical, 

in the vein of Amy Kaplan's “Manifest Domesticity.” Particularly important here are 

Jennifer Putzi's and Lisa Radinovsky's discussions of Stoddard's Two Men in the 

context of race and American citizenship as redefined by the war. Ellen Weinauer's 

reading of Stoddard's third and last novel Temple House along with Shirley Samuels' 

examination of ciphers of the war in Stoddard's debut The Morgesons4 present 

3 Faith Barrett and Cristanne Miller's 2005 volume “Words for the Hour”: A New Anthology of Civil 
War Poetry offers an extensive collection of verse, interrogating the criteria by which earlier 
scholars identified Civil War poetry through cases such as Piatt's (and, more famously, Emily 
Dickinson's): “[W]e include generous selections of poems by writers rarely regarded as Civil War 
poets, either because they did not publish volumes of poems explicitly dedicated to the war – for 
example, Sarah Piatt – or because they did not publish during the period – such as Emily Dickinson”
(xvi). The collection's emphasis on diversity – not just in terms of representing poems from the 
North and the South but also poems that raise questions about their political dimension – invites a 
reconsideration of expectations about literature's relation to the war.

4 The Morgesons was described by Stoddard as “her Bull Run” in a letter to the poet and critic 
Edmund Clarence Stedman. Elaine Showalter reads this comparison of the novel's commercial flop 
to one of the bloodiest battles of the Civil War as a sign of Stoddard's insensitivity and self 
absorption given that Stedman had been a war correspondent (cf. A Jury of Her Peers 149). Not 
disputing the tastelessness of Stoddard's hyperbole, I would like to point out that Stoddard's phrasing
nonetheless raises the question of the place of the war in The Morgesons. As Stoddard herself 
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Stoddard's novelistic endeavor as inscribed within the war albeit in ways that require 

attentiveness to the provenance of commodities and to echoes and displacements of 

violence. Dana Luciano's reading of Spofford's early short story “The Amber Gods” 

similarly draws attention to the origin and circulation of objects and art for locating in 

domestic settings salient connections to the outside world, shaped by colonialism. 

Luciano's analysis informs my attempt at a recovery of Spofford's novel 

Azarian: An Episode. Arguing against the focus on the novel's style – the only 

dimension of Azarian that has so far been acknowledged in the rare mentions of it – 

my reading emphasizes instead the novel's investment in crafting a vision of a female 

independence through, on the one hand, a painstaking critique of marriage, and on the 

other, a search for an art tradition truly defined by women. The latter is in Azarian 

closely associated with botany. Azarian's botanical imaginary delineates not only the 

protagonist's aesthetic sensibility but a mode of knowledge through studying nature 

and its representations. Downplayed as a middle-class ladies' pastime promoted by 

popular publications such as Godey's Lady's Book, botany becomes this novel's 

language for articulating female intellectualism, art, and, in a very subtle way, also 

love between women.

What, then, might this novel have to do with the war? The only mention of the 

war in the novel itself appears in a puzzling reverie about the destruction of the 

likened the publication and reception of the novel to a lost battle, Samuels' reading traces such 
echoes of the war in the story of Cassandra Morgeson, who “[c]hallenged ... to reveal the origin of 
her scars ... replies that she has gained them 'in battle.' That the battle is one of love rather than the 
Civil War, however, does not so much deplete the possibility for reading this as a novel about war as
encourage readers to seek to understand domestic battles as more powerful than far-off drum beats” 
(Reading 40).
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protagonist's childhood dolls. In the original 1864 edition by Ticknor and Fields the 

topic of the war appears only really in the announcement of the publishers' other new 

titles. Azarian ostensibly writes war out of its narrative and but I argue that it is not an 

antebellum novel somehow written too late. While Azarian bears no relation to war 

literature as such, it does nonetheless offer up a picture of a young woman's life in 

Boston during war time, investigating through its protagonist new avenues of 

professionalization becoming available to middle-class women and the challenges of 

the new kind of independence they bring. It is, then, a novel concerned with the 

changes to the social landscape of the period – changes that could be described as 

“side effects” of the war in places away from battles and away from the major political

debates.

The year of the novel's publication marks a problematic gap for classifying 

narratives such as this one. Shirley Samuels explores the problem of the Civil War as 

caesura in Reading the American Novel, 1790-1865 in her discussion of novels whose 

relation to the war has long been questioned. In the chapter “Historical Codes in 

Literary Analysis” Samuels points out how the continued reliance on the antebellum 

vs. postbellum division as organizing the study of American literature leads to also a 

continued blind spot around the Civil War (cf. 36). In reading, among others, 

Stoddard's The Morgesons alongside Hawthorne's The Marble Faun and Hannah 

Crafts' The Bondwoman's Narrative, Samuels underscores the variety of literary 

responses to the war and representations of the experiences of the war period, some of 

which were decidedly removed from the battlefields or overt political debate and yet 
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nevertheless entangled in them. Azarian, then, according to the avenues delineated by 

Samuels, takes the path of retreat into a small private world yet in doing so portrays 

nonetheless a facet of life in the period.

 The retreat into the private becomes in Azarian – as in Piatt's dialogue poems 

and Stoddard's Two Men – an occasion to exercise alternatives: to traditional marriage 

and established family dynamics, to established ways of knowing and creating. These 

attempts are invested in re-imagining womanhood but at the same time decidedly 

bounded by conventions of white middle-class femininity even as they seek to 

challenge some of them. Among the different women's worlds Samuels describes in 

Facing America: Iconography and the Civil War, the narratives I read here occupy a 

peculiar place – trying to reach out imaginatively to the experience of others, they still 

remain limited in their insight to the middle-class parlor. When revolutionary figures 

and the consequences of slavery enter that parlor (as they do, for instance in Piatt's 

poems), they do so as ghosts and afterthoughts. The order of everyday life is never 

quite disrupted beyond the disruption posed by daydreaming or stunted rebellion, 

staged often only in thought. 

Tracing the signs of the war in novels written by women during and in the 

aftermath of the war, Samuels traces in Facing America a trajectory from stories of 

women warriors fighting in disguise alongside men through those of nurses, women 

escaping slavery, and women taking an overtly political stance to stories that avoid 

overt mentions of a war. The common thread she proposes is an interplay of a sense of

liberation from traditional women's roles and violence removed from the battlefield. 
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“Even as terrible violence of the Civil War displaced women of all races and classes,” 

she writes, “it also provided a disquieting liberation from previously rigid roles. In its 

extreme form such liberation may appear in the fiction of the period as an assumption 

that women can fight in battle. In less extreme but still disconcerting ways, the 

transformation of women's roles occurs through their intimacies or, paradoxically, 

through the failed intimacies between them” (82). Those subtleties of relation and 

displaced violence serve as a key to locating in the ostensibly apolitical (or 

juxtapolitical, to use Berlant's term) literature of the period marks of the Civil War's 

impact, as well as to understanding what sets it apart from antebellum and postbellum 

women's writing. 

The literature I read in the three chapters that follow centers on intimacies 

among women in that it showcases worlds with men either absent or pushed to the 

margins of narrative. If in antebellum writing, such a marginalization defined the 

home as the female sphere, here, the boundaries of women's worlds reach beyond the 

domestic at least in ambition and reverie if not always via direct engagement. From 

the love affair around which Azarian revolves, which, contrary to what the novel's title

seems to announce, is not the protagonist's relationship with Constant Azarian but that 

with her female friend, through Piatt's exploration of female tutelage through the 

mother-speakers of her dialogic poems, to the private war waged by the women of 

Stoddard's Two Men, these texts imagine worlds in which men do not matter for 

women's happiness.

This kind of liberation, however limited, marks also the difference between the
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conditions of publication for these authors from their literary predecessors. For Harriet

Prescott Spofford, Sarah Piatt, and Elizabeth Stoddard, the 1860s were a particularly 

prolific time. Their careers in that decade entailed a significant public presence, in 

particular on the pages of such widely-read and prestigious periodicals as The Atlantic 

Monthly and Harper's publications. This presence, under their own names, sets them 

apart from the “literary domestics” of the earlier era, among whose chief 

representatives Mary Kelley identified in her important study Private Woman, Public 

Stage (1984) Catharine Maria Sedgwick, Fanny Fern (nom de plume of Sara Payson 

Willis Parton), and Harriet Beecher Stowe. “Literary domestics,” according to Kelley, 

framed their literary pursuits in terms of pragmatic aims such as supporting their 

family, offering advice, or taking up the pen out of a sense of civic duty (the 

protagonist of Fanny Fern's 1854 novel Ruth Hall serving as a fictional representation 

of this model of authorship). By contrast, the model of authorship espoused by the 

major postbellum female authors was tied to the notion of artistry and engaged in 

struggles against the reservation of the notion of genius for male artists. Elizabeth 

Stuart Phelps' The Story of Avis (1877) provides a portrait of the self-aware female 

artist that could be taken as an encapsulation of these concerns, while Anne E. Boyd's 

Writing for Immortality: Women and the Emergence of High Literary Culture in 

America (2004), Naomi Z. Sofer's Making the “America of Art”: Cultural 

Nationalism and Nineteenth-Century Women Writers (2005), and Susan S. Williams' 

Reclaiming Authorship: Literary Women in America, 1850-1900 (2006) examine how 

the exclusion of women from the competition for the highest artistic accolades 
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galvanized their artistic endeavors, lending them often a tragic aspect. 

When mentioned in the context of postbellum literary trends, Spofford and 

Stoddard tend to figure as resistant romantics in the realist era. While Stoddard's 

obstinacy in holding out against convention won her a degree of recognition from 

William Dean Howells who, looking back on “literary friends and acquaintances” in 

his 1910 memoir, praised her originality, critics sympathetic to Spofford bemoaned the

rise of realism as a force that pushed her into oblivion.5 Among the studies I mention 

above, Boyd's Writing for Immortality sets Stoddard's vision of romantic genius 

among postbellum projects of high literature. Given the fact that the novelistic portion 

of Stoddard's career wound down just after the war, in 1867, with her third and last 

novel Temple House, the label “postbellum” is perhaps not as helpful in placing her 

work in relation to other nineteenth-century writers. Like Spofford, who did, in fact, 

turn to realism in the later part of her long writing life, the 1860s signify for Stoddard 

an exceptional period creatively.

 Moreover, I would like to note, both of them published poetry with some 

success. Thus perhaps neither the strict periodic division between antebellum and 

postbellum literary cultures nor an emphasis on genre is particularly conducive to 

studying their work. All three of the writers I read in the dissertation had a broad circle

of literary friends, and all three  found recognition as poets – even though the 

twentieth- and twenty-first-century recovery of their work has focused as presenting 

their strengths in different genres: the short story in the case of Spofford, poetry, in the

5 That is the arc of Alice Brown's introduction to a posthumous collection of Spofford's poetry, which 
I discuss in more detail in Chapter One.
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case of Piatt, and the novel, in the case of Stoddard. Their poetry appeared first in 

periodicals and was later repeatedly reprinted in the many editions of Rufus Wilmot 

Griswold's important compendium The Female Poets of America. The rich, mutually 

informing juxtaposition of different genres and thematic interests is uniquely palpable 

in their work, in particular in their use of allusion and citation as a way of extending 

the scope of narrative to include a critical dialogue with the culture of their day.

I propose, then, instead, to focus on a limited time frame that encompasses the 

war and its aftermath and to put prose in conversation with poetry, as well as with 

other forms of art and popular culture. My project is grounded in studying texts' 

“failures” to meet expectations laid out for the genres to which they belong. All the 

poems and prose works I read here share a deeply ambivalent reception upon 

publication – they are works that troubled reviewers by a perceived mismatch between

form and subject and by their flouting of conventions. Tracing allusions, quotations, 

and ekphrastic relationships to other media, I read these texts as formally reaching 

toward other genres in a way that brings into the work the juxtapositions and dialogic 

relationships. In other words, I read what their contemporaneous reviewers 

condemned as incongruities as attempts to explore possible new directions in fiction 

and verse. This focus on connections rather than distinctions between genres motivates

my decision to pair my reading of the “failed” novels Azarian and Two Men with an 

exploration of Sarah Piatt's narrative poetry. 
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Miniature and Its Narrative

The association of femininity with smallness is a cliché much like its 

association with flowers. The latter association paved the way for the entry of middle-

class women into science in the nineteenth century as Nina Baym and Annie Merrill 

Ingram have argued in their explorations of amateur botany.6 The former association, 

meanwhile, is more nebulous but important, nevertheless, for making sense of the 

cultural place of the feminine. In reading the artistry and work of condensation in 

miniature objects in On Longing: Narratives of the Miniature, the Gigantic, the 

Souvenir, the Collection, Susan Stewart points out their association with childhood and

femininity, and in particular, with the bourgeois provenance of such objects. They 

belong to the realm that Stewart labels “the petite-feminine” – an image of bourgeois 

womanhood (cf. 62). I return to Stewart's theorization of the miniature repeatedly in 

this dissertation as a means of reading the aesthetic engagements of my archive. 

The miniature, according to Stewart, “offers a world clearly limited in space 

but frozen and thereby both particularized and generalized in time” (48). The work of 

miniature, as Stewart explains, consists in concentrating upon a single instance that 

comes to transcend a gamut of other instances. In this respect, it resembles the 

ventriloquism of literary white middle-class womanhood as Berlant describes it where 

the experience of others' suffering becomes enlisted in representing wounded 

6 Nina Baym's discussion of Almira Lincoln Phelps' educational work in American Women of Letters 
and the Nineteenth-Century Sciences: Styles of Affiliarion together with Annie Merrill Ingram's 
essay “Victorian Flower Power: America's Floral Women in the Nineteenth Century” inform my 
interpretation of the significance of botany in Spofford's Azarian.
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femininity. In Piatt's poems, images of others' predicaments come to stand for the 

speaker's often unspoken pain, in Two Men, the censure of a woman who has fled 

slavery stands as a cipher of another woman's precarious claims to whiteness, while in 

Azarian a feverish reverie of a massacre of dolls – presented much like a mass war 

killing – serves as the central hyperbole for the protagonist's suffering at the hands of 

her fiance and critic. The private worlds of the characters we encounter in this poetry 

and fiction negotiate their relationship to the larger world through such borrowing and 

reversal of scale. Moreover, the images and metaphors that dominate in these texts 

tend toward the small, with the texts' often taking as their foci objects and personae 

that they describe as overlooked. Their treatment, however, does not change the status 

of these objects but rather attends to their liminality. Insisting on paying attention to 

limits, boundaries, and stricter temporal frames in both contextualizing these texts and 

reading their narratives, I propose to read them as performing the work of miniature.

The claim that women's writing tends toward the small rather than the grand is 

not a new one in the context of nineteenth-century women's writing. In the 

introduction to her 1985 anthology Provisions: A Reader from 19th-Century American

Women, Judith Fetterley puts that tendency at the center of the project: “It is not … 

accidental that the genres at issue are all short forms. … the short form best served the 

interests of these writers” (15). Citing the example of the inception of Uncle Tom's 

Cabin as a short set of sketches that happened to grow into a novel, Fetterley lays thus 

“shortness” as a principle at work also in texts of considerable length and scope, 

arguing that by aiming to produce works of modest ambition and relatively simple 
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form nineteenth-century women were able to produce the most interesting work. 

Fetterley's argument is bound by a recurrent juxtaposition of the body of writing she 

collected for Provisions with Melville's Moby-Dick as unapologetically ambitious in 

scope, length, and metaphoric boldness, allowing Fetterley to underscore contrasting 

traits in the work of women writers. Certainly, the contrast Fetterley proposes 

resonates with how nineteenth-century critics positioned women's writing: that is, as 

adjacent and, in some ways, complementary to what they considered great literature. 

Therefore, the question that reading Fetterley alongside nineteenth-century reviews of 

the texts I examine in this dissertation raised for me is whether an attempt at a “female

Moby-Dick,” that is, at a work comparably experimental and intellectually bold, could 

even be recognized as such.

The enormity of the whale, as Fetterley points out, carries sexual connotations, 

too uncouth for a woman to tackle directly in writing – and nonetheless count on being

published, and with her own name attached to the text. Cultural constraints such as the

question of respectability and the pressure on women to present themselves as morally

impeccable play a significant role in “the absence of a certain imaginative quality that 

we currently identify with great American texts,” Fetterley argues, singling out, 

however, two writers whose work probes those constraints: Elizabeth Stoddard and 

Harriet Prescott Spofford (29; cf. 27-29). Apart from these issues, she points to the 

imaginary of nineteenth-century women's writing as being invested in the realities of 

women's everyday lives: “[I]t seems that, had a woman gone whaling and decided to 

write about it, she would not in fact have written Moby Dick; she would have written a
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book about the experience of women on whalers and about what whaling meant from 

a woman's point of view,” which, as she subsequently points out, would have been 

defined by “kitchen things” (28). This investment in the everyday jars with readers' 

expectations of “great literature.”

Fetterley's compelling discussion of Moby Dick as a touchstone of great 

nineteenth-century literature gives sheds light on the association between femininity 

and smallness by pointing to the significance of mundane objects and domestic spaces 

as well as domestic work for imagery and plot in women's writing. Although 

Fetterley's analysis focuses on prose works exclusively, the assumed insignificance of 

“kitchen things” appears as a problem also for poetry. The closing lines of Sarah Piatt's

“The Sorrows of Charlotte” (1872), a poem that acts as a piece of literary criticism in 

offering a reading of Goethe's The Sorrows of Werther, articulate a complaint about the

subject of women's everyday lives being at odds with a male vision of literary 

significance: “No, child, for never a man would care / To write such a long sad story 

you see, / As the – cutting of bread-and-butter would be; / And never a woman had 

time to dare!” (Palace-Burner 33). The cutting of bread and butter, an allusion to 

mentions of Charlotte cutting bread and butter both when Werther first sees her and 

after his suicide,7 in Piatt's poem stands for  an aspect of women's experience 

conveyed by – but not limited to – domestic work. 

The speaker's complaint has two addressees here, the young daughter who is 

7 The “cutting of bread and butter” seems to have functioned as something of a common place 
introduction for the character of Charlotte as it appears also in William Makepeace Thackeray's 
poem “The Sorrows of Werther,” which satirizes the activity as a trivial gesture of a “well-
conducted person” (cf. Thackeray, “Sorrows of Werther” in Stedman, A Victorian Anthology, vol. 2,  
305).
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her interlocutor in the poem and an audience of female readers who are assumed to 

recognize its weight if only on the terms of sentimental bonding. The cutting of bread-

and-butter as shorthand for a much more complicated experience that cannot attain 

development or explanation according to Piatt's speaker as any woman who might 

attempt the “long sad story” would have been bound by the duty of her own cutting of 

bread and butter, which would take precious time away from creative work. The result 

is then that “long sad story” can never be written out in full. Piatt's poem thus plays 

upon a paradox proffered as an explanation for the poem's own shortness and 

obliqueness. 

Although a miniature of the ineffable mundane experience of womanhood is 

one that the poem centers on, Piatt's speaker takes on a very different role than the 

silent Charlotte, with whom she ostensibly aligns herself: she takes the role not of a 

mute subject but of a critic who voices the untold story even as she argues it cannot be

told. Naomi Z. Sofer has suggested that the exclusion of women writers from the 

realm of literary criticism pushed them to state their arguments in literary form. “The 

Sorrows of Charlotte” is such an instance of literary criticism exercised in verse. 

“Women's writers' absence from the theoretical debates taking place in the 'quality 

journals' [in decades surrounding the Civil War] has contributed to the impression that 

they did not have well-thought-out aesthetic programs and did not care to participate 

in the collective work of defining U.S. cultural identity,” Sofer argues (cf. 8). 

I take up her argument in this dissertation, paying special attention in my 

analyses to moments in which the literary texts perform readings of other texts and 
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moments when they cite and borrow from other forms of artistic expression in ways 

that transcend – or, at times, go against – contemporaneous critics' assessments of 

women's writing. These moments mark for me points at which the feminine (with its 

connection to “kitchen things” and the home) collides with “the certain imaginative 

quality” of “great American texts” that Fetterley defines as the exploration of the dark 

sides of human character by canonical writers such as Melville, Hawthorne, and Poe 

(cf. 27). I concur with Fetterley's identification of this “imaginative quality” in 

Spofford's and Stoddard's work and propose Piatt's narrative poetry as another 

example of this kind of writing that ventures into areas of moral darkness and 

intellectual inquiry associated with male writers yet does not shed the trappings of the 

feminine.

 In staging debates about art and literature and framing their narratives with 

ample references to other works, the novels and poems I read in the following chapters

simultaneously downplay them by feminine tropes – flower symbolism, sentimental 

complaints, an almost claustrophobic attentiveness to domestic space, to material 

objects, to small detail. I label this move provisionally “the work of miniature” in that 

in unpacking its products, that is, following allusions and quotations, uncovers beyond

their aesthetic effects – beyond their decorative or stylistic aspect – the intellectual 

work in their compilation. Unpacking the miniature leads to, I would venture, finding 

the inverse of a whale: in lieu of the sublime enormity of Moby Dick we find reversals

of scale between the private world of the female characters and the world outside it.
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Overview of Chapters

In Spofford's Azarian, which is the subject of Chapter One, the primary vehicle

for such reversals is botany, as the branch of science deemed exceptionally appropriate

for women, and the art associated with it, commonly considered a cipher for the 

feminine. Setting botanical art against “male genius” in her protagonist's debates with 

Constant Azarian, Spofford for the most part leaves Ruth's ripostes half-articulated as 

allusions or poignant silences. In the end, Ruth's only way of defending her art and her

self from Azarian's poisonous influence is by abandoning him and seeking community 

(and romance) among women. Ruth Yetton combines the traits of a sentimental 

heroine, a good woman to whom bad things happen, with those of an artist with 

worldly aspirations, but this combination is not seamless nor is it conclusive. The 

novel's broader intellectual investments encompass modern botany, avenues of 

professionalization and artistry newly becoming available to middle-class women, and

alternate sources of literary realism. Through botany and the language of flowers, I 

argue in this chapter, Azarian imagines an alternative realist novel with erudite 

ambitions evocative of the encyclopedism of Moby Dick yet crucially different from it 

as the model here is the herbarium rather than the encyclopedia.

The frame for this narrative experiment is an extended critique of marriage, 

which is juxtaposed against Ruth's romantic partnership with the actress Charmian, a 

fellow artist with whom Ruth is able to create conditions nurturing her artistic vision. 

The significance of botany in the novel is also traceable to popular publications such 
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as Godey's Lady's Book, which championed the preservation and study of native plants

by amateur enthusiasts as well as fostering an artistic interest in botany, especially, but

not exclusively influential in visual art and poetry. Engaging with botanical art and 

poetic flower language, Azarian probes their potential as a model of realist depiction. 

Contrary to the insistence articulated repeatedly by Henry James in his review of the 

novel that Azarian fails as a realist novel, I argue that it instead interrogates a 

possibility of rooting novelistic realism in painterly realism. Consequently, Spofford 

draws upon sources largely familiar to a middle-class female reader, yet her 

exploration of these sources as well as the linkages she crafts between them is 

experimental and erudite.

In the second chapter, the focus shifts to one of the foci that were crucial for 

Spofford's Azarian – to poetry, which I read as similarly indebted and open to 

inspiration from other genres and artistic media. Sarah Piatt's dialogic poems 

repeatedly take the reader to the scene of reading and to an encounter with subjects not

typically thought of as poetic – newspaper cuttings and news items – that nonetheless 

become poetic occasions. The crucial point of departure for my reading of Piatt's 

narrative poetry is Paula Bernat Bennett's recovery work whose result is the volume 

Palace-Burner: The Selected Poetry of Sarah Piatt. Bennett's selection singles out and

underscores poems that engage with political subjects. These Bennett sets against the 

poems her edition excludes and which she considers sentimental and domestic in focus

and thus less genuinely indicative of Piatt's accomplishment and ambition. I 

interrogate this division by exploring Piatt's use of sentimental tropes in the “political 
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poems” and attending to the ways in which they open themselves up to both a 

sentimental and anti-sentimental reading. Piatt's poems offer miniatures of the scene of

reading, emphasizing divergent understandings of situations and images that are often 

left by her speakers open and unresolved, signaling ambivalence and conflicting 

desires. The objects that serve as her poetic occasions also take the form of miniatures,

such as newspaper illustrations or small commercial reproductions. In Piatt's poems, 

sentimentalism and domesticity interweave with an interest in the political and 

philosophical debates of the day that reach beyond the home and beyond the 

immediate concerns of the poems' speakers. This interweaving results in a striking 

poetic storytelling of news items and artifacts that is neither purely aesthetic nor 

discernibly socially engaged.

The third chapter returns to the novel with an analysis of Elizabeth Stoddard's 

1865 novel Two Men. Rather than accepting the author's own declaration that Two 

Men seeks to tell the story of a male protagonist, I propose to take Two Men as a story 

not only of a female protagonist but of a complex rewriting of domesticity that 

redefines gender roles in the characters' tightly circumscribed world. In examining the 

claustrophobic identification between character and property in the novel I rely on 

Susan Stewart's discussion of the reduction of property performed by the dollhouse. 

The narration's constant obsessive returns to the increasingly isolated and self-

contained household structure the plot, aligning incestuous desire with the idea of 

preservation and consolidation of family wealth. The house, in my analysis, serves as 

the key to the interplay of incest and interracial unions in the novel. In the domestic 
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war waged among her female characters, with the men playing the roles of either 

pawns or bystanders, Stoddard takes on the problematic of what the Civil War 

signifies for defining American citizenship. What is at stake in the novel's central 

conflict is the claim to whiteness. Returning to Fetterley's phrasing, among “kitchen 

things” Stoddard stages debates related to the future of the nation.

The three chapters together offer up a portrait of a celebrated, if somewhat 

eerie, isolation of women into a world of objects and relationships with other women 

rather than with men. The tie between this isolation and the Civil War is never 

articulated in any of the texts directly but rather staged in private battles. For 

Spofford's Ruth Yetton, courtship turns into a war against her fiance Constant Azarian.

Defeating Azarian means for her liberating the idea of marriage from the oppression of

his increasingly devilish demands and, what is more, liberating her art from his 

judgment. Piatt's poems similarly bring in war and revolution into the speaker's small 

world, borrowing from them a language for her sorrows. In Two Men, we find folded 

into squabbles over the appearance of the family home a debate over race and national 

belonging, fought out among three women. These narratives perform repeatedly an 

inversion of scale, translating larger issues into problems of middle-class womanhood.

As troubling and, in some senses, flawed as this literature is, it nonetheless, 

belongs to the literary landscape of the period  as a corollary to war literature. The new

freedoms, temptations, and images of women that emerge in these texts speak to the 

impact of the war on writing that positions itself as apolitical. The searching character 

of the narratives we find in this poetry and fiction channels on the one hand the 
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uncertainties brought about by social changes in the period and, on the other hand, 

showcases the authors' ambitions to connect and translate imaginatively between 

different artistic media in their writing. The result is far from modernist collage and at 

the same time also far from encyclopedic grandeur. Yet feminine trinkets, miniature 

portraits, and expressions of modesty come to reveal in this literature an 

unprecedented ambivalence about the self and the world. This ambivalence defines the

ephemeral character of the literary experiments we encounter in this literature, which, 

replete with paths not taken and “schools” that never came to be, offers itself up as a 

liminal chapter between antebellum and postbellum traditions in women's writing and 

an addendum to Civil War literature.
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CHAPTER 1

A HERBARIUM FOR AN ENCYCLOPEDIA: 

READING BOTANICAL MINIATURE AND BOSTON MARRIAGE 

IN HARRIET PRESCOTT SPOFFORD'S AZARIAN: AN EPISODE 

Reading Harriet Prescott Spofford's 1864 Azarian: An Episode offers the 

peculiar pleasure of getting to know a novel both forgotten and still infamous. Azarian

has long played the role of a footnote to Spofford's early achievements in the short 

story form, signifying an exceptional low point in her long career. The Rutgers 

American Women Writers series edition of Spofford's short stories from 1989 focuses 

primarily on those shorter narratives published before Azarian because, as the editor 

Alfred Bendixen explains, “Spofford's desire to indulge in a highly wrought poetic 

language – often at the expense of plot and characterization – weakens most of her 

longer narratives and reaches an unfortunate climax in Azarian” (xviii). Bendixen's 

succinct remarks on Azarian in the introduction repeatedly refer to Henry James' 

review of the novel as “one of the important early manifestos of American critical 

realism” (xix). Elizabeth Halbeisen's biography Harriet Prescott Spofford: A Romantic

Survival devotes to Azarian only part of a short chapter. With a focus on the “highly 

wrought” style Bendixen highlights, Dorri Beam's Style, Gender, and Fantasy in 

Nineteenth-Century American Women's Writing (2010) puts forward Spofford as one 

of this style's exemplary practitioners but invokes Azarian only briefly and through a 
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polemic with James. Likewise, David Cody's discussion of Emily Dickinson as a 

covert member of the “Azarian school” retreats from James' review to those two most 

celebrated stories and glosses over Azarian.8 While Spofford's early writing and her 

detective fiction enjoy a revival of interest,9 Azarian remains buried in the shadow of 

the scathing review, which has effectively come to stand in for the novel itself as a 

crucial verdict on its demerits.10 Azarian, hence, recurs in discussions of Spofford's 

writing as a cipher for her stylistic tendencies and peccadilloes but little has been 

written on the novel's thematic interests or its plot.

This chapter attempts to reread Azarian in the context of the artistic and social 

landscape of the 1860s, as a novel that channels other artistic media in the construction

of its fictional world and ventures to propose not only a critique but an alternative to 

both literary realism and to traditional marriage. I deliberately set the question of style 

aside as the emphasis on style has so far tended to obfuscate the thematic range of 

Spofford's writing. In privileging the novel's construction and its engagement with art, 

8
Cody's essay  focuses exclusively on Dickinson's poetry from 1862 and therefore discusses only the 
two stories. However, it opens with James' review of Azarian—rather than James' favorable review 
of the 1863 short story collection The Amber Gods—which suggests that Cody concurs with certain 
aspects of James' critique even as he points out that James misses the irony in Spofford's writing.

9 For  more on Spofford's detective stories see Rita Bode's “A Case for the Re-covered Writer: Harriet
Prescott Spofford's Early Contributions to Detective Fiction,” Karen J. Jacobsen's “Investigating 
Domestic Disorder: Harriet Prescott Spofford's Detectives” as well as Birgit Spengler's chapters on 
Spofford and visual technologies and detection in her book Vision, Gender, and Power in 
Nineteenth-Century American Women's Writing, 1860-1900. Rita Bode's “Shut-Ins, Shut-Outs, and 
Spofford's Other Children: The Hester Stanley Stories” explores Spofford's fiction for young girls.

10 I identify the origin of this trend in reading the trajectory of Spofford's career in Henry James' 
review of the novel and its centrality in later critical discussions of Spofford, which I expound on 
later in the chapter. It is striking that other reviews of the novel, which appeared at roughly the same
time as James', recognize Azarian for a skillful literary use of botanical detail, popular appeal, and 
stylistic achievement (see e.g. the review in the October 1864 issue of The Continental Monthly and 
the review from The Atlantic Monthly from the same month, which pronounces Azarian as worthy of
highest literary prizes).
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science, and social critique, I turn away from the question of style as a potentially 

reductive lens. I follow here Dana Luciano's argument about the grip of James' review 

on scholarship on Spofford: “James' review reminds us that even the most 

sophisticated engagement with aesthetics may be directed toward projects of 

normalization, requiring the artistic encounter to confirm a preexistent truth rather 

than create truth anew” (271). Luciano's point sheds light on the normative character 

of James' criticism. In his review, James castigates Spofford for failing to conform to 

conventions he defines on the basis of Balzac's realism. He treats Azarian as a 

misreading of those conventions resulting in narrative and stylistic excess. His 

presuppositions rule out the possibility of literary experimentation on Spofford's part. 

 I read Azarian as a novel with experimental ambitions articulated in a 

distinctly feminine manner. Drawing upon women's traditions in visual and literary 

culture as well as natural science, Azarian is an erudite text that evades encyclopedism

in favor of sampling, through allusion and recurrent translation of miniature painting 

into prose. From the novel's generic definition ensconced in its subtitle: An Episode, 

Spofford's novel introduces itself as a peculiarity, a “smaller” kind of novel, and 

delves into products of science and art that condense and aestheticize knowledge. The 

types of miniature that figure most prominently in Azarian are the botanical miniature,

which is the form of art practiced by the protagonist, and its counterpart, the 

herbarium, on which the botanical miniature is based. Other miniatures include prints, 

cut-outs, cards, and sketches in the protagonist's small personal art collection. 

Reaching repeatedly for poetic allusions ranging from the Renaissance to the 
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Romantics and Browning, Azarian weaves the protagonist's story together with 

women's history in art and literature to offer a tale of a female artist in a time of 

unprecented possibilities. 

The character of Spofford's sampling is strikingly non-encyclopedic: the 

collections, both Ruth's and the novel's, are clipped, fragmented, diminutive. These are

dainty, feminine, and intimate compilations that, in their assumed modesty, seem to 

position themselves as the polar opposite of encyclopedism exemplified by the 

grandiose compendium of Melville's Moby-Dick. Despite this contrast, which speaks 

to the two novels' association with differently gendered cultural realms – whaling and 

botany – I would like to propose to treat them as sharing an experimental intent in 

their exercises of erudition.  There is no discernible culling principle at work in 

Azarian, which led James to criticize it for a penchant for excess. The novel evinces 

no overarching “encyclopedic intention,” which, following Leo Bersani's argument in 

The Culture of Redemption, comes with a critical goal to define and establish the great 

American novel against European literature. Moby-Dick is for Bersani the definitive 

encyclopedic fiction:

There is a cultural encyclopedism in Moby-Dick as well as a 
cetological encyclopedism. It is not that the entries exhaustively treat 
any subject, but the encyclopedic intention—which is perhaps all that 
the encyclopedic novel ever gives us in any case—is obvious with 
respect to foreign cultures as well as to whaling. It is as if the great 
American novel had constantly to be measuring itself against the 
highest achievements of other cultures, and in Moby-Dick it means 
testing the American book's capacity to appropriate a vast field of 
cultural reference. (139)

Bersani frames his analysis of the novel's encyclopedism with Melville's own 
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delineation of greatness in American letters in his essay, “Hawthorne and His 

Mosses.” Without the authority that fuels the encyclopedic fiction, given the exclusion

of female writers from the major debates on the condition and direction of American 

literature, what can erudite excursions and eclectic collections in a novel such as 

Azarian signify?

Going along with the novel's constant engagement with botanical detail, the 

herbarium, in opposition to the encyclopedia, may be perhaps the most apt correlative 

for Azarian's performance of erudition: it is a compendium yet its character is not so 

obvious because it is not fully verbalized and its catalog is forever incomplete and 

open, accidental in its record of fortunate encounters whose evidence are the samples, 

not always accompanied by systematic notes, always mixing the private and the 

diminutive with the scientific. I propose to suspend the evaluation of this strategy's 

stylistic merits (or demerits) and focus instead on identifying contexts that make it 

more legible for today's readers. My aim in doing so is to explore Azarian as a 

counterpart to Moby-Dick's encyclopedism steeped in conventions of women's culture 

but nonetheless not purely conventional but probing the limits of decorum and 

investigating new narrative possibilities. I begin with identifying the contexts that shed

light on trends of American culture of the 1860s that inform the storytelling in Azarian

and, subsequently, consider the novel's plot through their lens. James' review is 

important in this respect. However, it matters not as a guide to the novel but rather as 

an aid to tracing the plotlines that depart from the courtship plot on which he focuses, 

interpreting the other plotlines as adornment. My reading reverses James' hierarchy as 
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I propose to read the courtship as enveloped in the novel's other plots. These other 

plots encompass an alternative love plot and the career of a female artist in a time of 

new professional opportunities for women.

Beyond the Specter of “the Azarian School”: Understanding Azarian's Contexts

Although at the time his review of Azarian: An Episode appeared, Henry 

James was still a very young writer, his brief takedown of the novel nevertheless came

to function in literary criticism as the definitive analysis of Spofford's novel, with 

James' vocabulary and evaluation readily adopted by later critics. The review 

culminates in an expression of fear that Spofford's novel might engender a larger 

movement, an “Azarian school” of heavily stylized prose. This phrase crops up in 

much of the recent writing on Spofford as a vehicle for conveying her significance in 

the literary culture of her day. And yet, in spite of the cleverness of this catchphrase, 

James' criticism turned out to be effective not so much in establishing the potential 

membership of an “Azarian school” (in fact, he himself does not name any members) 

as it has in providing a basis for critical inquiries into stylistic similarities in women's 

writing of the era. According to critics who have taken a cue from James' 

description of the “Azarian style,” Spofford's circle of influence could include authors 

such as Rose Terry Cooke and Celia Thaxter (both of whom Spofford knew well and 

to whom she devoted chapters in her 1916 memoir of literary friendships A Little Book

of Friends), and Emily Dickinson, whose fascination with Spofford's writing has been 
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traced in her letters and poetry.11 There was no coterie to speak of, however. The 

apparent stylistic correspondences in the work of these writers speak to the broader 

context of what Annie Merrill Ingram has jokingly dubbed “Victorian flower power” 

rather than to the influence of Spofford's Azarian, specifically.

The culture around botany developed in conjunction with nineteenth-century 

feminine ideals. Promoted by women's magazines and ever-popular handbooks as a 

middle-class woman's pastime, botany was a safe way for women to study science as 

well as create works of art. Botany offered a way to pursue those endeavors ostensibly

without infringing on men's authority in either field. In Poetess verse, the “language of

flowers” encoded women's experience as distinct from that of men, expressed 

indirectly for other skilled interpreters of this symbology to decode. Botanical culture 

was, hence, the realm of the feminine in both a very conventional sense – as it played 

upon the association of flowers with feminine fragility – and in a more subversive 

sense as an inroad into scientific inquiry. Azarian explores botany's varied 

significances, emphasizing their feminine affiliation. Spofford's novel was thus not 

unique in that it made use of flower symbolism but exceptional in making it a major 

theme. 

The novel's involved engagement with “the botanical craze” is a significant 

blind spot in James' review and, also, the key in my reading of the novel to its formal 

11 The basis  for discussions of Spofford's influence on Emily Dickinson are Dickinson's letters to her 
sister-in-law Susan Dickinson and to Thomas Wentworth Higginson, in which the poet wrote about 
her fascination with Spofford's story “Circumstance.” To Susan's gift of the issue of the Atlantic 
Monthly with the story Dickinson responded with great excitement: “This is the only thing I ever 
saw in my life I did not think I could have written myself. You stand nearer the world than I do. 
Send me everything she writes” (qtd. in Cody 39). “I read Miss Prescott's 'Circumstance,' but it 
followed me, in the Dark—so I avoided her—,” she confessed to Higginson (qtd. in Rodier 51).
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idiosyncrasies as well as the intricacies of its plot. Azarian is as much a novel about its

protagonist's fruitless love affair with a fickle, self-described Renaissance man (as 

James would have it), as it is a pean to botany's generative role in women's culture as 

an avenue of scientific and civic engagement and a way into the art world. It is 

therefore important to ask what it would mean to read botanical detail and to 

understand the cultural resonance of botany the way Azarian's imagined audience did 

– both in the context of the novel itself and as a means of imagining the contexts of its 

initial reception. 

James relegates the meaning of botany in the novel to the province of style, 

singling out solely the ornamental aspect of Spofford's detailed descriptions, but the 

excrutiating accuracy of those descriptions speaks to the requirements of scientific 

accuracy. Beyond decorative qualities, what matters in them is also botanical 

knowledge. Dana Luciano's reading of Spofford's short story “The Amber Gods” in 

“Geological Fantasies, Haunting Anachronies: Eros, Time, and History in Harriet 

Prescott Spofford's 'The Amber Gods'” (2009) gets at what the emphasis on Spofford's 

baroque writing style veils about her narratives: a complex temporality of desire, 

curiosity about geographically distant locales and esoteric forms of learning, and a 

truly extensive knowledge of European painting put to often unorthodox and, one 

could argue, even uncouth, uses.5 In her examination of the the multiple significances 

of amber and its connection to the “Oriental” servant in the story, Luciano employs 

Wai-Chee Dimock's concept of “deep time,” advocating for a “non-linear, spectral 

history, bringing together the islander's story and [the protagonist's] in unexpected 
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ways, facilitating an exploration ... of the erotics of deep time against and  alongside 

the wounds of historical time and the question of what lives on from those wounds” 

(273).12 My approach to Azarian is indebted to Luciano's in that I follow the novel's 

use of botany as a symbolic language for affects as well as a vehicle for questions of 

craft and creativity in my exploration of middle-class women's role in popular botany 

in America. However, for the most part, I argue for a very different temporal frame 

than the “deep time” approach assumes. 

I ask what it means to read Azarian as a novel of the 1860s and, thus, a text 

falling between the familiar divide between antebellum and postbellum American 

literature and belonging, as a result, to neither era. Azarian is certainly not a novel 

about the Civil War, but it is a product of the period and its recurrent references to art 

and popular culture of the 1860s anchor it firmly in that point in time. In Ruth Yetton's

foray into painting as a profession, Spofford depicts a major cultural change brought 

about the Civil War: white middle-class women taking newly available avenues of 

professionalization. In her essay on female illustrators, Barbara Balliet points out the 

paradoxical invisibility of these visual artists (and of other working middle-class 

12 Luciano puts forward Wai Chee Dimock's concept of “deep time” as an alternative inroad into 
Spofford's work because “deep time” reconceptualizes the frame of reference for national literatures 
significantly extending the realm of connections and ties, unearthing human and knowledge 
networks. Luciano explains, “What Dimock calls  a 'deep time in human terms'—the sonic, visual, 
and print histories that constitute what we have come to know as the humanities—demands that we 
stop reifying national and period divides imposed by the last century of literary scholarship and 
instead engage literature within a frame of 'planetarity,' in terms of 'input channels, kinship 
networks, routes of transit, and forms of attachment'” (277). The enlarged frame of reference allows 
Luciano to go beyond the role of the amber necklace in “Amber Gods” as only the vehicle of the 
conflict between the two sisters in the story (and as a trinket that marks the story as feminine) to 
develop connections between the object and the story of the “Oriental servant” to whom it the 
necklace used to belong and even further, to the geological fascinations the object evokes in the 
characters. By means of this “planetary temporality,” Luciano's analysis highlights connections that 
make the necklace a token of erudition rather than just adornment, stylistic or feminine.
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women) among popular depictions of women in the 1860s: “The tendency to visually 

exclude active, working, middle-class white women obscured the uncomfortable fact 

that increasing numbers of white, middle-class families relied on the material 

contributions of their wives, sisters, and daughters” (Balliet). Discomfort at Ruth's 

achievement escalates in the novel into the eponymous Azarian's attempt to coerce her

into the role of a meek wife and assistant to his own artistic endeavors. The violence 

experienced by Ruth at the hands of Azarian, though removed from the violence of the

war, invokes it in oblique ways through Ruth's reveries in which Azarian's cruel 

treatment of her takes the form of guerrilla attacks.13  Although the novel ignores the 

war as a subject, it nonetheless channels the war's influence on the lives of white 

middle-class women in New England into the strange story of Ruth Yetton's 

nightmarish courtship.

Approaching Azarian as a novel of the 1860s means, hence, locating contexts 

for its plot and structure that shed light on the novel's difference from antebellum 

domestic fiction as well as postbellum realist narratives about female artists such as 

Elizabeth Stuart Phelps' The Story of Avis (1877) or Kate Chopin's The Awakening 

(1899). Casting Azarian's difference in terms of style, however, makes this negotiation

seem like a mere failure to be “modern enough.” The introduction to Bendixen's 1989 

collection of Spofford's stories presents this facet of Spofford's writing as a clash of 

sensibilities: a romantic bent evocative of antebellum literature married uneasily to the

emergent realism that came to dominate American literature after the Civil War. This 

13 I am referring here in particular to a fragment I discuss later in the chapter in which the narrator 
details a peculiar vision experienced by Ruth as she recalls meeting Azarian for the first time as a 
young child.
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analysis, though it falls in line with discussions of Spofford's style in which she herself

participated many years after the novel's publication,14 takes as its premise that she 

was “failing” at realism when trying to write like a realist. While Spofford indeed 

became a realist later in her career, conceding that “the public taste changed,” in 

Azarian she pursues the question of what makes depiction realist not from the 

perspective of literary convention but via realist painting (qtd. in Bendixen xix).15

Realism, as an open question, however, rather than as a school of writing, 

belongs among the novel's central concerns, and realist painting is one of its crucial 

contexts. Establishing the painters Rosa Bonheur and Angelika Kaufmann as Ruth 

Yetton's role models early in the novel, the narrative probes the relationship between 

visual detail and its literary representation. Lambasted mercilessly by James for 

descriptive excess, the novel's detailed descriptions, mimic, on the one hand, botanical

detail, and, on the other, realist painting, transposing rich accounts of visual 

experience onto narration. Alongside Kaufmann's portraits and Bonheur's 

photographically accurate paintings of animals, Spofford identifies botanical art as 

another major source of realism in visual art, making it Ruth's primary interest. 

Botanical art functions, in fact, as the nexus of multiple issues: Ruth's scholarly

and artistic ambitions intersect here with her unspoken desires. Subtle eroticism 

underpins Ruth's first venture into professional painting as she is assisted in her 

14 Bendixen paints a compelling picture of this tension in Spofford's work via quotations from her 
letters to critic Fred Lewis Pattee, in which Spofford complained that “war had made the violent and
dramatic seem natural” and confessed she could not be “entirely in sympathy with any realism that 
excludes the poetic and romantic” (unpublished letters qtd. in Bendixen xix). 

15 The pressure to write in a realist vein Spofford described in her letter to the critic Fred Lewis Pattee 
came in large part from editors such as William Dean Howells who sought to actively shape literary 
tastes by championing realism.
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endeavor by another female professional, the actress Charmian. The bond between the 

women is then sabotaged by Azarian's jealousy, leading to Ruth's creative crisis. 

Without the understanding and support that Charmian offered her, Ruth is unable to 

paint. As her creativity withers, so does her misplaced affection: the vision of married 

life by Azarian's side loses its luster, giving way to an intense longing to reunite with 

Charmian. Before attempting a more detailed analysis of these intersecting love plots 

in the novel, I would like to turn to a closer examination of botany in nineteenth-

century women's culture as a way to illuminate its role in connecting the novel's 

different interests. 

Botany, Its Hidden Histories, and Female Intellectualism

As the same-sex love plot lies ensconced amid floral metaphors and 

intellectual desires, so do, on a larger scale, hidden histories of botany in America 

remain enveloped in an official history whose chief actors are “gentlemen scientists.” 

In the nineteenth century, white middle-class women belonged among the hidden 

actors in botanical inquiry. They were motivated by educators who popularized botany

among them through textbooks explicitly addressed to women and girls, but the 

seriousness of their interests was downplayed by the consistent and clichéd association

of femininity with flowers. Read through the lens of an appreciation of the “beauty of 

flowers,” their pursuits carried the veneer of a “natural” affinity for the beautiful in 

nature as a reflection of feminine beauty.

Susan Scott Parrish locates a similar powerful paradox at the heart of 
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colonialist exploration of North America and the scientific writing produced on its 

basis. The mode of knowledge production that Parrish traces is, of course, 

distinguished by the system of violence in which it is inscribed and, as such, in no way

a simple parallel to white middle-class women's role in nineteenth-century science. In 

the former case, knowledge production rests on theft and extensive appropriation of 

the Native or African explorers' knowledge, while in the latter, the result of the “lady 

botanists'” inquiry is still read as their property, but the result itself is considered to be 

“raw material” for science proper. The similarity between the two scenarios lies in the 

successful erasure of the “unlikely” element of the process – the producers of 

knowledge and the knowledge value in the end product, respectively. This erasure is in

both cases negotiated through the category of “the natural:” the assumption of 

“primitive” peoples' closer tie to the natural world and women's  supposedly inherent 

affinity for flowers. As Parrish explains, the crucial role of Africans and Native 

Americans in gaining insight into the New World was substantiated and, consequently,

diminished by the colonizers as stemming from a “natural bond” with the natural 

world that made these subjects merely useful rather than uniquely competent:

Another way colonials managed their situation was to penetrate only so
far into the hiding places of nature, to set up a sign of “ne plus ultra” 
(the “No Further” represented by the pillars of Hercules), and then to 
allow indigenous and African observers that most important but most 
perilous point of contact with “nature in action.” Indians and enslaved 
Africans fulfilled for colonial naturalists the function that Pallas's 
mirror had for Perseus. They protected colonials from immediate 
contact with a nature and a way of knowing that would transform their 
subjectivity. (216)
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Through this supposed similarity to and affinity with the natural, non-white knowers 

provided what was treated as the “raw material” of science that would be further 

studied and transformed by the colonial scientist. Furthermore, it allowed the scientific

discourse into which the findings were translated to remain stable, unchanged by the 

findings, masterful. The unruly “natural” kernel would be safely contained by the 

discourse and offered as a constraint of the knowers rather than as unsettling new 

knowledge, valuable in itself.

White women's participation in botanical research, although not associated 

with danger, was also commonly presented as rooted in a “natural affinity” that 

surpassed white men's connection to the natural world. In her account of Sarah 

Josepha Hale's advocacy of native plant species preservation on the pages of Godey's 

Lady's Book, Annie Merrill Ingram underscores the results of this trivialization of 

nineteenth-century female botanists: “Although most historians place the beginnings 

of American women’s conservationist consciousness and activism in the late 

nineteenth century, this example from the 1841 Godey’s Lady’s Book suggests that this 

emerged much earlier,” she argues. Concerns, on the one hand about possible power 

through the mastery of botanical knowledge and, on the other, about the “naturalness” 

of European women's ties to the earthy, fertile aspects of the plant world in the 

Americas surface as early as in eighteenth-century accounts of botanical exploration of

the colonies, as Susan Branson demonstrates in “Flora and Femininity: Gender and 

Botany in Early America”:

Women clearly were interested in botany. Whether or not botany was 
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deemed to be a suitable occupation for women is another matter. Two 
gendered portrayals of female practitioners in the early eighteenth 
century show how some men depicted such women. German Naturalist
and artist Maria Sibylla Merian, who travelled to Surinam in 1699 with
her daughter, produced a comprehensive volume, Metamorphosis 
Insectorum Surinamensium, on the insects and flora of the colony. 
Merian was knowledgeable and thorough: she bred insects so she could
illustrate each stage of the life cycle. A portrait painted during her 
lifetime shows her as a scholar, surrounded by instruments, books and 
the insects she studied. Yet the frontispiece to an edition of her work 
published after her death shows Merian seated calmly at a table while 
at her feet, mischievous putti rummage through collections of flora and
other study objects. Alan Bewell has suggested that this maternal, 
rather than scientific, depiction of Merian may have "reduc[ed] social 
anxieties raised by the unconventional aspects of Merian's life by 
[intimating] that ultimately her primary commitment as a female 
naturalist was to domestic family life, not to the study of nature." 

Fears of the “unnatural” intensity of women's “natural” interest in botany and – more 

broadly, in natural science – recurred throughout the next century even as these 

endeavors were growing increasingly domesticated through the publication of amateur

manuals for girls' schools and through Sara Josepha Hale's ardent advocacy in Godey's

Lady's Book. Women's botanical inquiry was disarmed in representations such as the 

one described by Branson as an aspect of domesticity and linked to beautification of 

the home and garden. This simplified image of amateur botany devalued the 

intellectual import of women's study of the natural world. Yet despite this 

trivialization, the “botanical craze” spurred by influential figures such as Hale and the 

educator Almira Lincoln Phelps served to inspire subsequent generations of women to 

pursue scientific education. The tension between the domestic ideal and these 

scientific pursuits persisted, however. Taken outside the domestic realm and stripped 

of the veneer of amateur appreciation, the desire for knowledge was read by many 
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commentators as inimical to femininity and “unnatural.”16

I would like to pause here over the opposition I have been singling out so far in

quotation marks: “natural” versus “unnatural.” These terms play a normative and, at 

times, even policing, role in nineteenth-century discourse of womanhood. To some 

extent similar to the image of the “primitive” readily transposed onto non-white 

peoples and used to devalue their culture, knowledge, and intelligence, arguments 

about “women's nature” served to demarcate behaviors, sentiments, and ways of 

thinking by which women were bound and were supposed to be unlikely to transcend. 

In contrast to the arguments of racist science about the capabilities and proclivities of 

non-white peoples, descriptions of “women's nature” posited a moral core to the 

instincts that guided white women.17 

It is important to keep underscoring the different resonance of arguments about 

16 Kate Gannett Wells' article “The Transitional American Woman” from the December 1880 issue of 
the Atlantic Monthly bemoans these social changes. The modern American woman, according to 
Wells, has broken through the crucial boundaries that once determined her existence. The 
cataclysmic results of transcending these “limits of womanhood” Wells sees as inscribed on the 
body as a “modern ugliness” and, in demeanor, as a new kind of unbecoming selfishness, whose 
proof is a different approach to knowledge and creativity. Wells nostalgically looks back on 
antebellum feminine ideals as she argues against modern women's intellectual aspirations:

Formerly, to be a good housekeeper, an anxious mother, an obedient wife, 
was the ne plus ultra of female endeavor, to be all this for others' sakes. Now, it is to 
be more than one is, for one's own sake. Knowledge is valued as an end rather than as
a means. Of course there is much attainment of knowledge among women that is 
purely philanthropic; but also there is a vast amount of culture that is purely selfish. 
(821)
Wells' mournful sketch of the “New Woman” torn away from the gifts of femininity by an 

unhealthy quest for knowledge marks a point of departure for Anne E. Boyd's study of postbellum 
women writers and the question of literary ambition. Boyd in Writing for Immortality and Naomi Sofer 
in Making the “America of Art” map the shift toward  new conceptions of authorship after the Civil 
War, focusing on the break with the “popular woman writer” of the antebellum period as a model for 
creativity. Wells' essay, however, testifies also to the persistence of demonization of women's 
intellectual pursuits as “unnatural” to the point of being allegedly immoral.
17 The sources of this vision of womanhood are varied and diffuse. Chief among them is conduct 

literature, which encompasses conduct manuals as well as articles in women's magazines (such as 
Godey's Lady's Book). Sentimental novels are another important source of the vision of women's 
nature as based on an inherently moral ideal – embodied in the female protagonists.
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“nature” and “natural traits” in these two cases as they can appear deceptively 

similar.18 Amy Kaplan captures the trap of the facile and false equivalence between 

woman and racial other in “Manifest Domesticity” as she locates the gendered 

“separate spheres” within a larger network of national and imperialist forces: “When 

we contrast the domestic sphere with the market or political realm, men and women 

inhabit a divided social terrain, but when we oppose the domestic to the foreign, men 

and women become national allies against the alien, and the determining division is 

not gender but racial demarcations of otherness” (582). White women's 

disempowerment and relegation to the private realm, as Kaplan elucidates, puts them 

in an inferior position to white men and connects white women  to non-white people, 

yet that connection is trumped by the racial difference and white women's participation

in the project of imperialism. The point of my enumeration of correspondences and 

contrasts between how the discourse of “the natural” has been deployed to describe 

non-white peoples and white women is to highlight the role of these two groups in the 

hidden history of botany (and of scientific inquiry, more broadly), while not losing 

sight of the distinction between them.

A prime example of how this discourse served in the nineteenth century to 

18 Nineteenth-century sentimentalism abounds in hyperbolic alignments between slavery and white 
women's legal disempowerment. These signify on the one hand a bond of sympathy but, on the 
other, co-opts the experience of the enslaved. This ventriloquism, which Lauren Berlant describes as
a prominent feature of texts of “women's culture,” makes “women's culture” deeply ambiguous. As I
discuss in the Introduction, it defines that which for many scholars is not only problematic but 
outright repulsive about “women's culture.” Since my project merely touches upon sentimentalism 
when its discourse is borrowed in the texts of the 1860s that I examine, my discussion of 
sentimentalism is elliptical and fragmentary. For a thorough discussion of sentimentalism's 
ambiguities and their cultural significance see: Shirley Samuels (ed.), The Culture of Sentiment: 
Race, Gender, and Sentimentality in 19th-Century America and Marianne Noble, The Masochistic 
Pleasures of Sentimental Literature.
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downplay the seriousness of women's intellectual and artistic work comes from 

literary criticism. The definitive compendium of poetry by American women for the 

better part of the century was Rufus Wilmot Griswold's The Female Poets of America, 

first released in 1848 and reprinted as well as revised by other editors.19 Griswold's 

introduction, reprinted in later editions of the anthology, takes the ideas of “women's 

nature” and of a “natural” aspect to women's writing as its central premise. He 

sketches in this introduction an all-encompassing (albeit circular in its logic) 

explication for the popularity of poetry written by women and for its distinctive 

qualities. He claims that the source of women's creativity lies in emotion and that it 

chiefly appeals to the readers' emotions, whereas poetry written by men appeals to 

both emotions and intellect in that it is primarily an intellectual labor through which 

male poets craft the affective dimension. In other words, the creative work of male 

poets mimics to some extent what “comes naturally” to female poets yet it is the labor 

put into the process that decides the quality of verse. I cite Griswold's argumentation at

length below so as to showcase his persistence in instilling in his readers a sense of 

suspicion toward female artistry:

It is less easy to be assured of the genuineness of literary ability in 
women than in men. The moral nature of women, in its finest and 
richest development, partakes of some of the qualities of genius; it 
assumes, at least, the similitude of that which in men is the 
characteristic or accompaniment of the highest grade of mental 
inspiration. We are in danger, therefore, of mistaking for the 
efflorescent energy of creative intelligence, that which is only the 
exuberance of personal "feelings unemployed." We may confound the 
vivid dreamings of an unsatisfied heart, with the aspirations of a mind 

19 Among the editors that succeeded Griswold was  Elizabeth Drew Barstow Stoddard's husband 
Richard Henry Stoddard.
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impatient of the fetters of time, and matter, and mortality. That may 
seem to us the abstract imagining of a soul rapt into sympathy with a 
purer beauty and a higher truth than earth and space exhibit, which in 
fact shall be only the natural craving of affections, undefined and 
wandering. The most exquisite susceptibility of the spirit, and the 
capacity to mirror in dazzling variety the effects which circumstances 
or surrounding minds work upon it, may be accompanied by no power 
to originate, nor even, in any proper sense, to reproduce. It does not 
follow, because the most essential genius in men is marked by qualities 
which we may call feminine, that such qualities when found in female 
writers have any certain or just relation to mental superiority. The 
conditions of aesthetic ability in the two sexes are probably distinct, or 
even opposite. Among men, we recognise his nature as the most 
thoroughly artist-like, whose most abstract thoughts still retain a 
sensuous cast, whose mind is the most completely transfused and 
incorporated into his feelings. Perhaps the reverse should be considered
the test of true art in woman, and we should deem her the truest poet, 
whose emotions are most refined by reason, whose force of passion is 
most expanded and controlled into lofty and impersonal forms of 
imagination. (Griswold 7, emphasis mine)

Griswold channels in this passage the fear of a level literary playing field into a 

pseudo-scientific argument about sources of creativity. Interestingly, he casts men's 

poetic achievement as a feat that may perhaps best be described as creative cross-

dressing. Male poets “outsmart nature” by crafting feminine writing. Since that feat 

defines poetry of the highest order according to Griswold, when women take up the 

pen, it would follow that the intellectual exertion would be lacking as poetry flows 

“too naturally” for them, its source being “feelings unemployed.” Women's poetry is 

the result of an excess of feeling in his view, and there appears to be nothing that could

inspire women's intellects toward an exertion similar to the means by which men hone 

their writing. Griswold offers no advice for female poets but merely emphasizes his 

warning that readers not mistake their verse for great poetry.
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Women's poetry and botany were tightly connected in the nineteenth century, 

the symbolic “language of flowers” belonging among the defining tropes in the verse 

collected in Griswold's anthology. Griswold's theory thus, by extension, could be used 

to make sense of the trivialization of “lady botanists” and the influence of their work 

on poetic language: the bond between women and flowers being too natural for its 

intellectual aspect to defy invisibility. Though nineteenth-century women poets, whose

verse abounds in both the floral and the florid, and the genteel “lady painters of 

flowers” are rarely treated as disciples of Linnaeus, their art was an imaginative 

employment of scientific work and their female audiences approached it as such, 

readily identifying plant species depicted by the artists in their own home collections 

and handbooks. In the essay “Victorian Flower Power: American Floral Women in the 

Nineteenth Century,” Annie Merrill Ingram examines the cultural significance of 

flower language books, the must-have gift in the middle decades of the century, 

alongside botany handbooks. Ingram draws attention to the mutual citation between 

such texts, showing that the profusion of floral imagery and metaphor in nineteenth-

century poetry and visual art testifies not only to an aesthetic interest but also to 

consciously educational and civic pursuits of those writing, drawing, and collecting 

specimens.

In order to better understand those non-aesthetic aspects of the “botanical 

craze,” and why they matter in Spofford's Azarian, let us first turn to Spofford's 

biographer's, Elizabeth Kobus Halbeisen's, account of Spofford's education, and later 

to the books that were instrumental in popularizing botany with young girls and 
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women. The biography Elizabeth Prescott Spofford: A Romantic Survival (1935) 

emphasizes the influence of Spofford's schooling on her later writing career, singling 

out in particular botanical instruction. Halbeisen writes,

The second subject, botany, was directed by Miss Shaw. To her method
of inculcating the science – she hammered in the definitions with a 
persistence designed to prepare for the perplexities of floral analysis 
and for the toilsome construction of herbaria – we owe an exactitude 
that put Harriet Prescott's natural descriptions on a plane above the 
meaningless effusions current when she began to write. (38)

The above description of Miss Shaw's pedagogical approach hints at the larger aims of

botanical instruction as an inroad into scientific inquiry for women. Botanical 

instruction was meant to give women at the least a more profound understanding of 

reality on scientific terms.

The book that created the vogue for botany as a widespread passion, bringing it

from the college classroom into the parlor, was Almira Hart Lincoln Phelps' Familiar 

Lectures on Botany (1829) and its numerous editions and adaptations addressed to 

different readerships.20 Nina Baym summarizes Phelps' didactic intent as follows: 

“Phelps' second public purpose after reconstructing feckless femininity through 

subjection to rational discipline was to channel science from experts to the populace, 

to make the populace more scientific and the scientists more popular” (18). Familiar 

Lectures immerse the reader gradually and thoroughly in Linnaean taxonomy, 

presenting the natural world as a system whose study enlarges the mind. “This power 

20 Familiar  Lectures on Botany, published first in 1829, ran through at least twenty-eight editions over
some forty-four years (the last came out in 1872), selling possibly 350,000 copies in all (Bolzau 
357). It also appeared in various abridgments, of which Botany for Beginners was the best known.” 
(Baym 18).
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of the mind, so important in classification, is that of discovering resemblances,” 

Phelps writes in the volume's introductory lecture, proposing further that studying 

resemblances in nature translates into a better understanding of even the most 

mundane aspects of life:

System is necessary in every science. It not only assists in the 
acquisition of knowledge, but enables us to retain what is thus 
acquired; and by the laws of association, to call forth what is treasured 
up in the storehouse of the mind. System is important not only in the 
grave and elevated departments of science, but is essential in the most 
common concerns and operations of ordinary life. (13)

Being able to discern patterns in nature, according to Phelps, develops a more 

disciplined mind – one that can claim mastery over its “storehouse.” Botany becomes 

in this way the basis for thinking, and the organization of herbaria, a blueprint for 

managing one's thoughts and memories. Botany, finally, lends scientificity to affect as 

Phelps' handbook ends with a section devoted to flower symbolism, tying the science 

of botany to poetry as well as to the coding and expression of sentiment. In this final 

segment of the book, Phelps draws from popular publications such as Flora's 

Dictionary and Garland of Flora, as well as French books on “the language of 

flowers,” reproducing their interpretations of flower meanings as carefully as the 

Latin names and classifications in earlier parts of the book.

The guide to flower language Flora's Dictionary, published earlier in the same 

year as Familiar Lectures, opens with a condensed lecture on the basics of plant 

anatomy. The lecture is followed by a sketch on the life of Carl Linnaeus, and, finally, 

its core part is the dictionary of flower meanings illustrated by poetic fragments, from 
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Spenser's The Faerie Queene and Shakespeare's sonnets to contemporaneous 

American verse. Later flower language books, such as Sara Josepha Hale's best-

selling Flora's Interpreter (1833) and pocket-sized dictionaries, such as Drops from  

Flora's Cup (1846), Flora's Album (1848) or Flora's ABC (1838 or 1840) would also 

make use of the scientific frame, often also citing from Hale or Phelps verbatim. 

Traces of medieval flower symbology remained in the poetic explanations of flowers 

such as the rose and the lily, but the attention to North American plants and poets of 

the day gave these publications a more pragmatic and engaged character.21 

Fig 1. A page from the chapter on Linnean taxonomy in Almira Lincoln Phelps' Familiar
Lectures on Botany. Courtesy of the American Antiquarian Society.

21 As Annie Merrill Ingram explains in “Victorian Flower Power,” these publications evidence 
women's keen involvement in the beginnings of the conservationist movement in the United States 
(Ingram).
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Confronted with the mutual citation and the repeated call to studying and 

preserving American nature in publications as varied as the textbooks, decorative 

flower language tomes, and editorial columns, the connection between flowers and 

femininity, which they all draw upon, turns the stereotype into a smoke-screen of sorts,

or at least a veil of modesty, that shrouds the study of resemblances – as Almira 

Lincoln Phelps termed them. With flower language as the language of affect and 

botany's systems as a guide to understanding reality, the disciples of botanical 

educators had at their disposal a specialized “jargon” in which they could convey – 

and connect – both knowledge and feeling. Under the guise of masking feeling and 

intention in the elaborate code of flowers, the Linnean frenzy in mid-century America 

put in the hands of women a guide to the natural world in which they could see 

themselves. 

One of such key resemblances that fuse knowledge and feeling is one between 

the anatomy and reproduction of flowers and the bodies and sexualities of the lady 

readers carefully studying them. The language of desire in Azarian is botanical, and 

this sensuous resemblance runs through the novel, tying together Ruth Yetton's 

observation of the natural world, creative ambition, and her bond with Charmian. It is 

the novel's “secret language” legible to the initiates to the art of botany. My 

exploration of botanical schooling is the basis for my reading of the plot and of aspects

of the novel that have been previously regarded in criticism on Spofford as having a 

primarily aesthetic significance. I return to Henry James' review in the following 

section as I position my reading of Azarian against his interpretation of the story and 
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its aims.

A “Botany of Desire,” or Whose Love Plot Is It22

Botany lends Azarian the crucial register for expressing desire. At the 

narrative's climax, Ruth Yetton chooses the woman who had inspired and supported 

her creativity and intellectual curiosity over the man who sought to make her merely 

the lady of his house. This turning point is absent from Henry James' summary of the 

plot, and the story as he represents instead is a conventional heterosexual romance plot

that peters out before its expected fulfillment in marriage. According to James, the 

novel can be summarized thus:

A young orphan-girl—a painter of flowers by profession—allows 
herself to become engaged to a young Greek physician resident in 
Boston. Ruth is warm-hearted and patient; Azarian is cold-hearted, 
selfish, and an amateur of fine arts, especially that of flirting. He 
wearies of Ruth before marriage,—slights, neglects, and drives her to 
despair. She resolves on suicide; but then on the brink of destruction, 
she pauses and reconciles herself to life, and, the engagement with 
Azarian being broken off by tacit agreement, to happiness. (James 269)

James' main accusation against Spofford in the review is that she inflates a simple 

narrative with decorative detail in order to extend it to the length appropriate for a 

novel but it is his summary, in fact, that pares the story down to an aspect, or, if we 

follow the novel's subtitle, to an episode.  If we approach it as such, rather than as the 

plot's central axis, a rather different summary emerges: the Azarian plot is framed by a 

22 The title of this subsection draws upon the title of Michael Pollan's popular The Botany of Desire but
only because Pollan's title elegantly combines these two intersecting topics. 
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larger plot it derails. That larger plot is a story of Ruth Yetton's creative awakening, 

interwoven with a burgeoning erotic self-awareness. At the beginning of the novel, 

Ruth learns that she might be able to support herself and her ailing father by selling 

her botanical miniatures. As she embarks on the career of a commercial artist, Ruth 

quickly becomes good friends with Charmian, a struggling actress whose desire to 

make a name for herself matches Ruth's own ambition. The sudden reappearance of 

Constant Azarian, Ruth's long-lost childhood friend, breaks up the women's 

relationship when the jealous Azarian demands Ruth not see Charmian. Charmian then

leaves on a tour around the country with her theater troupe, while Ruth accepts 

Azarian's offer of marriage. The closer she grows to Azarian, it seems, the more her art

suffers, and Ruth ultimately stops painting. The subsequent events conform roughly to 

the story James sketches in his review: Azarian suddenly grows distant, disappearing 

on long trips whose details remain unknown to Ruth. From one of such trips, he brings

a mysterious companion, a Madame Saratov, with whom Ruth strikes up a friendship. 

The end of Ruth's engagement to Azarian – which James describes as the result of a 

“tacit agreement” between them – I would rather describe as Ruth's decision, taken 

after long conversations with Madame Saratov. Apart from Azarian's callousness, 

which James points out, it is longing for Charmian that drives Ruth to break off the 

engagement. At the end of the novel, the women are happily reunited.

Many of these events are evidently absent from James' account, written off, 

most likely, as aesthetic fluff because Ruth's work and her bond with Charmian are 

described in either botanical terms or through the symbolic language of flowers. 
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Following the summary I put forward above, even though Azarian is the figure from 

the novel's title, his reappearance in Ruth's life may be taken as an episode in her story

before and beyond which lies a better life for the heroine. It would mean reading the 

subtitle, An Episode, as relating to the persona of Constant Azarian rather than as a 

description of the novel per se. Although the novel could certainly be taken as an 

unsentimental look at the dangers of marriage for women, James reads it in purely 

sentimental terms: Ruth figures here as an angelic heroine suffering at the hands of the

villain Azarian. The novel's botanical language, however, articulates a subtle coded 

critique of marriage between a man and a woman, while weaving a sensuous tale of 

creativity coupled with an erotic bond of understanding between women.

In Spofford's contemporaneous female critics' responses to the novel we find 

more acknowledgment the role of botany and flower language beyond their aesthetic 

appeal. Elizabeth Kobus Halbeisen and Alice Brown offer insights into the novel that 

depart markedly from the sentimentalism James posits. Even though Halbeisen 

touches upon Azarian only briefly in her biography of Spofford, the novel's 

descriptions, in her reading, indicate that “Miss Shaw's botanical seeds had fallen on 

good ground,” resulting in a work whose descriptive language takes on scientific 

precision (cf. 72).  Alice Brown's recognition of botanical desires, on the other hand, 

takes her interpretation of Spofford's work from botany to the mythical in the 

introduction to a collection of Spofford's poems that was to be released not long after 

Spofford's death in 1921. There is no record of such a volume in Halbeisen's or in 

Bendixen's lists of Spofford's published work. Brown's introduction, neatly typed-up 
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and signed by the author, may be viewed at the American Antiquarian Society among 

Spofford's letters. Her reading of Azarian contrasts rather starkly with James' 

authoritative review. Unlike James, Brown adopts the novel's sensuous language and 

employs it in reflecting upon Spofford's writing career:

In the garden of her dreams blooms every flower that grows. In her 
own words: 'Faint wafts of bergamot and balm and mint and lemon leaf
came blended in cool delicious breaths.' Her outlook over the world of 
bud and leaf is as wide as that of a bird in unhindered flight. Azarian's 
word pictures of growing things are like Persephone's tumultuous 
delight in flowery fields after starvation in the halls of Dis.

Acccording to Brown, Azarian is a novel about replenishment and recovery. Plotwise, 

the story of Persephone that Brown proffers as a parallel to the lot of Spofford's Ruth 

Yetton, is mirrored by Ruth's abandonment of her cruel and uncaring fiancé for her 

first love, the actress Charmian. The episode with Azarian begins in the early fall with 

a separation from Charmian and leads Ruth through a winter that is fruitless both in 

terms of art and romance. The romantic aspect of Ruth's relationship with Charmian, 

however, would remain buried in translation to the terms of the myth, since Charmian 

would be the Demeter to Ruth's Cora/Persephone, which would make  her a maternal 

figure. Another way to read the novel's female characters through the lens of the myth,

is to interpret Madame Saratov as Demeter's maternal aspect as separate from the 

generative aspect (in which the erotic bond would be enveloped). The latter would be 

embodied by Charmian. With Charmian, Ruth's creativity returns, no longer 

undermined by the hope of cultivation through Azarian's supposed genius – like the 

return of summer at the end of Demeter's mourning of Cora's loss to the darkness of 
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Hades.

Brown's interpretation valorizes the relationships of the women and diminishes

the heterosexual romance plot. James makes the novel's denouement sound incoherent,

as if resolved by a deus ex machina twist. Brown's mythic reading, on the other hand, 

draws attention to the ending as indicative of the novel's character as a tale of return 

and reconciliation. Azarian's destructive grasp over Ruth's heart and imagination – in 

spite of its continually deferred promise of both marriage and development of a more 

genuine artistry in Ruth – is released upon Charmian's reappearance. The ground for 

the reconciliation of the two soulmates is prepared through the tutelage of Madame 

Saratov, Azarian's mysterious European patroness, as she leads Ruth through shared 

commiseration over women's poor lot in marriage back into the arms of her true love: 

the artist who inspires her rather than the one who drains her own creative powers. 

This trajectory from loss of self to rediscovery is told in an oblique way, through 

elaborate and often elusive allusions to to art and poetry and to flower language.

Azarian would play the role of Hades in Brown's interpretation, and this 

character's connection to death is worth deeper consideration. While his self-

aggrandizement impresses upon Ruth a sudden devotion and unwarranted trust, to 

Charmian Azarian appears stripped of the veneer of the divine and, thus, nakedly 

exploitative. Through Charmian the narrative exhibits self-awareness as she is, in fact, 

the character whose words introduce Azarian to the reader. Charmian does so with an 

exactitude that has James conclude that Spofford's characters are “all surface,” taking 

perhaps too earnestly Charmian's diagnosis of Azarian: “He is such an impostor, so 
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perfectly charming outside—and inside,—but there is no inside; he is shining and as 

hollow as a glass bubble” (25). 

Azarian is a vampire-like figure. As his grows more insistent in pursuing Ruth, 

she finds herself suddenly incapable of deriving pleasure from her work. Disappointed

with her newest drafts, she destroys them and, without any ostensible reason or 

connection, consequently the novel offers a strange, nightmarish reminiscence of 

Ruth's childhood, hinting at the almost supernatural influence Azarian has over her 

conscious thinking at this point. Although she is asleep, Ruth remembers with 

astounding clarity how, many years earlier, the young Azarian had found her hidden 

trove of dolls and decapitated the lot (and later repeated the deed, having found out her

new hiding place):

[F]ond old memories began to stir in their sleep, while she gazed on 
him, — memories sad only with that pensiveness which clothes the 
past. Little home-scenes in the old country-life, bringing the smile with 
the sigh: the massacre of her innocents, fifty babies organized from 
transverse rolls of rags and concealed, under a loose board in the garret 
floor, from the invasions of the boy Azarian lately arrived,—on seeking
which hoard one morning, shrill whoops beneath the window filled her 
soul with dismay, and she looked down on the boy, hatchet in hand, 
executing a war dance before a log where lay the fifty, with their little 
heads completely severed from their bodies,—and Ruth had wept for 
her children and would not be comforted. Then her father had showed 
her the securer nest of a flat rock in the middle of the wheat-field, and, 
with her two hands before her, parting, like a swimmer, the tall waving 
growth that arched overhead with a thousand trembles and curves, and 
feeling it close up behind her and leave a trackless path, she went every
summer's day to her retreat, always letting the walk be slow and 
stately ... But here, too, Azarian had surprised her. (110-112)

The scene is one of the most baffling and disconnected incidents in the whole novel, 

overwrought in its portrayal of Azarian's cruelty, which had already become apparent 
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in his neglect of Ruth and his contribution to her financial woes. The melodrama of 

the destruction of the dolls verges on the comical. There seems to be no distinction 

between the temporal planes – little Ruth's dolls seem to prefigure the adult woman's 

hypothetical future children in an earnest manner and the repeated massacre warns 

Ruth of Azarian's unfeeling nature (while also, though perhaps incidentally, 

introducing to the novel a half-dreamlike awareness of the ongoing Civil War). 

Arguably, the dolls may stand for Ruth's offspring also in a more literal and 

unironic sense as the fruits of her artistic labor, which, to Azarian, are mere toys and 

distractions. Going further, they also materialize Ruth's yearning for Charmian, who 

reappers some time after the nightmare in an equally melodramatically-charged 

account of the play in which she has the leading role.23 But before that happens, the 

courtship takes Ruth to the depths of desperation. Put at the mercy of Azarian's 

irregular visits and without any source of solace, she contemplates suicide. Before she 

is able to abandon Azarian, Ruth endeavors to embrace a vision of womanhood based 

on an ideal of sacrifice, proclaiming that “marriage is the natural condition of 

maturity; even a bad and selfish man must therefore be a better one if he has a wife” 

(199).24 In Ruth's self-sacrifice Spofford caricatures the “angel of the hearth” ideal, 

which becomes very explicit in Ruth's long conversation with the experienced and 

disenchanted Madame Saratov (cf. Azarian 197-203).  Madame Saratov questions 

Ruth's claims, pointing out the threat of a woman's enslavement in an unhappy 

23 Halbeisen identifies Shelley's poem The Witch of Atlas as the most likely source of the play (71). 
Spofford reworks the poem into a dramatic performance for Charmian, an adaptation that Halbeisen 
deems “completely irrelevant.”

24 Given Ruth's anguish, Halbeisen's reading of the protagonist's devotion as the author's literary gift 
for her future husband is perplexing, to say the least (cf. Halbeisen 72)
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marriage:

I remember me, in my life, of some men, the very imps and sprites of 
self, whose ruin marriage would complete; they were assez intéressés, 
assez despotiques, les tyranneaux, before; from the moment the wife 
devoted becomes their slave, their doom is upon them. I would never 
adjure a woman to reject them by her own hope of any happiness, but 
by her own desire for their salvation. True marriage, my dear girl, (…) 
ennobles, purifies, elevates; but how can a marriage be true that is all 
on one side, – where one loves and the other, tout agréablement, 
endures? (198-199)

The word “slave” recurs in this conversation constantly, pointing to the freedom of an 

alternative to marriage. This alternative is indicated by Ruth's answer to Madame 

Saratov, when the latter puzzles over the ring on Ruth's index finger: “I will tell you a 

little secret. This is not my engagement-ring; Azarian never gave me one. It is 

Charmian's. She couldn't see which finger it slipt over; so I let it stay” (195-196). 

Given to Ruth by Charmian as the two said their goodbye, this ring signifies an 

alternative engagement to the one with Azarian. The ring “slipped over” Ruth's finger 

as the whole alternative romantic plot may slip from a reader focused on the 

heterosexual love story.

As Ruth's misfortunes serve as a warning against the allure of the idealized 

images of marriage, the ring carries a promise of a different kind of fulfillment. The 

novel counters Ruth's images of herself as the angelic wife of a genius with the 

realistic nightmare of Ruth's attempt at living up to those romantic expectations and, 

through a string of insights conveyed by its female characters, offers glimpses of a 

different path, one that destabilizes the conventional love story. It is with Charmian 
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that she experiences “one of those sudden intimacies which may happen to people who

have long desired and needed them, and who are complementary to each other” 

(Azarian 23).  With the parting gift of the ring comes a promise (and a resolution 

toward which the story heads): “If ever you find Azarian's love less worth than mine, 

come to me again! For mine will always be waiting for you!” (89). This farewell is the

novel's actual first engagement – suspended and tried by the episode with Azarian. 

After declaring her love, Charmian disappears from the novel only to return 

upon Ruth's decision to break off her engagement to Azarian. Although Ruth does not 

make any real effort to protest Azarian's demand that she stop seeing Charmian, during

the “Azarian episode,” while the actress is away on tour with her theater troupe Ruth's 

attachment remains unshaken. She keeps the ring on her finger and leaves her parlor 

unchanged, preserving the signs of Charmian's presence. While Ruth's acquiescence to

Azarian's cruelty during their courtship fits into the familiar sentimental mold, 

Charmian's declaration of love puts the rake on trial in this scenario, giving the 

innocent heroine the option to escape his advances if she finds his affections lacking. 

Despite Ruth's anguish at his callous treatment of her, she is in fact putting 

Azarian on trial during their long discussions about art. Ruth's resistance is coded in 

the language of flowers and in allusions to literature and fine art, requiring the reader 

to attentively follow textual clues. Ironically, Azarian, the self-proclaimed erudite, 

fails to pick up on Ruth's subtle challenges. Taking Ruth's meek demeanor all too 

earnestly, he is lead to finally reveal his true intentions. Their debate about art, which 

develops throughout the courtship, articulates a veiled anti-marriage argument that 

63



focuses on women's creativity.

Debates about Art and the Anti-Marriage Plot

Ruth's long debate with Azarian about art and creativity defines their courtship,

even though Azarian never quite grasps the weight of Ruth's questions. While he seeks

in her a supportive and ultimately subservient wife, dismissing her painting as a 

temporary distraction, to Ruth art is central to the romantic connection developing 

between them. Drawn in by Azarian's self-aggrandizement, she turns to him with the 

hope of finding in him a worthy mentor. Their courtship begins with discussions about

art and life that resonate with the tension of critical debates on women's creativity and 

its place in the modern art world.

During one of their first encounters, still in the company of Charmian, Ruth 

shows Azarian her art collection, comprised of her own sketches from life and prints 

she had found and saved. Among these prints are reproductions of Rosa Bonheur's and

Joshua Reynolds' paintings as well as Ruth's imitative sketches. Under the spell of 

Azarian's backhanded compliments on the sweet diminutiveness of her work, Ruth 

quickly assumes the role of his eager disciple. “I am afraid my invention is not equal 

to yours,” she confesses, not having seen even a glimpse of his art (62). In fact, as her 

dedication strengthens, she also comes to realize that the appeal of Azarian's art lies in 

the veneer of grandeur he builds around it while leaving his works forever incomplete.

When Ruth gathers the courage to finally ask him why he never finishes anything, 

Azarian skillfully deflects: “Still harping on my daughter? You want to read me a 
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lecture, do you? Neither variableness nor shadow of turning. So to speak, I never did 

complete anything... Well, then, there is one affair finished; but you'd laugh at it” (70). 

Azarian makes himself out to be too versatile to fully commit to just one project. He 

happily talks about his many interests, assuming an air of authority, and glibly offers 

critiques of artists whose work Ruth admires.

With respect to Ruth's own creations, he remains a critic, never missing a 

chance to read Ruth's art for her and to assign it value. This inclination he extends 

beyond art to life, as when, in recalling with Ruth their childhood encounters, he 

contradicts her memory and half-jokingly accuses her of twisting the facts: “Just as 

kind a little fancy as if it were the truth. Ah, I see, tiny artificer, you don't want to hear 

what you did” (58, emphasis mine). The subtle, ostensibly endearing diminishment of 

Ruth's creativity recurs in all their conversations about art and about their future 

together, increasingly informing Ruth's understanding of her place in the world as 

primarily a future wife rather than an artist in her own right. With a sense of irony, 

channeling moreover Azarian's manner, the narrator sums up this vision of the future 

as follows: as Azarian's fiancée, Ruth “of course was to be a pupil, – poor Ruth, who 

was an ignorant little body and had small knowledge or expression beyond her pretty 

art” (133, emphasis mine). Diminutives and indications of smallness abound in these 

assessments of Ruth as an artist. From the compact size of her botanical miniatures, 

and from their commercial value, Azarian extrapolates Ruth's worth, underscoring at 

every juncture her insignificance and the triviality of her creative pursuits. This 

language plays upon diminutiveness as a a superlative feminine trait, couching 
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Azarian's reductive approach toward Ruth and her art in a semblance of, on the one 

hand, romantic teasing, on the other, a mentor's instructive rebuke.

Azarian's assumption of authority recalls the mystical veneer of the artist at the

heart of Edgar Allan Poe's early tale “The Assignation.”25 With his magnetic charm 

and boldness, Azarian is a quasi-Byronic figure, as if an imitation of Poe's imitative 

Byron.26 Like Poe's Byron is “The Assignation,” Azarian claims the role of the genius 

that links discrete elements into a larger, intellectually and aesthetically cohesive 

whole, making the gathering of pieces into an art collection. Unlike Poe's Byron, 

however, Azarian does not create his own collection but wrests it from Ruth, 

disowning her inventiveness with his harsh judgment. Claiming her miniatures with 

his criticism, he makes her, too, sound like a piece from the collection. Before 

Azarian's criticism stifles her creative work entirely, a consultation about her newest 

sketches turns, much to Ruth's surprise, into an examination of her character, as 

25 Spofford would appear to have been an attentive reader of Poe based on the correspondences that 
crop up between her work and his popular tales. Spofford's first published story, “In a Cellar” 
(1859), shares several similarities with Poe's “The Purloined Letter.” Like “The Purloined Letter,” 
“In a Cellar” is a tale of detection set in France, wherein the mystery hinges upon a readily 
overlooked element. The language of Spofford's style in this story, peppered with French phrases 
and distinguished by attention to detail, harks back to Poe's use of French and careful elaboration of 
European locales. For a detailed discussion of Poe's strategies of  “literary Europeanness” see 
Meredith McGill, American Literature and the Culture of Reprinting, 1834-1853 (151-176). 

26 Poe's “Assignation” (first published under the title “The Visionary” in a 1834 issue of Godey's 
Lady's Book devoted to Lord Byron) pivots on the presentation of an art collection. The collection's 
eclecticism is brought into harmony by the visionary genius of Poe's mysterious hero. The narrator's 
discovery of the man's true identity foreshadows a transformation through art: the death of Marchesa
Aphrodite, the woman whose portrait is the crowning piece of the art collection. The story performs 
a curious doubling with respect to its central figure: the visionary is at once Byron in disguise and a 
copy of Byron fabricated by Poe's clues, crucial among which is Poe's own poem, “To One in 
Paradise,” which allows the narrator to identify the visionary. “In this tale,” writes Meredith McGill,
“an anonymous Poe imagines he could exert a kind of undercover authority by blurring the 
difference between himself and Byron, making it impossible to tell British original from American 
copy” (178). The American copy, we might add, offers a diminutive Byron, a cipher for Poe's craft 
and ambition. 
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Azarian likens her to an elderberry:

[Y]ou remind me of one; of a whole panicle of them rather. They are so
tiny, so shining, so polished and perfect. The tint is so unique, — your 
dress suggests it to-day, black, and deep rich amaranth, — there is a 
spark of something like it in your eyes, and you have the stain of such 
juice just now on your cheek; then your lips are perhaps darker than 
other lips, like a black-heart cherry, which has the bitter-sweet 
elderberry flavor, too, — if one tastes it, — and those little pearls when
you laugh, as at this moment, give them yet a wealthier hue. ... I've no 
doubt that at some time a bitter-sweet wine, hardly to be told from old 
red ripened port, will be expressed from your nature, strong enough to 
turn a man's head. (41-42)

Azarian's feat here could perhaps be defined as verbally devouring Ruth. His words 

both enchant with a promise of transformation into a matured temptress under his 

tutelage and reduce her only to sensuous qualities. Azarian's compliments put Ruth's 

beauty in his power: it is revealed to her through his words, in the connections he 

draws between her and the art she admires and tries to create. 

Flower symbology reveals another meaning of the scene. According to the 

flower language lexicon that closes Phelps' Familiar Lectures on Botany, the elder 

signifies “compassion yielding to love” (172), while Kate Greenaway's The Language

of Flowers classifies it as a symbol of zealousness (16). For a reader familiar with 

flower language, Azarian's comparison would neatly convey Ruth's romantic 

predicament as well as  the true character of his desires. Ruth's creative zeal fuels her 

trust in Azarian while he, in feigning concern for her small art and the assumed 

modesty of her talent, gives her the impression of developing genuine romantic 
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feelings for her. This strange seduction scene illustrates the relationship that Spofford 

builds between floral symbology and character, linking them both to art. 

Art signifies here not only as fine depiction but also a transformation of its 

subject. As flower language points to hidden meanings and the art of botanical 

miniature captures details easily overlooked, the exchanges between Ruth and Azarian

play upon the ostensible and the hidden. Azarian presents himself as an artist and a 

knowledgeable critic, but despite his claims about the minor scale of Ruth's art, she, 

too, is an artist and a critic. The difficulty in recognizing her as such lies in her tacit 

acceptance of Azarian's pronouncements. It is not knowledge or talent that Ruth lacks 

but the courage to put her interpretation – of both art and life – above Azarian's. 

Although she shies away from challenging him verbally, the narrator nonetheless 

notes her reflections on his propositions. These, again, do not take the form of protest 

or contradiction but invoke resistance by means of allusions and quotations.

The protagonist's silence is one of the reasons, perhaps, why the novel's 

performance of erudition has come to be subsumed under the question of style. The 

range of Spofford's allusion is vast and the selection is eclectic, from Browning and 

Shelley, whom her readers would recognize easily, to Luis de Góngora, cited in the 

original Spanish, which would have been a more obscure reference. The Góngora 

quote functions in a very versatile way: unlike brief French quotes that mark in the 

text the Europeanness of Azarian and his mysterious associate Madame Saratov,27 

27 The French insertions in these characters' conversations hark back to Poe's stories, in which such use
of French – as well as the use of European settings – signified “his engagement with the generic 
codes of American magazines where foreignness serves to emphasize a story's literary aspirations” 
(cf. McGill 155). The “kinship of race” Ruth observes between Azarian and his Russian protegée 
carries associations with high art and refinement in terms of manners and knowledge, which pushes 

68



Góngora's “Romancillo” (“Little Ballad”) conveys Ruth's knowledge of Spanish in an 

intimate moment, one that she does not share with anyone. Although it is Azarian who

provides the quotation, it is Ruth's elaborate reading of it that makes the first lines of 

the ballad serve as an occasion for an early reflection on the dangers of their 

relationship. From “The flowers of rosemary / maiden Isabel, / today they are blue 

flowers / tomorrow they will be honey,”28 Ruth arrives at the conclusion that “they 

who gather their honey from laurels will eat poison. Azarian was only sowing the seed

of his rosemary” (105). Rosemary's association with remembrance29 leads her to think 

of Ophelia's farewell speech in Act 4 Scene 5 of Hamlet, where rosemary is the flower

offered by Ophelia to the prince. 

This allusion, then, yokes together multiple references, elaborately 

foreshadowing the disappointment of the courtship, which is ultimately exposed in the

crudeness of Azarian's proposal. At this point, Ruth's silence has convinced Azarian 

that he has managed to mold her into the wife he wants. Believing that with his 

compliments, he has won her complete devotion he reveals his plans and his true 

feelings:

You will make the wife I wish, — quiet, docile, submissive, — power 
enough to aid, grace enough for a companion, tact enough to let alone 
and wait when unrequired, — qualities I might seek far, and not find in 
another. To pretend myself to be madly in love would be ridiculous; but
to separate from you would occasion me more inquietude than I care to 
encounter. (189)

her to “[fag] over her books, for she feared, of all things, by her stupidity to do discredit to Azarian's
choice before the Russian lady” (139).

28 This translation of the original Spanish “Las flores del romero, / Niña Isabel, / Hoy son flores 
azules, / Mañana serán miel” comes from Eugenio Florit's Introduction to Spanish Poetry: A Dual-
Language Book  (n. p.).

29 cf. Familiar Lectures on Botany 173
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Upon hearing these words, Ruth tries to leave Azarian immediately yet is halted by his

arrogant elaboration of the proposal. With a greater urgency than the intimacies 

exchanged between Ruth and Charmian, Azarian's self-aggrandizing speech points to 

the supportive equality of a romantic connection between two women as it imagines a 

union based on inequality. The harshest critique of marriage in the novel comes thus, 

in fact, from the mouth of Azarian. I cite the speech at length as it is an excellent 

example of a polemic on social issues under the guise of literary hyperbole:

Take care, little one. You will only eat your words. You will be my 
wife, and you know it. We are bound, God sees why, by indissoluble 
ties, and you feel them. In reality, we are almost one now, or I could 
not treat you so, as if you were a part of me to agitate as I pleased. You 
are promised me; you are mine; I never, never will give you back that 
promise, so help me — what didn't help you. Rock your heart to rest,
—'t is a troublesome little atom, — and don't interrupt the oracle. Sit 
down, Ruth. Indeed, I couldn't let you go. If no other lover ever 
addressed a woman so, it is because no other lover ever relied on the 
woman's intelligence so — entirely — as I do. The wives of men of 
genius must not expect the tranquil existence of those who marry 
poodles. The husband always waxes the friend; yours has done so a 
trifle sooner than ordinary. Take the goods the gods provide. Be content
with being allowed so to lavish yourself on me, Ruth; — some day, 
perhaps, — on my death-bed, — I shall look up and understand it all 
and return it. Fluttering little pulse, be still, be still. When we are 
married next June, remember these tilings, and don't exact too much of 
me, and you can make yourself quite comfortable. (189-190)

In Azarian's speech Spofford combines the critique of the institution of marriage and 

with the critique of the treatment of female artists as eternal amateurs by critics. A 

wife cannot be an artist but only a supportive companion to a “man of genius,” her 

intellect now put entirely at his service, Azarian opines, merging the problem of 

inequality in marriage with that of the marginalization of female artists. 
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Naomi Sofer has suggested that the exclusion of women writers from the realm

of literary criticism pushed them to state their arguments in literary form. “Women's 

writers' absence from the theoretical debates taking place in the 'quality journals' [in 

decades surrounding the Civil War] has contributed to the impression that they did not 

have well-thought-out aesthetic programs and did not care to participate in the 

collective work of defining U.S. cultural identity,” Sofer points out (8). Spofford 

would much later in her career participate in polemics about social issues on the pages 

of major magazines. For example, in The North American Review she offered her 

commentary on topics such as dowries.30 The strategy she takes in Azarian, as a still 

very young writer, appears similar to her protagonist's – the criticism of gender 

inequality appears passive, articulated by deflection.

If earlier the novel left room for equivocation, communicating Azarian's 

darkness primarily through Ruth's confusion and pregnant silences, the proposal scene 

reveals Azarian's grand scheme in an almost caricaturesque manner. As a character, he 

is now fully exposed as the villain. From Azarian's perspective, the narrator tells us, 

the relationship with Ruth is theatrical, as he imagines himself to be a puppet master in

control of her actions and feelings. Azarian, who has the makings of a Renaissance 

man (a physician, painter, sculptor, and playwright) but, unlike Ruth, does not commit 

to any work, firmly believes in the power of his influence over others, especially over 

his childhood friend. Indeed, Ruth seems increasingly puppet-like as the episode with 

Azarian progresses. Without Charmian and without her old passion for work, she 

30 See: “Shall Our Daughters Have Dowries?” The North American Review, Dec. 1890.
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appears reduced to repeating banalities about marriage and destiny even as Azarian's 

disregard for her needs and feelings becomes blatant. 

And yet Ruth's intelligence remains beyond questioning even when Azarian 

seeks to manipulate her. Azarian himself acknowledges her wit and insight with 

dubious praise of her intellect, which, supposedly, makes him articulate his intentions 

most crudely. The novel signals Ruth's insights very subtly by enveloping Azarian's 

arguments about art within the larger story of Ruth's creative process. Her aesthetic 

explorations and ambitions, though couched in questions and self-doubt, emerge more 

assuredly in her conversations with Charmian and Azarian's acquaintance, Madame 

Saratov. Ruth's maturation happens very slowly and primarily through her 

relationships with other women.

The sidelined queer love plot, along with the intimate friendship Ruth forms 

with Madame Saratov, are replete with the kind of knowledge for which the marriage 

plot has no room: a negotiation of needs and desires occurs between the women that 

effectively undermines the viability of the “angel of the hearth” scenario for the 

protagonist. This knowledge arrives in miniature form, again – as questioning, 

unspoken reflections, concerns that appear to function as a female complaint that 

enacts sentimental bonding. The complaint is not directionless, however, even as the 

insights it bears produce alternatives that are half-hidden, easily overlooked. And as 

the flower language seems to cloak the erudite range of allusion and critique with a 

veneer of daintiness and investment in decoration, the liberating potential of Ruth's 

relationships with other women comes to the fore when we suspend the expectation 
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that the heterosexual love plot is the novel's focus, as the realities that the novel 

explores in detail are those of work, creativity, and passions that spur them. These 

realities are also tied to alternative visions of what realism may mean for an American 

writer in the 1860s.

Miniature Painting and the Herbarium: Spofford's Alternative to Realism

American literature in the 1860s is stranded between antebellum 

sentimentalism and postbellum realism, at least in literary histories. Literature of the 

Civil War that does not address the subject of the war makes for a particularly difficult

case, and Azarian certainly belongs to this problematic subset. In Azarian references to

the war are nowhere to be found nor are there any explicit mentions of the war's social

implications. In fact, the novel makes no attempt at sketching a panorama of society in

the vein of realist novels but stays close to the form of romance in its focused attention

on the small group of characters. The protagonist's dilemmas, however, are not those 

of the bygone era but relate instead to the new avenues of professionalization available

to white middle-class women during the Civil War. As Kirsten Swinth explains in her 

study of postbellum women painters, the end of the Civil War saw the vast growth of 

the American art world as well as a tremendous rise in the numbers of female art 

students (2-3). 

Ruth Yetton's story, set on the eve of these developments, shortly after art 

schools had begun admitting female students, shows the maturing consciousness of a 

self-educated artist who becomes aware of, on the one hand, the artistic qualities of 
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her work and, on the other, of her talent's monetary value. In the story of Ruth Yetton's

struggle to assert herself as an artist, Azarian offers a portrait of a young woman's life 

in Boston at a time that offered her significant opportunities for claiming 

independence. With no men away at war, Ruth Yetton's battles concern solely her own 

fate. The story of Ruth's artistic awakening brings together not only work and love but 

negotiates also between romance and the novel as it probes the limits of realistic 

depiction. 

Azarian explores a new possible direction for literary realism by depicting the 

life of a female artist through the lens of her craft. Translating realist painting into 

prose, the novel imagines a realism based on attention to detail – not encyclopedic 

sensu stricto but drawing more upon the herbarium as a model for collecting disparate 

detail; a realism less concerned with coherence than accuracy of depiction. In this way,

the novel constantly returns to the botanical miniature as a model without endeavoring

to enlarge upon it. If Moby-Dick, the prime example of encyclopedic fiction, imagines 

an all-embracing cetology of theological or cosmic dimensions, the proliferation of 

detail and reference in Azarian leaves the reader only with an impression of diffuse 

plenitude. Ruth's art appears focused on the depiction of nature, with no pursuit of a 

unifying principle behind her art. Unlike Azarian, who is after greatness, Ruth finds a 

sense of purpose in work on a smaller scale, seeking creative nourishment but not 

coherence. 

It is perhaps the deflection of greatness and perfect coherence that made 

Azarian so heinous and opaque a reading experience for Henry James. Taking Balzac's
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La Comèdie humaine as the model for the modern novel in his review, James 

admonishes Spofford for not adhering to the narrative conventions established by 

Balzac. Where he would want to find a story that proceeds on the terms of Balzac's 

realism, he finds instead a narrative that focuses on passions and dilemmas that fall 

outside of Balzac's scope as they elaborate the world through the eyes of a female 

artist in 1860s' Boston. James' interpretation of Azarian leaves out exactly that 

specificity in the novel in which its original take on realism is grounded. 

Much of what James discounts as aestheticized fluff in the novel relates to 

Ruth's life and work prior to her engagement to Azarian. In his summary, James calls 

Ruth a “painter of flowers,” which makes her occupation sound like a hobby when, in 

fact, Ruth is a self-taught botanist and an artist who produces botanical illustrations of 

considerable commercial appeal. The first chapters describe Ruth's discovery that her 

passion for drawing and painting may bring her money (by fortunate accident, a pawn 

shop owner informs her that she could make more thanks to her skill than by selling 

the remainder of the family's valuables) and her rise in the art market. Ruth's pictures 

of rare plants not only save her and her ailing father from poverty but give her a new 

kind of self-definition through her craft and its potential. Spofford carefully describes 

this burgeoning consciousness:

Without premeditation or affectation or search, Miss Yetton had found 
an art. An art in which she stood almost alone. As she began to give 
herself rules, one that she found absolute was to work from nothing but
the life. During the winter, and while yet her means were very small, 
the opposite course had been needful; but even then some little card 
where a handful of brown stems and ruddy berries from the snowy 
roadside seemed to have been thrown, or where she had caught just the 
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topmost tips of the bare tree in the square, lined like any evanescent 
sea-moss, delicate as the threads of smoke that wander upward, faintly 
tinged in rosy purple and etched upon a calm deep sky with most 
exquisite and intricate entanglement of swinging spray and swelling 
bud,—even then things like these commanded twice the price of any 
copy of her past sketches. Something of this was due to growth 
perhaps. Already she felt that she handled her pencil with a swifter 
decision, and there was courage in her color. (15-16)

The wealth of detail in the inserted description disrupts the narrative, as James argues 

that Spofford's descriptions do. But contrary to his claim that they are superfluous. 

This description has a very clear purpose: it serves to demonstrate that Ruth is a keen 

observer of the natural world and a committed realist. The passage represents 

professional precision that grew out of an amateur interest through hard work and – 

Spofford is not afraid to point out – the experience of being exposed to the market and 

its demands.

Spofford presents her character as successor of a female tradition, likening 

Ruth's artistry to the neoclassical art of the Swiss painter Angelica Kauffmann and the 

realist animal paintings of Spofford's French contemporary Rosa Bonheur (cf. Azarian

10, 12). Kauffman and Bonheur occupy an important place in the description of Ruth's

art collection as role models not only in terms of craft but also life, each having 

garnered unexpected fame and honors. Ruth's admiration of their work conveys her 

ambitions: through imitations of Kauffmann's mythological pieces and drawings from 

life inspired by Bonheur's bold animal paintings, Ruth endeavors to learn what kind of

artist she herself might be, though she does so with great shyness. Azarian's 

appearance in her life introduces a false comfort in the possibility of continuing this 
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discovery in the shadow of a self-described genius. As their exchanges about art come 

to show as the novel progresses, Azarian's envy of her prolific output makes him 

abusive towards her and at the same time dangerously incapable as both a potential 

husband and mentor. 

The narrative pushes forward the question of how life and art intersect. The 

alternative love plot figures as the condition for the maturation of the artist, while the 

descriptions of Ruth's creative process, rich in detail, translate the visual into prose, 

raising the question of the relationship between the two and its significance for the 

novel. For Henry James, the many scenes of Ruth's artistic labor figure as displays of 

unbridled excess of pretty detail – mere “word-pictures,” as he calls them. As Thomas 

Wentworth Higginson notes in his far more positive review of the novel in the Atlantic

Monthly, though some of Spofford's descriptions may strike a critic as overdone, “she 

yet can so characterize a flower with a touch that any one of its lovers would know it 

without the name” (517). Higginson recognizes an important segment of the reading 

public that would welcome the specificity of Spofford's descriptions as a mark not just

of realist depiction but studiousness with a very practical application: botanists, many 

of whom were, like Ruth Yetton, self-taught enthusiasts. James' concern that “the bad 

habit of Miss Prescott's is more than an offence against art” (271) resounds with the 

echo of these popular spoofs as do Azarian's dismissive comments about Ruth's work. 

The wealth of detail makes the style indeed ornamental, as Dorri Beam argues 

in Style, Gender, and Fantasy in Nineteenth-Century American Women's Writing, 

putting Spofford forward as a model of such stylization. But apart from the ornamental
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aspect, the prose is also erudite, repeatedly yoking together a range of allusions, and 

pointing the reader in multiple directions. The quality of the prose is simultaneously 

sprawling and wildly compressed – detailed, focused on the minute and because of 

that expansive. James' interesting phrase, though meant as an affront, conveys this 

peculiar quality aptly: “fingered to death” is how James terms Spofford's descriptions 

(271). While Beam embraces and subsequently inverts the labeling of such 

descriptiveness as overwrought – calling it highly wrought in her theorization of the 

politics of ornamental style, I would like turn to the source of this mode of description 

as a means of understanding its function in narrative. 

I locate the key to the prose of Azarian lies in Ruth Yetton's botanical 

miniatures. The model for Azarian's prose, hence, comes not literature but from visual 

art. Azarian's diminution of Ruth as a “tiny artificer” together with the recurrent 

erudite allusions to the art world and the undeniably ornamental quality of Spofford's 

style invite a comparison of the episode with Susan Stewart's theory of the miniature, 

particularly in the form of a tableau. “The miniature always tends toward the tableau 

rather than the narrative,” writes Stewart (66). “In its tableaulike form,” she continues,

“the miniature is a world of arrested time; its stillness emphasizes the activity that is 

outside its borders” (67). In its uneventfulness, the episode at the heart of the novel 

appears graspable at a glance, perhaps better fit for an illustration than a narrative, 

which is what James argues in denouncing the novel. Outside the borders of the 

episode and its distorted temporality, however, lie the more significant aspects of Ruth 

Yetton's story, with the work and love that define her character, while the episode 
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empties that character of content. 

By writing the heterosexual love plot as a narrative miniature, Spofford ties the

novel's “failures” (to meet expectations) neatly together. The study of character “fails” 

because the episode drains the character of meaning; description “fails” because it 

dramatizes the anti-dramatic pictorial qualities of the episode, and, finally, the story 

fails because it is an animated picture, devoid of life (or lifelikeness), which, in case of

Ruth Yetton, remains outside the heterosexual love plot, only intimated on the last 

pages of the novel by the hopeful serenity brought back by Charmian. The episode 

with Azarian resembles a botanical miniature in the meticulousness of depiction: the 

failed courtship is dissected carefully and translated into imagery and literary allusion. 

Spofford's approach to realism probes limits of the mind's ability to link and 

remember the specifics. Her descriptions weigh heavily on the narrative, expansively 

occupying the readers attention to the point of vertigo. Her lengthy enumerations of 

traits of insignificant objects strain those objects' ability to produce what Barthes 

theorizes as “the reality effect” of seemingly superfluous details that appear to denote 

extratextual reality by virtue of their inexplicable presence (cf. Barthes 148). The 

flood of detail in Azarian claims no such function. It instead emphasizes the exactitude

of botanical illustration and the trap of conventional romance, whose grip over the 

protagonist's thoughts and emotions allows her to experience her real feelings only in 

nightmares. The artificial and dehumanizing force of this kind of romance based in a 

woman's absolute renunciation of her desires is intimated already by Charmian's early 

description of Azarian as an empty surface. It recurs repeatedly in images of theater 

79



and theatricality. Azarian's final words, which conclude the novel, highlight the 

dramatic and, at the same time, highly artificial character of the situations he had 

orchestrated: “The curtain falls ... the play is played out,” he announces, leaving Ruth 

finally to a happier life with Charmian (251).

The realism of the Stendhalian “mirror walking down the road” variety is not 

entirely absent from Spofford's novel, however, but it manifests itself in those aspects 

that James elides from his summary. Spofford's depiction of Ruth's creative process 

reflects the emphasizes concentration and pleasure in stimulating work (as well as the 

satisfactions of being remunerated and recognized for it) and the fidelity of botanical 

detail has an almost scientific precision. By contrast, the courtship with Azarian does 

away with these realist interests and substitutes for them the consuming, histrionic 

boredom of Ruth's endless waiting.

The story of Ruth's masochistic attachment to Azarian appears simple enough 

to be compressed into an anecdote or a short story for a popular magazine, which is 

what James argues it should have been. We must not forget, however, that Azarian (the

character) is an episode in Ruth's story. The episode's expansiveness in the novel 

mirrors Azarian's crippling domination of Ruth's thoughts; it looms large over the 

other plots and it lingers to the point when it becomes tired and boring. But like the 

other shortcomings singled out by James, the morbid duration of the episode does not 

appear accidental. What happens between Charmian's departure and her final 

reconciliation with Ruth can be summarized as long, unimpressive periods of waiting 

punctuated with disappointments. The disturbing flow of time during the episode with 
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Azarian is marked with the narrator's observation of Ruth's entrapment in waiting for 

Azarian's re-appearances, or rather their romantic and forever unfullfilled promise:

There was a charm to him, as well, in the flavor of human life that 
bordered all the region of tar and cordage, of aerial spire and dark and 
crowded hulk, the life that waited on the whistling winds, – the ships 
winging in from foreign lands brought a passenger they never felt, the 
bales of merchandise swinging up from the holds were rich with a dust 
of fancy that did not weigh in the balance. Thus every moment became 
a lure, and gradually all Ruth saw of him was in these broken bits of 
time, a chance half-hour at night, a little stroll that ended for her at the 
hospital-gate in the morning, or now and then when he came and went 
out with them to dinner. (107)

The phrase “broken bits of time” captures the still-life quality of the description, 

which, like so many others in the novel, accumulates detail. Azarian, here, is a series 

of images for Ruth, bearing associations with adventure as well as the question of how

such associations may be represented. Apart from being a forlorn lover, then, Ruth is 

always also a painter and the painterly interest, in the end, outweighs romantic 

anguish.

The arrested time of Ruth's episode with Azarian, book-ended neatly by the 

discovery of and return to her miniature art, offers itself up to an almost naturalistic 

examination. Like the repeatedly invoked realist paintings of Rosa Bonheur, this 

central episode of the novel changes the bad love affair from a series of events into an 

anatomy of an abusive relationship. The sequence of particular events seems almost 

beside the point at this moment in the novel as during her final strolls with the 

mysterious Madame Saratov Ruth is as if walking in a painting, taking stock of the 

details of the desolate landscape of her engagement like she used to accumulate the 
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details in the images of fruitfulness from her earlier artwork.

Placing Azarian: An Episode

It is possible, then, taking these painterly and psychological resonances into 

account, to make a case for Azarian as a proto-modernist narrative. It is certainly a 

strategy useful for “elevating” a text out of the realm of forgotten ephemera of its era. 

What if, by contrast, however, we ask for the possible anchoring of the text's 

strangeness in a particular – to some extent idiosyncratic, perhaps – understanding of 

literary past and present rather than an anticipation of the future. Azarian's investment 

in the mnemonic exercise of recounting visual detail connects Ruth's art to the botany 

classroom as Halbeisen describes it in her biography of Spofford. The modesty of 

Ruth's performance of erudition, so sharply contrasted with Azarian's grandiosity, 

echoes the apologies for imperfection that mark women's writing in North America 

since Anne Bradstreet and Phillis Wheatley a tendency to push the modesty topos 

toward self-effacement. And so the gestures toward intellectual legacy in Azarian lead 

to the classroom and the modest role of a pupil rather than that of a scientist in 

training, while its literary and artistic exploration is bound by a tradition of modesty 

rather than mastery. Finally, however, in repeatedly invoking Kaufmann and Bonheur, 

the novel asks about female genius and eventually has its protagonist take the path that

would allow her to follow her passions more boldly, shedding excessive modesty and 

making no apologies for her art.

In this sense, Azarian anticipates the poignant female artist narratives of the 
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antebellum period, as I have pointed out earlier. Its optimistic ending, however, differs 

greatly from the examination of the female artist's predicament that we find in those 

later narratives. In Azarian, the conflict between the artist's calling and the duties of a 

wife, though it proves almost deadly, ultimately reaches a favorable resolution with 

Charmian's return. Even though, for the most part, the relationship of the two women 

is described in terms of a friendship, the ring Charmian places on Ruth's finger puts 

their bond in competition with Ruth's engagement to Azarian. Their relationship stands

as not only a viable alternative to heterosexual marriage but as nothing short of the 

female artist's salvation.31

The novel's celebration of the love between Ruth and Charmian deserves 

further investigation because of the unmasking of the “romantic friendship” as the 

novel's first and primary engagement. In her examination of Rose Terry Cooke's 

comparably bold depiction of lesbian love in the 1858 short story “My Visitation,” 

Kristin M. Comment argues that openness about the protagonist's desire to marry the 

woman she loves does not signify acceptance toward their relationship. Pointing to the

contrast Cooke develops in “My Visitation” between the protagonist's erotic haunting 

by the spirit of her beloved and the wholesome relationship with a man whose “love 

pulls the narrator away from madness, 'shield[ing]' her from the 'visitations' that 

represent her lesbian desire for Eleanor,” Comment highlights the story's connection 

with an emergent trend of the era's conduct literature that condemned “sexual dangers”

31 Nowhere in his review does James bring up this union. And yet in light of the vitriol of his review, 
indicative of his strong feelings over this novel he condemned for stylistic transgression, Spofford's 
bold pean to love between women would appear to be a possible unacknowledged source for James' 
sarcastic portrayal of the Boston marriage in The Bostonians (1885). 
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of close friendships between girls (39). Conversely, Spofford makes the heterosexual 

love plot haunting, dangerous, and definitely unwholesome for the protagonist of 

Azarian. The plausibility of this love plot, I would argue, is tied to the question of 

middle-class women's entry into professional work as a Civil War phenomenon. The 

love between Charmian and Ruth is inextricably tied to the launch of their careers and 

it nurtures their ambitions. Azarian, then, is a novel about new possibilities for middle-

class women opened by the Civil War.

This lack of explicit reference to the war makes locating clues of the war 

difficult yet it is not an unusual move in texts of women's culture of the day. As 

Shirley Samuels points out in Facing America, the war was only present on the pages 

of the major women's publication Godey's Lady's Book by way of a column written 

with widows in mind (cf. 87). As the war in Godey's is translated into widowhood and 

thus localized in the home, so is Spofford's treatment of love between women an 

indication of the war's impact on the lives of women far away from the battlefields, 

and of passions made possible when men are absent. The world of Azarian is a 

women's world, barring Azarian and Ruth's elderly father, whose death follows Ruth's 

engagement to Azarian. It is a small world, bounded by the nurturing intimacy of 

relationships with women, its creative potential imagined repeatedly by way of 

botanical miniature.

Hence Azarian, even if its erudite dimension remains elusive and the text itself 

a niche text, demanding specialized knowledge to track its botanical imagery and 

symbolism, can serve, among other things, as a document of its era's cultural 
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phenomena, their interrelation, and their pasts. Botany in Azarian is manifest in the 

context of the language of affect and as the language of artistic creation. Investigating 

how the botanical reference would have been read and appreciated by 

contemporaneous readers stresses the urgency of locating contexts for reading Azarian

and the contexts for understanding the place of botany in nineteenth-century American

culture.

Azarian is a novel about the Boston art world and while it may certainly be 

read as enclosed within it, its voracious allusiveness looks beyond Boston and its 

genteel society as Ruth pines for Charmian who is touring the country with her theater 

troupe and envies Azarian the freedom of his travels. In Azarian the hunger for 

freedom is a hunger for knowledge, sated by the protagonist by exploration of what 

books may offer her in the absence of lived adventure.32 What Ruth's voracious 

attention yields in Azarian is a proliferation of miniatures amounting to a collection 

that resembles more a herbarium in its diffusion rather than claiming encyclopedic 

authority. 

In its embrace of modest erudition and of the miniature as the model of realist 

depiction, is Azarian simply an example of what Louis Renza has described as “minor 

32 Ruth's adventures on paper, through her reading and drawing, pick up on a theme that recurs in 
Spofford's work and carries a certain autobiographical resonance. According to the oft-cited 
anecdote of her literary debut in the Atlantic, Spofford's first story, “In the Cellar” (1859) appeared 
so meticulous in its stylization and attentiveness to detail, that James Russell Lowell suspected it to 
be plagiarized from a French original. As Halbeisen explains, the controversy was resolved by 
Thomas Wentworth Higginson, who, “to his delight, 'had to be called in to satisfy them [the Atlantic 
staff] that a demure little Yankee girl could have written it'” (51-52). The story is heavily 
reminiscent of the Brontë sisters revealing themselves to their publisher. In this case, as in theirs, 
erudition seems to work as a mode of travel and transcendence of confinement of the writer's actual 
life to project an image of worldliness that unsettles and requires authentication.

85



literature”? The novel's investment in the “botanical craze” and its role in women's 

culture certainly speaks to Renza's definition of minor literature as the key to 

understanding what the category of “great literature” obscures about its cultural 

contexts. Renza argues that “minor literature isolates and reveals the forms and topoi 

that determine our discursive knowledge of the world, forms and topoi which major 

literature over- and underdetermines or popular literature simply exploits for 

marketplace rather than cognitive reasons” (5). Viewed through this lens, Azarian 

testifies to the thematic and stylistic breadth of the kind of writing that tends to get 

subsumed under the heading of “women's literature.” 

The novel, thus, figures as a nexus of many interests and of more loosely 

defined affiliations: it makes ample use of flower symbology and botanical knowledge

as well as of themes of marriage and the artist's path. Azarian certainly does not lack 

ambition with its range of erudite reference. Treated with a great degree of modesty, in

a mode that reads feminine, the erudition performed in Azarian nonetheless downplays

itself, cloaked in its protagonist's silences. It is erudition that is minor in that it is 

couched in indirectness, feminine, coded in flower language yet in its ability to 

surprise by developing unexpected connections, it makes the fiction experimental and, 

in that respect, certainly not “minor” because it defies established conventions. 

Azarian's significance lies in its defiance of greatness. It is a study in unexpected 

connections, leading the reader into a web of relationships between art, science, 

women's work – a herbarium of culture of the 1860s.
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CHAPTER 2

TRINKET, ICON, REVOLUTION:

SARAH PIATT'S POETRY AMONG NEWSPAPERS

In the introduction to From School to Salon: Reading Nineteenth-Century 

American Women's Poetry, Mary Loeffelholz calls attention to the continued 

marginalization of poetry in American studies, pointing out that “[e]xercising its 

historicist commitments almost exclusively on fiction and nonfictional prose, the new 

American studies, like the old, tacitly preserves poetry in its unexamined New Critical 

role as apolitical and asocial aesthetic object” (2). Loeffelholz's study sheds light on 

the cultural place of poetry written by American women, its readership, and its salient 

social contexts. In this chapter I emphasize the contexts of poetry and endeavor to take

this approach to poetry as existing in dialogue with other kinds of literature, other art 

media, and social phenomena further as I focus on the type of narrative crafted by 

Sarah Piatt in her dialogic poems of the 1860s and 1870s. Focusing on the narrative 

aspect of this poetry, I want to emphasize the connections between poetry and the 

novel in this period, expressed not only through mutual citation and allusion but also 

through a shared vision of female agency that negotiates between sentimental 

femininity and subversion of that ideal. 

As the prose of Harriet Prescott Spofford and Elizabeth Stoddard draws upon 

poetry in fleshing out their novels' departures from convention, Sarah Piatt's poetry 
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relies on narrative to not only disrupt the melody of verse33 but also to craft an element

of surprise. In a similar vein to Spofford and Stoddard, Piatt's narrative verse takes 

conventions as a point of departure for experimentation. With poetic occasions drawn 

from the news and from newspaper illustrations, Piatt's poems dramatize the act of 

reading. The scene of reading, moreover, entails in these poems a reversal of scale: the

outside world, with its wars and revolutions enters the domestic space, placing Piatt's 

female speakers in roles that transcend their immediate circumstances. Reaching out 

imaginatively to distant places and others' ethical dilemmas, Piatt's speakers enter 

political debates but, at the same time, always remain on the cusp of a retreat into 

domesticity.

 The polemical aspect of these poems, underscored by Paula Bernat Bennett in 

her recovery of Piatt's verse for contemporary readers and scholars, is repeatedly 

couched in sentimental tropes and blunted by the speaker's evasiveness. The poems 

envelop worldly interests in a vision of domesticity, presenting the larger world as a 

miniature – reminiscent of miniature pictures in both its detail and its aesthetization by

the poems' speakers. These acts of imaginative miniaturization and their relation to 

Piatt's speakers' performance of femininity are the focus of my reading of her poems. I

locate in them both an experimental aspect and an ephemerality that anchors her 

poetry to specific objects and occasions, making it a unconventional chronicle of the 

33
Paula Bernat Bennett explores Piatt's resistance to musicality as the standard for verse in the era in 
the introduction to her selection of Piatt's poets, Palace-Burner. “In taking [Browning] as her 
model,” Bennett writes, “Piatt wanted, I believe, to disrupt her period's automatic association of 
poetry with song, stressing poetry as a form of communicative action ... instead. Reconceptualizing 
poetry as a vehicle for intersubjective debate, she created a kind of poetry that even in tetrameter, 
that most singable of meters, could not be sung” (xxxvii).
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era.

The crucial point of departure for my reading of Piatt's narrative poetry is 

Paula Bernat Bennett's recovery work whose result is the volume Palace-Burner: The 

Selected Poetry of Sarah Piatt. Bennett's selection singles out poems that engage with 

political subjects, which she sets against the poems her edition excludes, i.e. poems 

she considers sentimental and domestic in focus and thus less genuinely indicative of 

Piatt's accomplishment and ambition. I interrogate this division by exploring in the 

“political” poems a continued engagement with sentimentality. In particular the image 

of womanhood at the heart of sentimental poetess verse plays a significant role in 

Piatt's crafting of ambiguity in her dramatic dialogues. Not merely imitating Robert 

Browning, but using the dialogue form to lend voice to different media in her poetry, 

Piatt positions her female speakers as attentive readers, balancing between different 

roles and interlocutors. 

Her poetry takes on the dialogic aspect of periodicals in a manner that, as 

Matthew Giordano notes in “'A Lesson from the Magazines': Sarah Piatt and the 

Postbellum Periodical Poet,” melds the familiar with the strange, redoubling within the

scope of one poem what the periodical enacts on its pages: “Like the magazines in 

which they were published, that is, Piatt’s poems are multifunctional, transgressing 

divisions between different generic categories and between conventionality and 

originality, accessibility and erudition, and popularity and elitism” (26). Many of 

Piatt's poems, thus, acquire a miniature, or even miniaturizing, quality, engaging with 

political and social phenomena often mediated through illustrations and short 
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newspaper mentions and further paring them down to aesthetic detail. Balancing 

between erudition and feminine elegance, they reveal, moreover, the gendered aspect 

of this poetic transformation. The modest, often self-effacing rhetoric of Piatt's 

speakers makes these readings neither legibly political nor clearly depoliticized. 

Lauren Berlant's term “juxtapolitical” captures this sense of liminality in what happens

when the news meets verse as it emphasizes proximity to the political connected to a 

desire to nonetheless stand aside from it as if to seek respite from its confining grasp 

(cf. Berlant 10). 

Berlant articulates in the concept of the juxtapolitical the entrapment of 

sentimentality in the bourgeois vantage point. In their attempts at sympathetic 

identification Piatt's speakers inevitably fall into that trap. Yet in working from within 

the circumscribed perspective of a middle-class “poetess” piecing together personal 

memory and newspaper material, these poems also exhibit an impressive erudition and

insight into the traps and rewards of reading. Erudition is surprisingly unassuming in 

them, constantly downplayed by reminders of the feminine – the non-seriousness of 

exclamations (“Oh!”), invocations of childhood comforts, playful teasing. Piatt's 

speakers resist merely consuming the objects of their attention and at the same time 

their resistance is not revolutionary as it unsettles nothing but merely produces a sense

of discomfort and surprise recorded by contemporaneous reviewers. Neither 

sentimental nor anti-sentimental, Piatt's poetry probes the limits of conventions 

associated with the poetess verse tradition without breaking out of them entirely. Thus 

the marriage of the serious with the dainty and conventionally feminine in her poems 
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obscures the serious and intellectually provocative aspect of her poems, which is the 

relationship that my readings of her poems trace.

The dramatic dialogue “From North and South” aptly encapsulates the blend of

the conventional and the idiosyncratic in her work. It may be read as political or as 

quaintly sentimental, critical and concerned about the larger world or solipsistic in its 

focus on the family. Subtitled “A Lesson from the Newspaper,” it is a dialogue that 

happens between a mother and her child as they are leafing through a newspaper:

“Some people have the loveliest time.
   I'm tired of learning everything!”
“You have not learned it yet. We climb
   Great mountains slowly, child, and bring
Few flowers into the huts below,
When down for bread and sleep we go.”

“Just read this letter. Oh, how sweet
   She must have looked; – only one year
Older than I, too.” “Very neat
   Her hat and plume may be, my dear.”
“'More queenly than a queen'”  – “Just so” –
“'In her dark purple habit.'”  – (“Oh!”)

“'Then at the ball that night she wore
   Only one blush-rose in her hair
And one in either cheek.'” “What more 
   Needs any charming Miss to wear?
They do not cost like lace and pearls,
You saddest of gold-headed girls.”

“That's from the North” “Now turn and read
   A letter from the South, I say.”
“'Nothing but Death is here'” – “Indeed!”
   “'And Misery following Death.'” “Ah me!  –
   That's of some people, too, you see.”

The poem appeared in the December 187834 issue of Youth's Companion and is, 

34 The date of publication would put this poem beyond the time frame I assume in this dissertation; 
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ostensibly, addressed to younger readers. However, at play in the exchange is a sense 

of doubleness of the mother's voice, a feature that Piatt's other mother-child dialogues 

make perhaps more palpable. Robert Browning's dramatic monologues are an obvious 

model, with the important difference that Piatt concedes any sense of unity of 

expression in favor of a multiplicity of voices that are not always easily 

distinguishable from each other. 

In the first stanza, the two speakers identify themselves but as they turn to the 

paper, their remarks focus on the imagery from the pages in front of them and the 

exchange becomes somewhat reminiscent of dialogues from Elizabeth Stoddard's 

novels, which in their progression elide details that distinguish characters from each 

other, forcing a rereading and retracing of threads of argumentation. In the case of 

Piatt's poem, such retracing makes the reader a companion in the reading of the 

newspaper as the emphasis in the middle stanzas is put on the newspaper and the way 

in which, reading it together, the two speakers are piecing together connections 

between items. In the last six lines of this poem, the mother's voice emerges clearly 

again, providing a frame for interpreting the newspaper images of the two letters from 

the North and the South. 

Whether that frame is didactic – whether it is the lesson announced in the 

subtitle – or radically questioning and skeptical of the direction the country is headed 

in the aftermath of the Civil War, is an interesting question, and one on which 

evaluations of Piatt's work have hinged. Can the two perspectives be reconciled or 

would accepting the possible didactic dimension of the poem be automatically 

however, its treatment of the Civil War links it to Piatt's earlier Civil War poems.
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reductive? This question signals the significance of the gender of the poetic voice for 

the reading and evaluation of the poem. The pejorative connotations of poetess verse 

as the poetic mode automatically associated with female poets may not simply be 

exorcised from our reading of this poem but it may nonetheless be reconsidered in the 

vein of Piatt's contemporaneous reviewers' endeavors to invest the label “feminine” 

with productive ambiguities.

From the Specter of the Poetess to the Ambiguous Feminine

Reviewing Sarah Piatt's volume Child-World Ballads in 1897, Alice Meynell 

noted:  “A woman is best praised ... without the word feminine, and she has cause to 

be glad if she deserves not to hear it. Nevertheless, it is reserved for one woman 

[Sarah Piatt] to show this very quality in a new manner—not as a grace, but as a force;

not as a negative of something else, but as a positive thing, and therefore an energy 

standing sufficiently alone” (Meynell 32 qtd. in Wearn 106). A poet herself, Meynell 

articulates here a concern that a female poet's reputation always inevitably precedes 

her work. Before her poems are read, they are already “graceful” and “genteel,” and 

they cannot help but to stand in contrast to male poets' work. In short, before a female 

poet's work is read it is already feminine, and the adjectives to describe it will likely 

be chosen from a limited vocabulary that articulates feminine qualities. Even before 

her words are met, the nineteenth-century female poet is a poetess.

Meynell's focus on force and energy in Piatt's poetry contrasts it with the 

typical powerlessness inscribed in the poetess role. There are two ways of reading 
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Meynell's protest: as a call to read Piatt as a rebel against the label of the poetess or as 

a call to consider the possibilities rather than the liabilities of this verse culture and 

Piatt's deployment of its conventions. The poetess – as a figure, a problem, a 

challenge, and, perhaps most importantly, a set of tropes and voices – cannot be elided

from our reading of poetry by authors such as Piatt because such elision would 

impoverish our understanding of their poetry's engagements with a community of 

readers as well as with a community of writers that rendered them legible and relevant.

Following the argument laid out by Yopie Prins and Virginia Jackson in “Lyrical 

Studies” that the poetess is one of the keys to addressing the strangeness of nineteenth-

century American verse culture and its stark difference both from eighteenth-century 

conventions and twentieth-century lyrical poetry, I use the term “poetess” here not as a

pejorative label but as a marker for poetry whose feminine quality is predetermined. 

Throughout this chapter, I use this term without quotation marks and without 

capitalization, treating it above all as a gendered form of the word “poet.” That the 

derogatory connotation of the word remains palpable nonetheless is undeniable, as the 

nineteenth-century writings about poetess verse that I cite abound in dubious 

compliments and generalizations about women. 

Yet these generalizations also provide a frame of reference for understanding 

how the poetry was being received and, moreover, they point to the significance of the

feminine as a highly evocative – and highly problematic – construct. Meynell laments 

the powerlessness attached to the adjective “feminine,” looking to Piatt's poetry as art 

capable of imagining a feminine force that is new, disentangled from the binary 
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opposition with the masculine. How this quality may be conjured in verse that remains

feminine and therefore most certainly entangled in the bourgeois construct of a 

woman's voice and place, is perhaps the question that speaks to Piatt's originality most

aptly, since the oppositional relationship that Meynell sees Piatt transcending in fact 

defines the feminine in the nineteenth century as precisely “the negative” of masculine

traits.

Passivity is inscribed in the vision of the poetess, for whom writing came 

supposedly “too naturally” to be of value, as Rufus Wilmot Griswold warned the 

readers of his anthology, The Female Poets of America. In an effort to chase away the 

specter of the poetess as a channel for poetic clichés, I propose to approach the writing

through the reading that precedes and informs it, troubling the assumption of passivity 

and imitation in the writing by the activity and ingenuity found the scene of reading. 

Poetry that recreates acts of reading intervenes in this facile representation of writing 

by firstly broadening its context and, secondly, by bringing to the surface that which 

the writing itself may mute. The muteness of the writing is, to some extent the result 

of its critical reception, as Meynell's complaint about the kiss of death that the label 

“feminine” brings about for a female poet. Imagining the poetry as a negotiation 

between reading and writing, I propose to couple the figure of the poetess as the poetic

persona with the figure of the female reader who, in the act of reading segues between 

a multiplicity of texts addressed to different audiences.

In Educating the Proper Woman Reader, Jennifer Phegley offers a survey and 

analysis of the ways in which reading periodicals was encouraged as a “healthy” 
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alternative to novels because the range of texts provided a dose of entertainment 

(poetry, serialized novels) balanced with instruction (articles on housekeeping, 

morality, and manners) (cf. 1-30). The “wholesomeness” of the periodical was 

grounded in the diversity of its content, meant to accommodate different groups of 

readers. In this diversity lies also a subversive potential for the female reader, which 

Piatt's poems, with their frequent use of the periodical as a source of poetic occasions, 

explore. If the female reader was imagined through the content of the periodical as one

who is between the competences of a man and a child, being the addressee of didactic 

material on matters of housekeeping, child rearing, and fashion, Piatt's poems 

dramatize the fact that the act of reading itself strayed from such prescriptions. Her 

speakers do not shy away from reading on controversial topics but, at the same time, 

they display an awareness of the transgressive character of their reading, which creates

a significant recurrent tension in the dialogue poems with child interlocutors.

That tension was certainly recognized by Piatt's reviewers, although not as an 

attempt to transcend conventions but rather as an incongruity that produced 

discomfort. Paula Bernat Bennett offers a helpful digest that captures the spirit of 

those reviews:

“Many of Mrs. Piatt's poems are very childish, both in sentiment and 
construction,” one reviewer complained, speaking of poems in A 
Voyage to the Fortunate Isles. Another reviewer took the opposite 
tack. “She is not enough a child with children,” he or she said, 
referring to the “poems with children” section in That New World and
Other Poems. In his troubled review of Poems: In Company with 
Children, Howells—with no small amount of justice—refers to Piatt's
child speakers as “infantile undertakers” and bids Piatt lighten up.” 
(Bennett, Palace-Burner xxxii)
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These poems, Bennett argues, were mistaken by the reviewers for poems for child 

readers rather than as poems about children (xxxii). Another source of the 

bewilderment they produced, I would argue, was the assumption that seems to 

underlie the criticism, that the figure of the mother-speaker in these poems 

automatically entailed maternal didacticism as the sole perspective for the poems. 

That gender is above all a problem is apparent in already in the careful framing of 

poetry written coming from the self-appointed champion of American women poets 

Rufus Griswold. Griswold's theories about women's writing (which I cite at some 

length in the first chapter) revolve around the claim of an essential difference between 

male and female creative faculties, at work in the writing even if not easily discernible

to the reader. Discernibility appears particularly unsettling a problem for Griswold, as 

Virginia Jackson notes in her discussion of his preface to The Female Poets of 

America: “Griswold's attempt to establish an analytical perspective on women's poetry

purchases its critical value at the expense of women poets themselves, since if one 

can't discern the difference 'effervescent energy' and creative intelligence', one may be 

in danger of uncritical reading” (Dickinson's Misery 213). The subjectivity “behind” 

the poetry is for Griswold, then, the meaningful test of literary value. His view of 

female creativity as grounded in women's “moral nature” and “feelings unemployed” 

looms large over nineteenth-century criticism, ruling out the possibility of 

experimentation with voice and subject-matter.

In accordance with the theory of female creativity put forward by Griswold in 

the introduction to The Female Poets of America, the reviewer of Piatt's volume 
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Voyage to the Fortunate Isles in the July 1872 issue of Atlantic Monthly er from 

Atlantic Monthly considers the qualities of Piatt's work a matter of innate feminine 

impulses and tendencies. The anonymous reviewer strives to collect the images from 

Piatt's poems into a fairly coherent poetic persona. “It is a wife,” he or she opines, 

“looking sadly and questioningly to the past and future alike, while she clings for 

safety and rest to the love she knows; it is a mother, talking with a mystical, half-

melancholy playfulness to her children, and telling them tales in which there always 

lurks some poignant allegory for older hearts; it is a woman softly bewailing the loss 

of her youth and the dreams of her youth, who sings here” (104). Among Piatt's 

representative poems, which attest to the presence of “innate poetic genius of the 

subtlest kind,” the reviewer counts “Palace-Burner,” one of several in which Piatt 

confronts a mother and a child with enigmas of history, politics, and philosophy. 

Reading such poems as melancholy confessions of a wife and a mother, however, the 

reviewer casts those issues as a backdrop to the ostensibly dominant themes of 

feminine melancholy and maternal didacticism. 

By contrast, in her introduction to the volume that re-introduced Piatt as a 

meaningful voice of nineteenth-century verse, Palace-Burner: the Selected Poetry of 

Sarah Piatt (2001), Bennett describes and explains ascribes the feminine qualities of 

Piatt's poetic voices to J.J. Piatt's attempts to make his wife's career subservient to 

popular tastes. “In compiling Sarah's books, J.J. apparently tried to compensate for his 

wife's lapses by shoring up her 'womanliness,' introducing poems to/on/or about 

children into what were ostensibly 'adult' volumes,” argues Bennett, drawing a sharp 
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distinction between poems that she classifies as more serious and genuine and ones 

that she considers trivial. However, as she notes nineteenth-century reviewers' 

confusion over the poems that feature children, this distinction begins to appear more 

muddled. Bennett's narrative of the decisions and interpretations that directed Piatt's 

career locates her writing at the nexus of the desires of editors (the most important 

among them being her husband) and expectations of the readers, which led to 

obfuscating the poet's own ambitions for her work, in Bennett's proposed reading. 

Bennett offers an attempt at reconstructing Piatt's possible intentions, and focuses her 

selection on poems that appear to reflect them more skillfully than the ones 

foregrounded by J.J.'s selections. As a result, Palace-Burner is meant “first and 

foremost (...) to put Piatt's reputation as a genteel poet (and nothing more) 

permanently to rest.” Despite the popularity of the poems Bennett classifies as 

sentimental, her selection intentionally includes very few of them in order to 

“[emphasize] those poems in which Piatt's challenges to gentility as a way of writing 

ad thinking dominate the whole” (xxxiii).

In other words, Bennett's selection elides many poems intentionally in an effort

to preserve and underscore a more intellectual and challenging side of the poet. It is a 

decision that has yielded a nonetheless wide-ranging volume whose undeniable 

strength lies in the meticulous research that went into tracing the publication history of

each poem included in it and, what is more, into more elaborate and elusive 

connections between those poems, the periodicals in which they were originally 

printed, and other publications to which the poems refer. Bennett's volume includes a 
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selection of illustrations invoked in some of the poems explicitly or thematically 

connected to the poems – often from sources other than the place of the publication of 

a particular poem but published soon enough before the poem, and in a periodical that 

Piatt either had links to or was likely to have read, so that it could be a highly probable

source of inspiration for the poem. In this respect, Bennett's Palace-Burner offers an 

insight into reading in the “age of the magazine” in America as well as into the acts of 

reading performed by Piatt's speakers.

However, in editing out the poetess from Piatt's work, Bennett's recovery takes 

Piatt's work in a more-clearly defined direction than exhibited by Piatt's body of work,

which Bennett concedes in describing her process of selection. Bennett's critical 

commentary orients Piatt's work toward the future, anticipating modernism. In 

“Disputably a Woman: Recovering Incoherence in Sarah Piatt's Poetry,” Ben Bagocius

evaluates Bennett's approach as invested in preserving rather than changing or 

widening the criteria for canonicity. “Bennett’s 'recovery' method, although seemingly 

ambiguous, ultimately seems to open the canonical gates only to shut them after 

admitting Piatt,” he argues, and further points out what he perceives to be the key 

contradiction in Bennett's project: “Despite Bennett’s opposition to New Critical 

aesthetics, her 'recovery' method ensures that New Critical 'literariness' remains 

secure. Celebrated and shut in as a proto-feminist and modernist, Piatt’s other potential

messages remain shut out” (cf. Bagocius). Bagocius' careful critique of Bennett 

invokes Mary Loeffelholz's argument for broadening the perspective of recovery 

projects so as to render individual authors legible within their literary culture, and to 
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deepen our understanding of the dynamics of that literary culture. “Reading the poetry 

written by nineteenth-century American women,” Loeffelholz opines, “entails not only

understanding how a given poem's 'aesthetic, stylistic, and formal mechanisms come 

to accrue ideological significance' but also understanding how particular social 

contexts or sites of poetry's production and consumption supplied nineteenth-century 

American women poets with aesthetic and formal possibilities already endowed with 

social significance” (3). 

Mary McCartin Wearn's reading of Piatt in Negotiating Motherhood in 

Nineteenth-Century American Literature also marks such an attempt to locate Piatt and

ways of reading her in the mid- to late nineteenth-century context. According to 

Wearn, “highlighting poems that she reads as overtly political, Bennett deemphasizes 

those which focus on conventionally sentimental subjects—those at risk of being 

critiqued as essentialist or pejoratively labeled 'domestic'” (107). In contrast to 

Bennett, Wearn interprets Piatt's poems about children as crucial for mapping her 

poetic rather than tangential and merely commercially motivated. However, like 

Bennett, she stresses the revolutionary, feminist potential of Piatt's verse, proposing 

that it constitutes a concentrated effort to “dismantle the maternal icon” (cf. 109) – to 

demythologize the moral nature Griswold saw as instrumental in women's literary 

endeavors.

It seems that in order to salvage “poetic genius,” or, in plainer terms, signs of 

creativity and erudition, the poet is being “saved” from conventions, and poetry is 

being “saved” from the ephemerality of the news in an effort to enshrine and render 
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legible its originality. Yet the unresolved tensions that remain in reading poets such as 

Piatt raise questions about the reading of poetry even more than about the poetry itself.

To locate and relate to the feminine in a poem such as “From North and South” would 

mean to address it not as a property of the poetess as a poetic voice, but the set of 

elements that connote the feminine. Apart from the repeated exclamations (“Oh!”), the

feminine is obviously manifest in the mother and daughter's reading – the text that 

conveys the contrast between the North and the South is (at least in part) fashion. 

The feminine in the poem is in this way also a feminine from outside the poem,

from the fragmentarily invoked newspaper. The articles and illustrations in the 

newspaper, though not necessarily connected, work together in the child's reading to 

create a picture of the world. The mother's questions and remarks guide the child 

toward making connections between the description of the ball gown and the 

fashionable accessories in the letter from the North and the death and “Misery 

following Death” in the one from the South. The enumeration of purely aesthetic 

detail, juxtaposed with the abstract and grave matter of the second letter (where the 

poem proffers no details and no images) comes to stand for the North. The collection 

of fashionable items becomes an image of prosperity but also of life, naïve and 

undisturbed when not read in connection to the text neighboring it, and tenuous, 

implicated in a larger sociopolitical context when put together with the other letter. 

Piatt's “Lesson from the Newspaper” can thus be a lesson in reading poems 

from periodicals in connection with other texts – those neighboring them and those 

cited or hinted at – and in considering poetess conventions not only as marking a 
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distinct tradition but as indicative of an ongoing conversation with the broader literary 

culture. Piatt's poems are engaged with poetess conventions but extend beyond them, 

linking them dialogically to other discourses and other media. As “From North and 

South” attests, the linkages her poetry enacts draw upon the format of the periodical 

with its juxtapositions of different types of content as a model for a narrative of the 

reading experience. Translated into poetic form, this narrative is pared down to a 

tableau – an aestheticized image of the scene of reading. 

This miniaturization deemphasizes the narrative aspect of the poetry, and yet, 

though ostensibly at odds, the periodical and the miniature are mutually constitutive 

models in Piatt's poetry. The negotiation between the poetic image and the narrative 

produces in her poems ambivalence and aporia that makes them seem doubled as if 

speaking to two different audiences at once and entertaining distinct meanings for both

of them. Balancing between image and narrative means here balancing between the 

lyric and the news. Before I move on to examining this interplay more closely in the 

poems, I would like to turn to the periodical as the site of the publication for poetry so 

as to consider its influence on the reading and reception of poetry in circumstances in 

which many of Piatt's poems were published, that is invoking particular events and 

material from newspapers on the pages of a newspaper.
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The Periodical and the Miniature

The periodical as a site of publication locates poetry in a much different 

position than the intimacy of John Stuart Mill's famous conceptualization of lyric 

poetry as discourse overheard. Mill juxtaposes the intimacy of the lyric with 

eloquence, which, in turn, is marked by intentionality and attuned to the audience (cf. 

Mill 348). Poems such as “From North and South” weave these two qualities together 

by thematizing periodical reading. As such, poetry in the periodical finds itself in the 

midst of other utterances, and in a relation to them that, even in the absence of 

explicitly voiced connections, is dialogic by virtue of the medium. As Sean Latham 

and Robert Scholes explain in “The Rise of Periodical Studies,” “Magazines and 

newspapers, in particular, create often surprising and even bewildering points of 

contact between disparate areas of human activity” (527). Moreover, they argue, the 

crucial feature of periodicals is their dialogic relationship to one another, which makes

them “create and occupy typically complex and often unstable positions in sometimes 

collaborative and sometimes competitive cultural networks” (528). 

Exploring and highlighting these connections, which, as they point out, vanish 

when texts are anthologized, reveals new areas of complexity for the study of 

individual authors and of particular publications. This reading of the periodical calls 

attention to its materiality, its circulation, and its content with an emphasis on the 

connections among these aspects. To investigate the intricacy of the connections and 

the challenges of a recovery of texts would also be to recover ways of reading the 

periodical in its original contexts. The periodical, then, with its dynamic set of 
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connections, appears not just as a context but also as a cultural force, a democratizing 

site where “high” and “low” culture meet, since, even if particular publications carry 

distinctive status and values, they still remain in a broader dialogue.

What can these qualities of the periodical mean for the study of nineteenth-

century poetry and poets such as Sarah Piatt? Moving away from a focus on the lyric 

and toward the study of poems' form and thematic engagements as influenced by the 

periodical, they provide a new perspective on the question of poetic genres as bearing 

relation to other kinds of writing. In addition, the issue of originality or singularity of 

a poetic voice becomes more complex in the dialogic, cross-referential space of the 

periodical. For female poets in particular, this contextualization raises poignant 

questions about influence and originality. 

In the introduction to Gender and the Poetics of Reception in Poe's Circle, 

Eliza Richards identifies the contrast in the treatment of canonical authors, such as 

Poe, and of female poets with regard to the dialogic aspects of periodical culture. 

“While this fluid exchange of copies renders the project of identifying an original 

questionable at best, critics have persistently credited Poe with the powers of 

innovation and the force of genius, even in recent studies that place him within the 

context of antebellum mass and print culture,” writes Richards, pointing to the critical 

silence around Poe's imitations of and borrowings from female poets he admired (i). 

Whereas Poe's practices of borrowing and copying did not compromise his claim to 

originality in the eyes of critics, Richards argues, “[t]he 'poetess' tradition, on the other

hand, has long been associated with the generic repetition of feminine forms that 
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silence women's attempts to speak as anyone in particular” (i). She notes, thus, the 

persistence of traditional ascriptions of literary value and originality even as the 

conditions of literary production and circulation in the nineteenth century, are 

recovered and re-examined. Poetess verse carries the freighted baggage of “feminine 

forms” as a set of ideas about female authorship circulated by both poetess verse as 

such and by its critical reception. Piatt's poetry certainly employs recognizable poetess

tropes and distinctly feminine voices, which it couples with yet another kind of 

creative “borrowing.” In making use of periodical material, it places itself in the 

conversation from the publication, risking its “timelessness” for the sake of timeliness.

The periodical carries for the poem the risk of disappearance. On the pages of a

mid-nineteenth-century newspaper, a poem occupies the space between longer pieces 

of journalism and literary prose, appearing visually as apt “filler” and, also sometimes,

as a substitute for an advertisement. And yet, though advertisements sometimes took 

the form of short rhymed poems, it would have been difficult to mistake one for the 

other. The fact that short poems looked like convenient “filler” for the blank space of 

the page did not rule out the publication of longer pieces, nor did it automatically mark

the shorter pieces as expendable and easily replaceable. Taking on different voices, 

poetry of the “magazine age” speaks nonetheless in distinctive ways that posit 

challenges for the contemporary critic. 

For one, nineteenth-century publications, even when digitized, are not readily 

readable because they are often not complete. The removal of advertisements from the 

digitized editions, for example, makes it difficult to piece together an idea of a 
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publication's image and circulation, as Scholes and Latham point out (520). Imagery 

from advertisements renders the images from a poem such as “From North and South”

more immediately comprehensible especially as it clarifies what content in the paper is

easily available to the child as opposed to what the connections that the mother in the 

poem – and the mature nineteenth-century reader of the poem (and of periodicals) – 

can draw. The twenty-first-century reader is thus left with a partial picture of 

periodical reading and of poetry reading in the era, without an understanding of their 

commonplaces.

Faith Barrett and Cristanne Miller's anthology of Civil War poetry Words for 

the Hour (2005) sets out to explore and bring into focus these unfamiliar 

commonplaces of the writing and circulation of poetry by bringing together a vast 

collection of verse published across the United States in anticipation of, during, and in 

the wake of the war. Barrett's introduction stresses the diversity of the contexts in 

which the poetry originally appeared: “During the war years, poems appeared 

regularly in the columns of the daily and weekly newspapers, between military 

officers' detailed accounts of battles, lists of the dead and wounded, and 

advertisements for fabric or farm equipment” (4). This diversity went hand in hand 

with a diversity of authorship and kinds of verse, as she explains that “[s]ome of these 

poems were written by local writers; others by the likes of Emerson or John Greenleaf 

Whittier. [Alice] Fahs notes that Harper's Weekly had an audience of more than a 

hundred thousand readers during the war years; if we consider both its content and its 

audience, a publication such as Harper's  clearly resists easy classification as either 
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'high' or low'” (4). Poetry surfaces in this overview as common currency for the 

amateur writer and the literary authority, communicative rather than primarily 

reflective, embedded in different kinds of writing, and, moreover, changeable 

depending on its contexts. As Miller points out in the volume's preface, the same 

poems did sometimes appear acquire different resonance in the North versus the South

(cf. xvi, 5). The functions and meanings of poetry, branching out in different 

connections, then, are strikingly different than how we tend to conceive of the lyric 

with its relatively small and select audience.

Apart from that sense of difference there remains the difficulty in conveying 

the many roles poetry played for its vast readership. Barrett and Miller's account of the

research that went into compiling Words for the Hour gives an idea of the 

dissemination of verse across a multitude of publications yet, inescapably, it can only 

create an experience of reading very distant from the one that was the basis for the 

collection itself. The relation of poetry to the news that the anthology seeks to bring 

closer to the contemporary reader seems to carry none of the paradox from William 

Carlos Williams' “Asphodel, that Greeny Flower.” To restate Williams' famous lines, it

is not difficult to get the news from this poetry, embedded as it is in journalistic 

discourse. At least in part their connection appears embedded in the materiality of the 

texts that were circulated together. The periodical archives, incomplete, partly lost, and

in the process of digitization returned to readers in much altered forms becomes thus a 

guide in tracing what may appear as incongruities. 

In my reading of Piatt's poetry, I approach such incongruities as the result of 
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the absence of what the poem alludes to: news stories, images, objects. In many cases, 

the gap in question may be recovered – as Bennett's inclusion of newspaper 

illustrations in Palace-Burner attests. Drawing attention through these illustration to 

the dialogic and ekphrastic aspects of the poems, Bennett's collection captures how the

incongruities are, in fact, lost links between the poems and other sources to which they

speak. These incongruities, then, I propose, mark a peculiar kind of erudition, one that 

is partly lost with the loss of the original context of the poems and, moreover, also 

constantly downplayed by the feminine rhetoric and assumed modesty of the speakers 

who never present themselves with authority. The ties to the periodical are perhaps 

most readily traceable in Piatt's Civil War poems, which are also replete with familiar 

poetess tropes. I begin with these poems and subsequently move on to poems on other 

topics, ending with those Bennett excluded from Palace-Burner as overly sentimental 

and less indicative of Piatt's artistic project. I argue that what ties these different sets of

poems together is the tension between the miniature and narrative and a vision of 

womanhood that couples sentimental tropes with an oblique critique of the ideals of 

womanhood they are supposed to represent.

The Civil War Poems: War and Childhood Trinkets

Barrett and Miller's anthology Words for the Hour includes several poems by 

Piatt.35 Most of the poems in the selection were published after the war and situate the 

war within the longer history of slavery in the South, and, simultaneously, within the 

35 Their selection is based on Paula Bernat Bennett's from Palace-Burner: The Selected Poetry of 
Sarah Piatt (see footnote 1, Words for the Hour 332).
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smaller, personal contexts of the home, including the poet's own. Barrett and Miller 

frame their selection of her poems as an exercise in drawing connections between the 

political realm and the home, proposing that “[w]hereas poets like Whitman and 

Herman Melville often focus on representing battles, Piatt seeks in her poems to 

examine the domestic contexts which produce the passions that fuel wars” (332). In 

the case of Piatt, reared in Kentucky and later living for many years in the neighboring

Ohio, the border between slave states and free states resonates with a sense of internal 

division manifest in the ambiguity of the war poems, especially those that investigate 

aspects of Piatt's childhood in the South. The figure of the black nurse, based, 

according to the subtitle of the poem “Black Princess”36 – “A True Fable of My Old 

Kentucky Nurse” – on the author's childhood memories, condenses the contradictions 

that appear in other poems from the selection. 

In “Mock Diamonds” (1872) and “Giving Back the Flower” (1867), Piatt's 

female speakers express both attraction and disdain for Southern soldiers, allowing the

disdain to prevail and time to insulate them from the men, who seem in both poems to 

be merely haunting memories. These poems play upon the dialogue form in displacing

the speaker's interlocutors into her memory and imagination. “Mock Diamonds” 

involves a conversation with voices from the past as the female speaker looks back on 

her courtship with a man who was to later join the Confederate army. Remembering 

vividly how he broke off their engagement to court “[a]n heiress, you must know her / 

His mother whisper'd, sliding near,” the speaker turns the pain of being spurned into a 

blessing in disguise as she draws a parallel between the man's choice and the South's 

36 The poem appeared in The Independent in 1872. 
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defeat in the war (Palace-Burner 30). Her rival's wealth, which, at the poem's close, is

revealed to have been an illusion – the titular “mock diamonds” – stands for the 

deceptive luster of the South's “insolent false glory” and “doubtful chivalry” (29). 

The dramatic monologue “Giving Back the Flower” features a similar 

narrative. The speaker is here talking back to the dead soldier. The repeated references

to the flower once received from the soldier mark her desire to sever all connection to 

their shared past. A sense of personal betrayal intertwines here, as in “Mock 

Diamonds,” with disdain for the man's morals when the speaker invokes God in her 

questioning:

Or, if He was near us at all, do you think that He would sit listening 
there
       Because you sang “Hear me, Norma,” to a woman in jewels and 
lace,
While, so close to us, down in another street, in the wet, unlighted air,
       There were children crying for bread and fire, and mothers who 
questioned
       His grace?

Or perhaps He had gone to the ghastly field where the fight had been 
that day,
       To number the bloody stabs that were there, to look at and judge 
the dead;
Or else to the place full of fever and moans where the wretched 
wounded lay;
       At least I do not believe that He cares to remember a word that 
you said.

(Palace-Burner 7-8)

The dead soldier stands as a cipher for the South, allowing the speaker's criticism of 

the war to be veiled under the guise of a deeply personal wound. The political aspect 

of the poem is thus enveloped in the performance of femininity, with criticism of the 

Southern ethos and of the war couched in mentions of personal tokens of affection and
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of love betrayed.

This enveloping of the political in preoccupations that are not only personal but

related to the image of bourgeois femininity lends ambiguity to the Civil War poems. 

If the memories of jewelry and flowers appear as attributes of ghosts in the two poems

on recollections of courtship, in poems that take up the theme of childhood, memory 

exerts a stronger grip on the speakers, lending both war and the antebellum South a 

powerful appeal. In “Another War” (1872), a poem with a mother-speaker 

accompanying her son as he admires passing soldiers, recalling her own childhood 

strengthens the speaker's identification with the child's perspective. Even as she 

remarks in one of the early stanzas, “I wisely think the uniform / Was made for 

skeletons to wear” (Words for the Hour 336) and warns the child against desiring a 

“ghastly victory,” the poem nevertheless concludes with an exclamation that enshrines

her recollections: “But, friend, since time is full of pain, / Whether men fall by field or

hearth, / I want the old war back again / And nothing new on earth!” (337).

“The Black Princess” (1872) pushes this romanticization of childhood further, 

also further complicating the political stance of Piatt's speaker. Delivered as a fairy 

tale, the poem, with its crafted naïveté appears to be shielding the speaker's memories 

from interrogating the role of slavery in her relationship with the “black princess.” 

The  narration in the poem instead displaces slavery repeatedly, turning it almost into 

an actor in the fairy tale, most poignantly perhaps in the following quatrain: “Not of 

the lamp, not of the ring, / The helpless, powerful slave was she; / But of a subtler, 

fiercer thing — / She was the slave of Slavery” (341). Liberation in “The Black 
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Princess” arrives in the form of a knight who pierces with a lance the “spell” “That hid

her self: as if afraid, / The cruel blackness shrank and fell” (341). The unmitigated 

strangeness of this poem makes it seem escapist and solipsistic. The fairy tale frame 

makes childhood memory the primary point of reference, distancing the figure of the 

“black princess” from the “true... Kentucky nurse” and moving her into the realm of 

the fable, in which values get to be rewritten. Printed in the December 26th 1872 issue 

of The Independent, the poem is bounded by articles about the Vienna Exposition, 

Spanish painting, and conflicts between church and science. In stark contrast to those 

pieces, the poem stands against fact and conflict, replacing them with fairy-tale 

justice. The autobiographical link and the repeated reframing of race and slavery in 

the poem create a tension between the poem and the newspaper. Among the 

journalistic pieces, “The Black Princess” becomes not just a sentimental fable but an 

exercise in writing against the news from within the news.

“Over in Kentucky,” another poem printed in The Independent (in the February

1st 1872 issue), uses a similar kind of fairy-tale-like defamiliarization yet situates it in 

a concrete geography. The poem has more than one speaker, and the voices have been 

identified somewhat differently by the critics. In her note on the poem from 

Nineteenth-Century American Women Poets, Paula Bernat Bennett proposes that the 

first line is spoken by the main speaker's daughter, while the rest is spoken by the 

mother (cf. 243). Barrett and Miller's anthology, on the other hand, proposes three 

voices: a young daughter's (in the first stanza), an African-American woman's (in the 

second), and the daughter's white mother's in the remaining stanzas (cf. 339). These 
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divergent readings stem again from the commingling of the present with childhood 

memory. 

Much like in “Another War” and “The Black Princess,” the world imagined in 

this poem seems to compete with reality. In contrast to “The Black Princess,” 

however, the speaker's vision is confronted here with solid detail – the city of 

Cincinnati enveloped by industrial pollution. The Ohio river, functions here as a 

double border as the mother-speaker reflects on her own childhood, prompted by her 

child's complaint about the thick smoke in the city: it is a former border between a free

and a slave state, and it is also a border between maturity and the women's present 

duties as mother and the mythicized realm of her childhood “over in Kentucky.” The 

space of the reverie is limited in this poem, and situated more firmly within memory 

transformed by imagination:

For yonder river, wider than the sea,
   Seems sometimes in the dusk a visible moan
Between two worlds—one fair, one dear to me.
   The fair has forms of ever-glimmering stone,
Weird-whispering ruin, graves where legends hide,
And lies in mist upon the charmèd side,
      Over in Kentucky. (Words for the Hour 340) 

This childhood idyll, made possible by the black nurse invoked briefly in the second 

stanza, is allowed to dissipate as “iron chains, when broken, turned to gold.”  The 

main speaker's attempt to understand the black woman's attachment to her follows 

briefly the troubled logic of “The Black Princess” when she muses, “Perhaps I thought

how fierce the master's hold, / Spite of all armies, kept the slave within” (339). 

However, the grasping hands of her own child release her from her own fanciful 
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vision of childhood Kentucky and she consoles herself with the possession of “a 

phantom pencil that can make / Shadows of moons, far back and faint, to rise / On 

dewier grass and in diviner skies, / Over in Kentucky” (340). 

This “phantom pencil” of the poet's imagination draws yet another border in 

the poem, between the troubling, unruly space of the reverie and the space of 

accountability – to facts, and to children. Interestingly, the reverie in “Over in 

Kentucky” (and also in “Another War”) is reserved for the mature speaker, while the 

entry of children into the dialogue signals a very different, often contrasting mode. 

This doubleness of voice is very pronounced in the dialogic poems with children. 

What is more, it attributes to images and objects in the poem a double resonance: they 

are at once decorative, almost trinket-like to the children, and rendered accessible to 

them by the mother. On another level, they are also ominous even if readily more 

legible, to the mother-speaker and to adult readers.

The dialogue poems with child speakers rely on ellipsis. They dramatize 

discrepancies between the adult's and the child's perspective, leaving the significance 

of these discrepancies to the reader to discern. Bennett locates in this dependency on 

ellipsis the source of Piatt's underestimation by contemporaneous critics yet she points

also to the experimental potential of ellipsis, arguing that elliptical strategies “keep her

poetry from monovocality – to Mikhail Bakhtin, poetry's besetting limitation” (xxxvi).

Among the dramatic dialogues, those with child speakers are distinctly polyphonic (to 

borrow here from Bakhtin again) in that they defy resolution to a single point of view 

but maintain instead the two different perspectives side-by-side throughout the poem.
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While identifying in this multiplicity one of Piatt's major strengths as a poet, 

Bennett nonetheless sees it as problematic. In her reading, Piatt's work is split between

poems that are more political and those that she categorizes as more sentimental, 

domestic, and, consequently, conventional. The “political” poems, however, she 

acknowledges, are at risk of “misrecognition” as the latter kind – poems “about 

children” may be taken for poems “for children” (cf. xxxii). Bennett's distinction 

indicates, if somewhat indirectly, the significance of the child speakers. Their naivety 

detracts from the seriousness of the adult speakers' ruminations, drawing attention 

away from them toward the didactic objective of the adult's response to the child. That

is one aspect of the interplay between the two perspectives and voices. 

Another is what I have earlier referred to as the tension between narrative and 

miniature. The child speaker's attentiveness to the material and aesthetic properties of 

objects that serve as the poetic occasion – such as newspaper illustrations featured in 

several of Piatt's poems or the decorative details of military officers' uniforms in 

“Another War” – balance the narrative for which these elements are ciphers with a 

sense of absorption in the image that makes them the child's playthings. The poem, 

then, through the child speaker is displaced into a realm of fantasy in which its subject

acts like the child speaker's toy. As Susan Stewart elucidates in On Longing, “The toy 

opens an interior world, lending itself to fantasy and privacy in a way that the abstract 

space, the playground, of social play does not. To toy with something is to manipulate 

it, to try it out within sets of contexts, none of which is determinative” (56). Even in 

poems classified by Bennett as “political,” the child speakers serve to, if not exactly to
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diminish, then to veil the narrative attached to objects by dramatizing those aspects of 

the poetic occasion that are detached from the political context. The poems pair the 

political with the juxtapolitical, the adult with the child, and juxtapose narrative with 

aesthetic absorption in objects. The “political Piatt” (if we choose to follow Bennett's 

distinction) does at no point leave sentimental domesticity behind nor does she give 

up on the performance of bourgeois femininity.

“Palace-Burner” and the Illustrated Revolution

 “Palace-Burner,” Piatt's most widely discussed poem today, is central to 

Bennett's presentation of Piatt as a political poet, as well as to Mary McCartin Wearn's

reading of her as an iconoclast of the maternal. These subversive aspects of the poem, 

however, remain twined with a depiction of domesticity as a safe haven from the 

world outside. Whereas Piatt's Civil War poems appear withdrawn from the news into 

the sphere personal memories, “Palace-Burner” exemplifies an involvement with the 

political subject-matter that is negotiated through objects. Perhaps because its topic is 

safely geographically removed from the Civil War poems published in the same year, 

1872, “Palace-Burner” pairs imagination not with images from memory but with 

newspaper illustrations, crafting from the iconography of the Paris Commune an 

exciting, if frightening, parallel to the quiet domestic life of the newspaper readers in 

the poem. 

The year 1872 was a very prolific one for Piatt in terms of publication: her 

poems may be found in almost every other issue of Harper's Weekly and The 
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Independent from that year. At the time, these two titles appeared preoccupied with a 

continuing evaluation of the Civil War and its outcomes, with the distant Franco-

Prussian War and the emergence of the Paris Commune in the spring of 1871 

garnering increasing attention as the echoes of the war at home turned into 

increasingly complex social and political problems. The fascination that the events in 

France held for Harper's is manifest in the wealth not only of news items but 

especially of illustrated depictions of war scenes and of life in besieged Paris. Piatt's 

poem is as much concerned with the situation in France as it is with the imaginative 

force of those illustrations.

One striking aspect of the illustrations is the impression of immediacy they 

seek to convey. Though based on European sources and news from foreign 

correspondents, these depictions are nonetheless very detailed, often realist in style, as 

if captured by eye witnesses at the site. The illustrators of Harper's Weekly made thus 

the distant conflict appear universal and close to the heart through depictions of 

suffering in the home and its environs (see Fig. 2. below). Juxtaposed with pictures of 

the Civil War's toll on the country, the pictures of France ravaged by war with Prussia 

echo on one level desolation known from home and, on another, they repeat the 

already familiar stock imagery of war destruction yet with a difference marked by the 

specific detail of foreign uniforms and inscriptions in foreign languages. A detailed 

map of Paris released as a supplement to the February 11th issue situated this relatable 

suffering in a safely remote location. 
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Fig. 2.Images from France in the winter 1871 issues of Harper's Weekly: “A Dog's Dinner Party in
Paris” (left, January 7th, 1871) and “Before the Surrender of Paris—'Another Sortie'” (right,  February

25th, 1871). Courtesy of HarpWeek.

The newspaper representations of the war from across the Atlantic engaged 

thus sentiment and imagination by aesthetic means, without a sense of political 

urgency nor a sense of danger. It was a war in illustrations, resonant with the still 

recent experience of war at home but contained on the pages of newspapers and 

available for reflection and analysis in a way that the Civil War could not be. While 

there is sympathy in the newspaper representations of France in turmoil, there is also 

vicariousness. The insert with the map of Paris is an invitation to explore the 

beleaguered city from the safety of one's own parlor that goes beyond an attempt at 

sympathetic identification or accuracy of reporting almost toward becoming a parlor 

game. This game-like, playful potential in the depictions becomes dramatized in Piatt's

dialogue poem. 

 “Palace-Burner,” subtitled “A Picture in a Newspaper,” is a dialogue between a
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mother and her son about the newspaper depiction a woman from the Paris Commune 

held at gunpoint by soldiers. The poem is at once highly reminiscent of Piatt's Civil 

War poems and strikingly different. We find in it a familiar doubleness of voice, the 

mother-speaker's attentions divided between her child interlocutor and the adult reader.

But if the Civil War poems rely on newspaper material to a certain extent, “Palace-

Burner” is completely absorbed in it. Its central drama lies in the scene of reading 

rather than the referenced scene of imminent violence. 

The latter scene, though there is no illustration alongside the poem in The 

Independent, has been identified by Bennett as the illustration accompanying an article

on women of the Paris Commune from the July 8, 1871 issue of Harper's Weekly.37 

This illustration appears on the cover of Bennett's edition of Piatt's selected poetry, 

Palace-Burner, and is repeated once again on one of the first pages in the volume, 

making it an icon for the whole collection. Bennett's choice to highlight this 

illustration (and to include several others in the book) testifies to the importance

and ubiquity of visual depiction made more readily available by technological 

developments that reduced the cost of reproducing visual art. These developments, 

Luisa Calè and Patrizia Di Bello point out, contributed to the innovative – and at the 

same time unsettling – effect of the the proliferation of the visual material in 

circulation. In the introduction to the essay collection Illustrations, Optics and Objects

in Nineteenth-century Literary and Visual Cultures, Calè and Di Bello emphasize the 

tactile aspect of visual objects and, through it, the complex mediation of distance and 

37 Bennett, 167 n. 28; see also Giordano 34.
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desire in and for the visual object. “Small and intimate objects, nineteenth-century 

photographs are easy to collect, store, transport, send through the post, or even use 'to 

paper a small room,'” they write, turning from materiality to the question of intimacy. 

Photographs, small reproductions and illustrations could “exemplify the desire to 'get 

close,' to handle and manipulate everything. This focus on hand and touch helps us 

rethink indexicality,” they propose, underscoring the relationship between what the 

depiction and its beholder (10).38 

 Their discussion focuses on photographs yet speaks to desires underscored in 

Piatt's depiction of the child in the poem as a collector and enraptured student of 

newspaper images. The illustration figures in the poem as a powerful object: a window

onto the wider world for the child and a far more problematic artifact for the mother, 

caught up in reading the illustration for the child while trying to make sense of its 

effect on herself. This latter reading is not limited to mere consumption of the news 

but an attempt to ask about the speaker's own position with regard to the news and the 

vision of womanhood conveyed by the illustration and its accompanying piece. (The 

illustration, I would argue, is not the poem's only referent. Figure 3 shows the entire 

magazine page, with the image framed by a short piece on the pétroleuse questions 

from which surface in Piatt's speaker's meditation on the romantic image of 

revolutionary violence.) 

The mother's exchanges with the child that structure the stanzas may be read as

playful teasing, yet the melancholy of the mother's unspoken ruminations on the 

38 Calè and Di Bello define indexicality as “a continuous, rather than instantaneous process, which 
indexes what is in front of the camera as much as the desires of those who reach out to prints to look
at them, buy them, collect them, send them around, and organize their publication” (10).
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communard may hardly be linked to a longing for familial safety. On the one hand, 

Piatt's daydream about revolution captures politics into an iconic image, which 

becomes a trinket in the hands of the boy in the poem – and in the reading offered to 

the child, which assumes at times a didactic tone. On the other hand, the woman 

revolutionary becomes an icon for the mother's unrealized, if perhaps unrealistic, 

passions.

The speaker's half-hearted attempt to treat the newspaper image as merely an 

aesthetic object only underscores her and the child's fascination with the woman 

depicted in the illustration. Although in the beginning of the poem the mother casually 

remarks that the illustration is dated, the child's interest invites her to keep 

contemplating it. Looking at the picture, she exclaims: “Two years are oh! so long. 

Now you may bring / Some newer pictures. You like this one best?”—from that 

question the mother's attention divides between the attempt at a jocular yet instructive 

explanation of the image to her son and her thoughts on what that image means to her. 

These two trains of thought are kept distinct and parallel, while unfolding 

simultaneously throughout the poem, from its very first stanza:

She has been burning palaces. “To see
     The sparks look pretty in the wind?” Well, yes –
And something more. But women brave as she
     Leave much for cowards, such as I to guess. (Palace-Burner 39)

The quotation marks around the question “To see / The sparks look pretty in the 

wind?” set the child's words apart from the mother's, whose contributions, though 

formally not distinguished from each other, waver between two different emotional 
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registers. The mother teases the boy with questions—“You wish that you had lived in 

Paris then? / You would have loved to burn a palace, too?”—and disciplines him with 

humor, so as to make the vision of the revolution less enticing to him. “But they had 

guns in France, and Christian men / Shot little wicked Communists, like you,” she 

threatens, jokingly. She seeks to dispel the allure of the illustration, but when the boy  

begins to demand answers from her, she turns away from him and focuses on the 

image. Her responses are no longer witty but impatient and tinged with an inexplicable

longing to imagine herself in the situation from the newspaper picture.

It is not clear when the words cease to be spoken and we pass into the realm of 

thought. The fifth stanza, however, reveals that the poem has been shifting between 

speech and thought, as well as between didactic condemnation and desire, from the 

very beginning. Asked by the boy if she would burn down a palace, the mother reacts 

thus:

Would I? Go to your play. Would I, indeed?
     I? Does the boy not know my soul to be
Languid and worldly, with a dainty need
     For light and music? Yet he questions me. (40)

Palpable in this stanza is a sense of weariness with the child and even an irrational fear

about his ability to read his mother's thoughts (or, perhaps, the article attached to the 

illustration, which asks about the passions directing the female revolutionaries just as 

his mother is interrogating her own desire to be like the woman in the picture). There 

is a theatrical aspect to the speaker's juxtaposed remarks: she performs her role of a 

good mother and good citizen toward the child, while letting herself wander at the 
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same time into a reverie woven from the news material – a reverie that calls the values

she seeks to impress upon the child into question. 

Fig. 3.  The page from Harper's Weekly with the illustration “The End of the Commune – Execution of
a Petroleuse” and the accompanying article about the female revolutionaries of the Paris Commune.

Courtesy of HarpWeek. 
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This other narrative thread of the poem functions much like an aside in a play as it 

reaches toward Piatt's adult reader, connecting in an adult understanding of the 

political resonance of the illustration and, also, of the affective force of the 

representation.39 The speaker's reading of the illustration traces this effect of the image

on an adult, for whom it engages a chain of associations, endowing the palace-burner 

with the traits of both a saint “with lips to kiss away a baby's cry, / Hands fit for 

flowers” and a demon, “a fair, subtle snake” who wreathes “a stinging poison with a 

shadowy power.” The speaker reads in the depiction of the communard a Gothic 

heroine who finds tragic fulfillment in the awareness of the approaching death. She is 

for that instant an unattainable model for the speaker – “a being finer than my soul, I 

fear,” as the speaker concedes in the concluding line of the poem. This fantasy is a 

safe foray into the sublime, one that does not contradict the speaker's maternal 

admonition of her son, but remains on its margins.

More than that, the fantasy about the communard functions also as a reading of

the pitfalls illustrations hold for adult readers: the speaker's captivation with the 

romantic possibilities of the image points, even if indirectly, to the known conventions

that served as the basis for the portrait. Thus, as far as the political dimension of the 

39 An extension of the theatrical metaphor that may be helpful in navigating the doubleness of Piatt's 
speakers is found in the work of linguist Jennifer Coates. Coates adapts Erving Goffman's 
distinction between “frontstage” and “backstage” behavior in her analysis of mothers' speech acts 
such as, e.g. complaining, jocular threats, expressing negative feelings about their children so as to 
highlight how such potentially transgressive acts become “folded” into regular discourse and, 
instead of being truly transgressive, function as merely “behind-the-scenes” performances of 
ambivalence. In “Women Behaving Badly: Female Speakers Backstage,” Coates traces this 
distinction back to the nineteenth-century “angel of the hearth” ideal of womanhood: “It is 
undeniable that one of the burdens of being born female is the imperative to be nice. The ideal of 
femininity, established in the nineteenth century, is the 'perfect wife and mother', the epitome of 
niceness. ... It could be argued that ... 'behaving badly' has positive connotations when associated 
with men, while the phrase has negative connotations when associated with women. This means that
certain kinds of behaviour are taboo for women” (67).
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poem is concerned, the fanciful aspects of Piatt's description of the illustration 

highlight the sensationalistic aspect of the news item itself, where the revolution is 

mediated through a stylized, romanticized representation of violence. As Matthew 

Giordano notes, the speaker's thoughts and her attempt to explain politics to her son 

reflect the range of themes and approaches in a periodical: “In 'The Palace-Burner' ... 

Piatt depicts the periodical as serving multiple purposes,” writes Giordano, 

emphasizing that “the picture and the article are accessible to the adult and the child 

alike” but not in the same way. The poem explores their capacity to be read and 

understood in different ways by maintaining the mother's and the child's readings as 

parallel narratives about the image – narratives that stem from each reader's 

imaginative play with the illustration: “[The picture and the article] are at once sources

of profound intellectual, political, and emotional content, ephemeral material artifacts 

that can be cut up, played with, and tossed away, and objects of amusing and 

pleasurable browsing. They find a place in both the child's scrapbook and in the 

professional poet's archive of usable material” (Giordano 34).

Showing what the items from the periodical become in the hands of different 

readers, “Palace-Burner” interrogates also the role of illustration in transforming news 

items into stories pregnant with hyperbole and allusion. The revolution embodied by 

the petroleuse after all may well be a trinket to readers who see her through the lens of

the stylized illustration, an icon of female heroism and victimization, an image of 

sorrow and unfulfillment, a political portent. The poem attends to these possibilities as

they are conveyed in the image, animating and extending the “dated” excerpt from the 
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periodical beyond its immediate political significance to its role as an object of play. 

While this latter role could be argued to undermine the political resonance of Piatt's 

poem and – if we predicate the poem's significance on it, also its literary value – that 

juxtapolitical play with the image is where the experimental potential of the poem lies.

In the exchange with the child, the mother-speaker considers the materiality of the 

newspaper illustration, allowing for a reflection on the image of the revolutionary as a 

construct (and of the newspaper as constructing an image of revolution rather than 

simply reporting on events). Thus, rather than acting in a reductive manner, the poem's

investment in the image as a trinket creates the poem's crucial ambiguities. 

Sentimental Identification and Anti-Sentimental Questioning

Because of their sentimental appeal, Paula Bennett argues that most of Piatt's 

poems with children were written with a commercial aim in mind and therefore should

not be considered as representative of Piatt's literary ambitions and ideas on poetry. 

Yet the relationship between naïvete and maturity and between the feminine and the 

serious (a distinction that Bennett reinforces throughout her discussion of Piatt's verse)

operates in more complex ways than Bennett's initial evaluation allows for as the 

twined voices in “Palace-Burner” attest. Where Bennett proposes a further distinction 

between child poems, singling out a small selection of ones that touch upon serious 

topics such as child death (cf. Palace-Burner xxxiii), I propose to treat the child 

speakers as an important counterpart to Piatt's adult speaker, one that enables the 

poems' fruitful ambiguity. In the poems I discuss in the earlier sections, inquisitive 
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children appear as the key to Piatt's mother-speaker and her dilemmas as they spur the 

ambidextrous interrogation of the subject. Even when the connection to the periodical 

context appears less overt, Piatt's mothers and children function as readers, negotiating

cultural norms, images, and apparent meanings in dialogues that consistently gesture 

outside the poem.

The formal and critical potential of Piatt's dramatic poems lies in the contrast 

between the mother's reserve and disillusionment and the children's curiosity and lack 

of awareness of taboos. A reading that rejects the sentimental, or even childlike, side to

these poems – their crafted naïvete – downplays the questioning role that they 

perform. Like the precocious children of sentimental fiction, who deliver to readers 

lessons of ethics and social justice, Piatt's child speakers pose questions that trouble 

the decorum by unknowingly addressing taboo subjects. Instead of edging toward a 

moral epiphany, however, these questions linger in the time before knowing the 

answer, before experience and disenchantment. In this way, Piatt entertains 

didacticism briefly without letting it dominate and reduce the poem by delaying the 

anticipated lesson in favor of describing the inner battle the questions cause in the 

mother's mind. The mother's internal conflict concerns that which she wants to keep 

hidden from the child but which she believes the child seeks. In “Palace-Burner,” the 

mother seeks to mitigate the tension between her knowing and the child's desire to 

know by means of jocular threats but at the end she is convinced that the boy has seen 

through the banter.

This fear of the child's insight dominates the poem “Beatrice Cenci,” in which 
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the child's ignorance amplifies the impropriety of the mother's fascination as well as 

her hidden knowledge. “Beatrice Cenci,” published in 1871, a year before “Palace-

Burner,” shares several structural and thematic features with the later poem. It uses the

same kind of occasion for the dialogue between mother and child: a picture of a 

woman, which piques the child's interest and awakens the mother's hidden dreams. 

The picture, displayed “In a City Shop-Window,” as the subtitle explains, is a 

commercial product like the newspaper illustration of the pétroleuse. Like the 

illustration, it combines sensationalism of the story behind it with the prettiness of the 

image in order to both tantalize and please common tastes. Both poems begin with this

effect of the image, with the child intrigued by the beauty of the woman in the picture 

and the mother ruminating on the tragedy behind the beauty. These poems depict 

encounters with popular culture and play upon the paradox of the dependence of 

“pleasing objects” on social taboos and constraints of propriety.

Piatt shows how popular culture flirts with the unseemly by describing the 

interaction of the mother and child with the objects on one level and, on another, by 

making her poems perform a role similar role to that of the pictures about which she 

writes. The poems remain playful and, on the surface, perfectly genteel: the diction of 

Piatt's characterizations of Beatrice Cenci (as of the pétroleuse) is conventionally 

sentimental, borrowing from the imagery of ephemeral femininity and female 

suffering, identified by Cheryl Walker as the central themes of poetess verse 

sentimentality.40  The opening stanza of “Beatrice Cenci” describes the effect of the 

40 In The Nightingale's Burden: Women Poets and American Culture Before 1900 (1982), Cheryl 
Walker maps the themes and formal conventions in poetry by American women, paying special 
attention to the centrality of the poetess verse tradition in nineteenth-century women's poetry. 
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portrait on the mother-speaker in these stock sentimental terms, hinting subtly at the 

tragic story of Beatrice Cenci:

Out of a low light an exquisite, faint face
       Suddenly started. Goldenness of hair,
A South-look of sweet, sorrowful eyes, a trace
      Of prison paleness – what if these were there
When Guido's hand41 could never reach the grace
       That glimmered on me from the Italian air – 
       Fairness so fierce, or fierceness half so fair? 

(Palace-Burner 21, 23)

The final, alliterative line of this stanza plays upon Beatrice's appearance of innocence

as shrouding her crime. “Fierceness half so fair” indicates, albeit enigmatically, the 

patricide committed by Beatrice, partly exonerated perhaps by her “fairness so fierce” 

– her innocence taken by abuse at her father's hands. 

The painter, depicted at work on his portrait of the imprisoned woman in the 

reproduction the mother and son are looking at in the poem, is unable to pierce 

through Beatrice's mystery, the speaker argues. Her “secret sorrow” may only be 

understood by other women, the poem affirms by aligning Guido's ignorance with the 

boy's confusion over the image. The boy asks, struck by Beatrice's beauty, “Is it some 

Walker explains the investment of poetess verse in sentimentality by the demands of the publishing 
market, pointing to Griswold's exclusion of female poets from The Poets and Poetry of America as 
indicative of women's entrapment in very specific expectations on the part of editors and publishers 
(cf. 56). She writes: “In fact, the magazines, for all that they opened up opportunities for women, 
encouraged the hack work, those 'slight themes that were desired,' which [Lydia] Sigourney 
mentions. Godey's, Graham's, and The Lady's Wreath published and applauded sentimentality.” 
Walker moves on to enumerating the defining tropes of the verse culture engendered in this 
publishing climate: “In these poems the sentimental is less a matter of self-dramatization (although 
that does occur) than a reliance on words like “sweet” and “the thorn,” an over-fondness for 
idealizing children or the dead, a tendency to take comfort in simplistic conceptions of life and pious
platitudes” (57). Piatt's poems play with these elements, lending themselves often to interpretation 
as sentimental and anti-sentimental.

41 Bennett pairs this poem with the illustration “Guido in the Cell of Beatrice Cenci” from the October 
28th, 1871 issue of Harper's Bazar. Cf. Palace-Burner 22.
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actress?,” to which the mother replies with a lie, “Yes” (Palace Burner 23). In her 

internal monologue, which follows the reply, she extends the lie into a metaphor. 

Beatrice becomes in her imagination an actress in her personal Tragedy (Piatt 

capitalizes the word), which “we have brokenly read.” Before the reading can be 

rendered “unbroken” by the speaker's interpretation, however, the child interrupts her 

reverie with a final question that concludes the poem. The mystery, then, remains 

veiled between the speaker and the reader in the know as the legibility of the portrait 

(and of the story of Beatrice Cenci) depends on the reader's ability to interpret the 

mother's evasive responses to the child's questions and her feverish, enigmatically 

articulated, preoccupation with the image.

In the reading of the images and their interpretation by the mother and the son, 

on which both “Beatrice Cenci” and “Palace-Burner,” Piatt brings out the 

psychological complexity of responses to visual art. Though stated parenthetically, 

apologetic, and carefully hidden from the child, the mother's thoughts on the pictures 

are not mere fantasies for which they try to pass. Piatt is skillful in making the 

mother's observations provocative yet consistently self-marginalizing by framing them

with  disclaimers and silences, but these reflections speak to larger issues in art 

interpretation and  the significance of gender. Firstly, in the two poems Piatt 

dramatizes the “dynamic of interiorization that human subjects come to find the world 

of objects replete with meaning,” as Bill Brown defines the mechanism of emotional 

investment in an object (105). The pictures are desired as possessions – the newspaper 

cutting in “Palace-Burner” is a cherished item from a home archive and the portrait of 
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Beatrice Cenci an eye-catching reproduction in a shop display – and as tokens of 

intriguing personal histories that standing in for the women they depict. Secondly, they

both picture women facing imminent death and, as the mother and child's exchanges 

make clear, the awareness of death's proximity is overwhelming for the beholders.

In these poems Piatt fulfills Poe's tenet about the death of a beautiful woman 

being “the most poetical subject.” Moreover, she makes this tenet appear not only as 

an artistic motto but a universal topos obvious even to children. The boy promptly 

recognizes the specter of death in the image, inquiring in the last lines of “Beatrice 

Cenci” “why the beautiful ladies all, you know, / Live so far-off, and die so long ago?”

In the absence of any explanation from the mother concerning the identity or the lot of

the woman in the picture, this coda ties together the dialogue and what the mother has 

left unsaid. Looking at the artwork, the mother and child are looking at death 

represented through aesthetization of the woman's image. 

According to Elisabeth Bronfen, beauty and death are coterminous in images 

of this kind. “The pictorial representation of dead women,” notes Bronfen in Over Her

Dead Body: Death, Femininity, and the Aesthetic, “became so prevalent in eighteenth 

and nineteenth century European culture that by the middle of the latter century this 

topos was already dangerously hovering on the periphery of cliché” (3). In her study 

of the conjunction of aesthetic pleasure with morbidity, Bronfen traces a history of 

pictorial and literary depictions of dying and dead women, premised on the complete 

identification of the woman with the aesthetic object, in which the woman is 

subsumed by the artwork. 
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In American literature, Bronfen argues, this inversion of the Pygmalion myth is

epitomized by Poe's “The Oval Portrait” (1850) and Hawthorne's “The Birthmark” 

(1843). These tales of transformation of a female subject is into a work of art by a 

male artist gesture toward the nineteenth-century art scene, where, since high art was 

the province of men, the perfection of “beautiful death” was the most likely avenue of 

women's participation. In encounters with art, the man and, with him the audience, 

face the inanimate world of art, in which he has inscribed the woman, so that “the 

portrait of a deceased woman serves to illustrate how the pleasure representation 

affords, as this supports imaginary identification, is never severed from some form of 

death” (Bronfen 120).

Scenes of such imaginary identification are central to both “Palace-Burner” 

and “Beatrice Cenci.” Piatt's speakers' fascination with the depictions of the two dead 

women, the intensity of which may strike us today as disturbing, was for the 

nineteenth-century audience a quaintly familiar expression of admiration and longing 

for the privilege of being the muse. As Bronfen points out: “beautification and 

aesthetisation mitigate a direct threat by severing image from its context” (122), 

containing death in the form of the image. What ostensibly meets the beholder's eye is 

the beauty. Nevertheless, the women in the pictures are unmistakably dead and their 

beauty, as such, is defined by the imminence of death. For the boy in both poems, 

identification is not a possible path for penetrating into the heart of the mystery of the 

images' appeal – still, it is obvious to him that the women are dead. However, beyond 

the mother's scary joke in “Palace-Burner” (“But they had guns in France, and 
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Christian men / Shot wicked little Communists, like you”), death is never discussed in 

these poems. In “Beatrice Cenci,” the child's final question leaves the problem of 

death suspended between him and the mother. Death marks the end of childhood 

innocence. Yet this innocence, even if protected by the mother's refusal to answer the 

child's questions, is not impermeable. Through his desire to find out the truth the boy 

poses a threat to the mother. Much like the male artist who penetrates the secret of 

mortality and annihilates his muse in crafting her likeness, the boy is probing the 

mother's endurance by trying to see through her expressions and silences in order to 

understand what she sees in the images. Her protectiveness of the women in the 

pictures betokens her interiorization of the women's stories so that they have become 

her intimate secret.

In case of the illustration from “Palace-Burner,” the boy is able to glean from 

the picture the signs of struggle and comprehend the danger facing the woman (but no 

other details), but the portrait of the legendary murderess, which the child and mother 

notice in the shop display, gives him no clues. It is only the mother's amazement and 

silence that suggest there might be something exceptional about the pretty face in the 

picture. The boy's questions about the portrait – “Is it some actress?”, “Tell me (is it 

harm to ask you?): is the picture real, though?”  – turn from the image to the mother's 

reaction. The first question ushers in the mother's theatrical fantasy about witnessing 

the tragedy of the Cenci family, as she imagines a curtain rolling away between herself

and the painting. The climactic moment of the poem comes before the son's second 

question, when the mother is awakened from her reverie about Beatrice Cenci by the 
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realization that her son is watching her:

—Hush! for a child's quick murmur breaks the charm
     Of terror that was winding round me so.
And, at the white touch of a pretty arm,
     Darkness and Death and Agony crouch low
In old-time dungeons[.] (Palace-Burner 23)

Although the child disperses the anguish and gloom that permeate this vision, his 

sudden entry is embarrassing, as if he had caught his mother red-handed in a state of 

suspension between reality and the forbidden tale. His caution in asking the second 

question suggests that he recognizes the painting's strange impact on his mother.

The allure of the image of Beatrice Cenci – described in great detail in the first 

stanza – is reminiscent of the apotheosis of the communard from “Palace-Burner.” The

mother's furtive attempt at identification with the tragic beauty is full of self-disdain 

for her own down-to-earth existence and of worry that her inappropriate fantasies will 

be noticed by her child. The excitement is of a masochistic kind: it communicates an 

impossible, destructive desire behind the carefully maintained façade of propriety and 

self-denial.42 Piatt verges on the overwrought in her descriptions of the female ideal 

represented by the French revolutionary and by Beatrice Cenci, but in both poems the 

outburst of admiration is balanced by the mother's reticence: she offers no attempt at 

an explanation beyond the humorous threats in “Palace-Burner” or the “Yes” that 

breaks the silence in “Beatrice Cenci”; the poems insist on the unsaid, on the contrast 

42 Marianne Noble offers an excellent analysis of the masochistic self-fashioning of poetesses in the 
introduction to The Masochistic Pleasures of Sentimental Literature; her discussion of submission in
Maria Brooks' “The Obedient Love of Woman Her Highest Bliss” offers important insights into the 
appeal of the tensions between inappropriate desires and self-discipline that I trace in “Beatrice 
Cenci” and “Palace-Burner” (see Noble 4-5).
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between what the mother-speaker and the reader know and what the child is on the 

verge of finding out.

The dramatization of the mother-speaker's identification with the likeness of 

Beatrice Cenci highlights the centrality of sentimental femininity to Piatt's 

construction of her poetic subjects. This identification defines the mother-speaker's 

experience of the image and, as such, falls squarely into poetess verse conventions. 

The second thread running through the poem, the one connected to the child's 

perspective and to his questions to the mother, offers a subtle interrogation of the 

mother's experience. The fact that the poem offers no resolution between the two 

threads other than the final acknowledgment of death as the painting's subject, invites 

both a sentimental and an anti-sentimental reading. Sentimentality, however, is clearly 

not left unchallenged in “Beatrice Cenci” even if it is by no means dismantled by its 

questioning. In lieu of didacticism, the mother in this poem offers silence and 

ostensibly acquiesces to the boy. However, she offers him no consoling  promises that 

could counter the specter of death, no “comfort in simplistic conceptions of life and 

pious platitudes,” in which Cheryl Walker locates a major fault of poetess verse 

sentimentality (cf. 57). Crafting, on the one hand, a sentimental fantasy in the mother-

speaker's internal monologue and, on the other, evading sentimentalism in the dialogue

with the child, Piatt uses stock sentimental tropes to depict a conflicted subjectivity 

rather than an image of the speaker's femininity that would mirror the images she 

beholds.
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The Timely and the Ephemeral: Defining Experiment in Piatt's Poetry

The mother and child's conversational hide-and-seek in Piatt's poems gestures 

toward the fragile fiction of the separate spheres, whose inconclusive and 

contradictory divisions infantilized women. Women's sphere was imagined by conduct

literature and the era's magazines as a realm of trinkets, light reading, and pursuit of 

beauty and perfection in spirit, in appearance, and in domestic matters. In reality, of 

course, not only was the circle of women to whom these ideals were available 

circumscribed by social class and by race, but as the silences and imaginary escapes in

Piatt's poems indicate, “pleasing objects” and feminine pastimes were not 

disconnected from larger issues. Piatt's use of sentimentality to interrogate rather than 

re-affirm women's roles testifies both to her poetry's anchoring in the Civil War and its

immediate aftermath and to the indebtedness of her imaginary to the trappings of 

bourgeois femininity.

Her mother-speakers, for all their attempts to circumvent taboo subjects with 

the child speakers, assert a didactic intent either weakly or relinquish it altogether. 

Piatt weighs carefully in these poems the conflicting demands of bourgeois 

womanhood: to be innocent and unacquainted with the politics and problems of the 

(men's) world, but at the same time to raise a child to be a good citizen, opting for a 

more complicated answer than the ones dictated by convention.43 The domesticity we 

43 This is,of necessity, a very simplified picture of the nuanced and changeable rhetoric of separate 
spheres. For an examination of the concept's evolution and its usage in women's history see Linda 
K. Kerber, “Separate Spheres, Female Worlds, Woman's Place: The Rhetoric of Women's History” 
(in Toward an Intellectual History of Women). Kerber describes the emergence of the ideology of 
republican womanhood as a negotiation between patriarchy and republicanism: “[Americans in the 
early Republic] recorded the values of women's sphere, validating women's moral influence on their 
husbands and lovers, ascribing world-historical importance to women's maternal role, and claiming 
for women a nature less sexual and more self-controlled than the nature of men. The ideology of 
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find in the poems is not an “empire of the mother,” to use Mary P. Ryan's term, but a 

fragile home whose serenity is called into question by news from the outside world, 

and by images of others' suffering. 

These poetic occasions link the poems to the time of their composition, linking

also their investment in ambivalence to the turmoil of the war. The fragile domesticity 

in which Piatt locates her mothers and children, and from which the father is 

consistently absent, differs greatly from antebellum portrayals of the home in that it 

becomes the site of questioning and re-consideration of received images. Piatt allows 

her mother-speakers feeble attempts at didacticism to fade into evasiveness and, 

ultimately, silence. Palpable throughout the poems that take images as the poetic 

occasion is the mother-speaker's frustration with children's ability to see through the 

nuances of the pictures and, ultimately, through her assumed air of innocence. War, 

political revolt, crime, death, and suffering underlie the powerful appeal of the pictures

and, even if not fully understood, they are absorbed by the children's curious gaze.

While Mary McCartin Wearn reads Piatt's portrayal of motherhood as radically

breaking with the antebellum construct of middle-class womanhood, focused on 

dismantling sentimental motherhood, I would rather describe Piatt's strategy as one of 

republican womanhood recognized that women's choices and women's work did serve large social 
and political purposes, and that recognition was enough to draw the traditional women's 'sphere' 
somewhat closer to men's 'world'” (174).  

In Making the “America of Art,” Naomi Z. Sofer considers the significance of this social 
dynamic for the gendering of high art as masculine. Sofer discusses Hawthorne's, Melville's and 
Higginson's writings on the question of literary value and artistry with economic and social demands
that shaped women's authorship and its particular tie to the market. “Questions of originality have 
special resonance for women writers,” argues Sofer, “because the antebellum conception of 
authorship was predicated on the assumption that women were motivated strictly by the desire to 
serve as mediums for a divine message, and women writers had long disclaimed any desire to 
express their own original aesthetic vision because such ambitions were widely considered 
unfeminine” (124).
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critical ambivalence (cf. Wearn 109). The interrogation of images of femininity 

happens in her poems from within sentimental tropes, evidencing not an outright 

rebellion against their confines but rather a search for new significances of familiar 

images. Hinting at subversion rather than embracing it fully, Piatt offers the reader the 

vicarious pleasure in sharing a likewise vicarious fantasy. Revolutionary impulses are 

insistently muted, half-said, and dreamed up rather than acted upon in the poems. 

They explore the ambiguity of objects and situations, relying on double entendres to 

relinquish authority rhetorically instead of asserting a defined stance. This 

relinquishment of authority is, perhaps somewhat paradoxically, where Piatt's major 

strength lies. It liberates her poems from following one clear-cut narrative thread, 

focusing instead on the dialogic possibilities of conversation and interpretation of 

objects, with all the potential for mishearing, misreading, and difference of perspective

that they offer.

Piatt fashions her speakers as keen readers whose intellect pierces through the 

surface appeal of images to more intricate meanings, often negotiated in relation to 

other texts. In the poems classified by Matthew Giordano as “periodical poems,” the 

reading of the periodical and the writing of the poem inform each other in the dramatic

dialogues. The doubled voices of her speakers cater to a split audience as if mimicking

the periodical's ability to inform and entertain different audiences. By extension, 

ekphrastic poems, such as “Beatrice Cenci,” conjure not only a verbal representation 

of the image but contextualize the scene of reading. Encounters with  texts and images

bear a distinct specificity in these poems – to the extent that they may be traced down 
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to their source and dated, as Bennett does in Palace-Burner by assigning illustrations 

from Harper's publications to particular poems. 

The acts of reading that the poems dramatize are timely, that is inscribed in the 

particulars of the objects and publications to which they respond, and so are the poems

themselves. They construct a portrait of middle-class female reader navigating a 

reality changed profoundly by the Civil War. Piatt's speakers seem to be affected by 

war violence only by proxy: through figures such as the black nurse from memories of

a childhood in the South or the former fiancé who went on to join the Confederate 

army. Not in danger themselves, they strive nonetheless to piece together a picture of 

others' experiences via the news and war images from newspapers. Concurrent with 

this attentive reading is the performance of the feminine that deemphasizes the 

intellectual work of this collecting and analyzing. But while poetess tropes crop up in 

these poems, ranging from floral metaphors to feminine interjections, they are 

uncoupled from sentimental resolutions: the poems offer no explanations or attempts 

at consolation but remain with questions and salient silences, anchoring the poem 

more firmly in the present to which the past cannot furnish an answer.

In closing, I would like to revisit the poem “The Sorrows of Charlotte” (1872),

a brief discussion of which I offer in the Introduction. Not a periodical poem nor an 

ekphrastic one, it demonstrates yet another iteration of the poetic speaker as a reader, 

as well as another example of Piatt's employment of poetess sentimentality to 

interrogate established images of femininity. In a sentimental embrace of 

generalization, Charlotte from Goethe's The Sorrows of Young Werther comes to 
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represent here all women in the art world whose lot is confined to serving as 

inspiration for male artists, while their thoughts, opinions, and actual lives are deemed 

too trivial for art. The poem is short, comprised of just two stanzas:

The Sorrows of Werther, that is the Book,
     Little girl of mine. Will I show you what
His sorrows were like? Such a brown-eyed look
     Could hardly see. Never mind, they were not
Such sorrows, I fancy, as yours or mine,
But such as in pictures look so fine,
     And such as can end—in a pistol shot.

“Is anyone else in the Book? (I knew
     She would ask me that.) Yes, Charlotte is there.
[“]Then is it the sorrows of Charlotte too?”
     No, child, for never a man would care
To write such a long sad story, you see,
     As the—cutting of bread-and-butter would be;
     And never a woman had time to dare! (Palace-Burner 33)

While the image of Charlotte that the mother-speaker sparingly crafts by hinting at the

heroine's unsung tragedy fulfills the poetess trope of “secret sorrow,” in celebrating 

Charlotte, she is at the same time protesting Goethe's sentimentalism. What the poem 

thus, ultimately, extols is not the love story at the heart of The Sorrows of Young 

Werther but the unwritten story of Charlotte's life. The “cutting of bread-and-butter” 

that indicates in Piatt's poem limitations domestic life puts on women, in William 

Makepeace Thackeray's satire “The Sorrows of Werther” serves to ridicule Charlotte. 

In Thackeray's poem, Charlotte cutting bread and butter frames the succinct account of

Werther's love from the lines in the first stanza: “Would you know how first he met 

her? / She was cutting bread and butter” to the poems conclusion: “Charlotte, having 

seen his body / Borne before her on a shutter, / Like a well-conducted person, / Went 
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on cutting bread and / butter” (305). Thackeray rereads Werther's romantic tragedy as 

one of mismatch between the protagonist's passion and its object. Preoccupied with 

the mundane, unimaginative, and oblivious to Werther's anguish, the Charlotte from 

Thackeray's poem is an inept addressee of his lofty sentiments.

By contrast, Piatt's treatment of Charlotte is a protest against such a reduction 

to a mere object of Werther's affection. As the grandeur of Werther's suffering and his 

suicide in the name of love obliterates Charlotte's side of the story in Goethe's 

Romantic classic, in the dialogue between the mother and daughter, Charlotte's 

sorrows become a meaningful question. They may not, however, be recuperated, 

because they are unwritten, the mother argues in response to the child's question. 

Women, Piatt seems to suggest here, become either trivialized or their stories remain 

untold. The last lines of “The Sorrows of Charlotte” can, then, be read as a latent call 

for a revalorization of the feminine. Bemoaning the inclination among male artists and

critics to diminish the lives and pursuits of women, Piatt ends her poem with a dare, 

which, though announced as a writing challenge, is perhaps more of a challenge for 

reading her own evasions, silences, and allusions. Rather than rejecting bourgeois 

femininity as a burden, these strategies showcase the ability of Piatt's mother-speakers 

to articulate a liminal history of the period – removed from the heart of conflicts and 

from great narratives into the world of objects, fleeting news fragments, and questions 

that echo in the silence between the poems' split voices.
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CHAPTER 3

THE HOUSE AS COUNTRY: MINIATURE, RACE, AND BELONGING 

IN ELIZABETH STODDARD'S TWO MEN

Written during the Civil War, Elizabeth Stoddard's Two Men focuses on 

marriage and inheritance within two generations of an old New England family. The 

narrative format of Two Men rests on a reversal of scale: the world of the home 

constantly overshadows the world outside it, culminating in the former's unequivocal 

self-exclusion from its surroundings. This conception of the novel – a stark departure 

from the Bildungsroman format of Stoddard's famous debut, The Morgesons – 

elucidates character through a relationship to property and to objects. Emphatically 

removed from its surroundings, the house in which the novel's dramas take place 

comes to determine the protagonists' ideals and morals to the exclusion of more 

worldly concerns. On the one hand, the novel is deeply invested in what may seem 

like a trivial attachment to material possessions, and, on the other hand, it also 

develops in its course a deeply conflicted response to the question of who may hold a 

claim to national belonging. The tie between these ostensibly divergent interests is 

articulated through the management of the home as the domesticity of Two Men 

returns constantly to the juxtaposition of the domestic with the foreign, setting up the 

home against the changing world outside its walls.
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Two Men takes as its point of departure familiar elements of literary 

domesticity and enlists them in the service of a narrative in which the management of 

the household comes to wield a transformative power as the repeated acts of 

refurnishing the house imagine the family anew, negotiating the conditions for 

inclusion with an elusive overarching ideal of “consolidation.” Through its fixation on 

the homely and domestic, taken to an almost grotesque level with the detailing of the 

house's interiors, Two Men attempts repeatedly to define the relationship between the 

vision enshrined in the family home and the “foreign element” necessary to its 

continuation. The home gives the novel a language for kinship, marriage, and – in a 

carefully veiled manner – for the relationship between race and national belonging. 

My analysis of Two Men unfolds as a dialogue with scholars who have recovered Two 

Men for twenty-first-century readers, elucidating in their recovery work the political 

dimension of Stoddard's domestic drama. Jennifer Putzi's and Lisa Radinovsky's 

examinations of the parallel between the novel's incest and miscegenation plots in 

particular illuminate the relationship between private conflicts in Two Men and the 

question of citizenship. 

A reading that privileges the political significance almost exclusively, I 

contend, runs the risk of representing Stoddard's politics in an overly optimistic light, 

tying her subversion of literary conventions to a democratic vision. I pay close 

attention to the relationship of the domestic understood as relating to the house and 

home and the domestic understood through its juxtaposition with the foreign, in an 

effort to underscore challenges to an optimistic take on Stoddard's politics. I argue that
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the image of the house and matters of housekeeping are the key to Stoddard's politics 

in this novel, which results in a vision that is far from democratic but instead deeply 

invested in elaborating a theory of genius that outgrows laws and circumstances.

Crucial for Stoddard's novelistic project is skillful play with conventions and 

allusions to popular sources that leads to defamiliarization and transformation of 

familiar elements into a subversive narrative. To appreciate what originality stands for 

in the case of a controversial writer like Stoddard, who was mostly ignored by her 

contemporaries and discovered in the second half of the twentieth-century, it is 

important to first turn to the significance of convention. In Elizabeth Stoddard and the

Boundaries of Bourgeois Culture, Lynn Mahoney advocates for greater nuance in 

studying the cultural place of nineteenth-century women's writing, criticizing the 

polarization engendered by the debate between Ann Douglas and Jane Tompkins: 

“[W]here Ann Douglas saw complicity and and submission, Jane Tompkins unearthed 

subversion and empowerment. The either/or nature of the Tompkins/Douglas debate 

has obscured the extent to which nineteenth-century American women actively chose 

one identity over the other, argues Mahoney, proposing instead that “[m]ost, including 

Stoddard, constructed their identities on a continuum which mixed submission and 

rebellion” (xvii). Following this argument, I propose to point to Stoddard's 

“submission” to bourgeois culture and bourgeois femininity as a locus of her 

“rebellion.” It is also where her literary career intersects with those of the other two 

writers I read in this dissertation.

Elizabeth Stoddard, Sarah Piatt, and Harriet Prescott Spofford appear together 

145



in two books published in the 1870s: the 1873 re-edition of Rufus Wilmot Griswold's 

The Female Poets of America and the 1877 essay collection Poets' Homes: Pen and 

Pencil Sketches of American Poets and Their Homes. Both of these volumes share the 

same editor, Richard Henry Stoddard, Elizabeth Stoddard's husband. Taken together, 

the books offer an interesting frame of reference for the work of the three authors, 

suggesting a meaningful connection between women, poetry, and houses. This 

connection has an obvious commercial dimension, playing into well established ideas 

of the bourgeois feminine as safely inscribed in the domestic space wherein women's 

“feelings unemployed” may be channeled into the production of verse, as Griswold's 

introduction to The Female Poets clarified to those who might have otherwise 

mistaken women's verses for poetry of a higher order (cf. 7). These certainly are two 

coffee table books that model genteel reading and genteel living. Aside from their 

facile claims about women's creativity and their undeniably commercial aspect, the 

trifecta of the feminine, the poetic, and the domestic that these two books propose 

functions also as the material for literary experiment.

In 1878 Harriet Prescott Spofford published a tome that explored interior 

design in relation to civilizational “advancement” through a meticulous examination 

of furniture decoration across different cultures and eras. Art Decoration Applied to 

Furniture is a richly illustrated encyclopedia that reads cultural refinement from – or 

perhaps rather onto – an array of chairs, tables, cupboards, and bedposts from selected 

historical periods, mostly, but not exclusively, in the Western world. Objects become 

intellectual treasures in Spofford's study, which, despite its assumed scientificity, 
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recalls the ardor with which her protagonist Ruth Yetton treats her art collection in 

Azarian: An Episode.  Art Decoration Applied to Furniture takes the fixation on detail 

that made the herbarium legible in Azarian to a truly encyclopedic level. In Sarah 

Piatt's poetry, objects similarly come to reveal hidden meanings when examined in the 

safety of the home, releasing to their beholders precious and secret knowledge. Her 

“most poetic” dead women are discovered in newspapers and small reproductions 

brought into the domestic space. In the case of Elizabeth Stoddard's Two Men, the 

linkage between the feminine, the poetic, and the domestic becomes so intricate as to 

engender, on the one hand, a new architecture of the novel and, on the other, a 

conflicted response to the new understanding of citizenship brought about by the Civil 

War.

Stoddard's originality received meaningful praise in William Dean Howells' 

assessment of the American literary scene in Literary Friends and Acquaintances 

(1900). Howells wrote of her defiant attitude: “In a time when most of had to write 

like Tennyson, or Longfellow, or Browning, she never would write like anyone but 

herself” (87). In Howells' interpretation, her originality was that of a true realist, a 

writer ahead of her time as far as literary trends were concerned. Notably, at the same 

time as accounts of her career underscore Howells' recognition of her mature vision of 

literary realism, they invoke Stoddard's own contrarian proclamations that she was a 

practitioner of romance rather than the novel: “I am not realistic—I am romantic, the 

very bareness and simplicity of my work is a trap for its romance” (letter to E. C. 

Stedman, qtd. in Buell and Zagarell xx). In their introduction to the Penguin edition of
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The Morgesons, which put Stoddard's first novel in the late twentieth-century revision 

of the canon of nineteenth-century American fiction, Lawrence Buell and Sandra 

Zagarell describe Stoddard as an admirer of Balzac and Austen and skeptical reader of 

Howells and Freeman, whom she deemed too faithful to realist convention (cf. xx).

There is a sense of untimeliness to Stoddard's ingenuity that links her work 

both to a more boldly experimental kind of realism than what she saw in the writings 

of her contemporaries, and to great predecessors – especially Hawthorne. I propose to 

read Stoddard's untimeliness, however, as grounded in rather than removed from the 

literary culture of her time. Not seeking to write like Tennyson, Stoddard nonetheless 

enlists his voice (among other borrowed voices) in her own writing, thus not rejecting 

it exactly but rather crafting an inventive “missed connection” to it by using familiar 

cadences to take readers down unfamiliar narrative paths.

Apart from such “unpoetic” uses of poetry, Stoddard's subversiveness extends 

equally to the two other elements of the triad that I proposed above: to the subjects of 

the feminine and the domestic. Her treatment of female characters has been recognized

by critics as strikingly anti-sentimental, engaged in exploring “types of, or 

impediments to, female power,” as Buell and Zagarell put it (xv). This interest in 

power links considerations of womanhood in her fiction to questions of property and 

of women's legal status before and upon marrying. Elizabeth Stockton's reading of 

Stoddard's novels proposes that they be considered in the context of nineteenth-

century family law, mapping a trajectory from a Lockean vision of the individual as 
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defined in relation to property in The Morgesons44 to interrogating this conception of 

the self in Temple House (cf. 434). Examining the peculiar rules and strange 

occurrences that shape life in the titular Temple House, Stockton interprets the novel's 

plot as “work[ing] to sever the bonds of property and duty that repress people's desires

and divide them against themselves and each other” (434-5).

The centrality of the subject of property to Stoddard's interrogations of 

womanhood as well as to marriage and the marriage plot cannot be overstated. Yet 

Stockton's analysis brings also the house itself into focus. In Stoddard's final published

novel, the bond between the house and the characters far transcends the issue of 

property. In fact, the naming of the young heroine Temple Gates after the house 

(“Temple” being the surname of the original owners of the estate and, subsequently, 

the name under which the house is known) sets up a curious relationship between her 

and the place: together with her own family name, it makes her out to belong to the 

house as its constitutive part, inverting the relationship of property. That bond is made 

resonant – and hauntingly so – when Temple's railroad journey with her newlywed 

husband suddenly ends in his tragic death and the widow's prompt return not to her 

husband's family home but to Temple House, and this time for good. The link between

the woman and the house has a Gothic aspect, but beyond that it also functions as a 

44
According to Stockton, in The Morgesons Stoddard explores through the characters of Cassandra 
and Alice the Lockean conception of the individual, that is, she imagines through them a kind of 
woman that has the rights of Locke's “man” to claim her self and her labor as her property, thus 
disentangling her identity from the duties that define wifehood. “Wives' lack of self-possession flew 
in the face of traditional understandings of the relationship between labor, property, and self-
ownership ... [M]arried women's labor did not lead to ownership or, ore importantly, to self-
possession” (422). In this light, then, the end of The Morgesons, which sees Cassandra claiming 
ownership of the family estate, resists, as Stockton puts it, “alienating [wives' labor] into bonds of 
affection” by having the heroine “work within the property that she herself controls” (428).
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shaping force for a particular kind of character and  narrative that emerge in Two Men 

and finds its continuation in Temple House.

This new direction in the conception of character and story makes Two Men 

difficult to reconcile with the dynamic that Stockton elucidates in her essay, for which 

she accounts by providing a synopsis that succinctly captures several salient features 

of the novel's strangeness. The novel does not undermine Stockton's analysis, I want to

note, but rather, as Stockton recognizes, multiplies complications. I cite her footnote as

an introduction to these complications, which make defining the main plot of Two 

Men a challenge. “In Two Men,” Stockton writes,

Stoddard focuses even more intently on the psychological damage 
inherent in the relationship between women's duty and family 
property. The maternal figure in the novel, Sarah Auster, is obsessed 
with family property, and she enforces the notion of women's duty 
more cruelly and resentfully than Mary Morgeson. At the end of the 
novel, the daughter figure, Philippa, and her husband (and one-time 
father figure) seem even more inextricably bound to and contained 
within the family home than Cassandra and Desmond at the end of 
The Morgesons. Despite these similarities, Two Men contains other 
interesting – and problematic – plot dynamics, most notably issues of 
race and miscegenation, which cannot be adequately investigated in 
the confines of this article. (430, n. 37)

I concur with Stockton's assessment of Two Men as an unwieldy novel. To a 

significant extent, this unwieldiness relates to Stoddard's examination of race and 

national belonging – topics that feature in Two Men more prominently than in her 

other writings. Describing the characters as primarily figures within the family 

structure, Stockton gestures toward the replacements and redoublings that happen 

within that structure, which divide the characters into two camps: those who are “on 
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the inside” and those relegated to being outsiders. The house functions as a point of 

negotiation between these categories. It is endowed with a sublime presence that 

transforms property in Two Men into a relationship between self and place.

Sarah Auster, whom Stockton reads as a victim of wifely duty, is most closely 

associated with the house – so much so that her obsession with family property 

transcends her death and carries forward through others, like an endemic force at work

through generations. Despite her cruelty, Sarah, notably, does not lapse into the role of

a sentimental villain. Focused and unrelenting in her quest to preserve the Parke 

family legacy, she is, paradoxically, also the one character who asserts her agency the 

most forcefully. In the decidedly unpoetic and coldly unmaternal Sarah, and, 

subsequently, in Philippa, Stoddard elaborates an original and controversial type of 

female character whose deep flaws exert a powerful grip over the narrative.

Foreigners, Family, and a New Type of Protagonist

Two Men marks for Stoddard a turn away from the Bildungsroman to a 

narrative in which individual growth of a character is superseded by a concern with 

demarcating the boundaries of the protagonists' small world, which stands against all 

that is “outside” it. Ellen Weinauer recognizes this dynamic in Stoddard's last novel as 

she reads the eponymous Temple House as a site of a “Gothic utopia” jarring with the 

reality outside its grounds (cf. 235). In Two Men, the negotiation of loyalty to the 

home or to the great world beyond it divides the characters into two camps. The novel 

links their affinities to the kinds of reading they pursue. A passion for the unknown 
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and distant comes from reading that orients one toward the world. Conversely, reading

that is turned obsessively inward, toward mysteries of self and one's place, orients one 

toward the small world of the home. These two kinds of reading work in opposition to 

each other in the novel, making characters either outsiders or insiders – foreigners or 

family.

Stoddard's three published novels, The Morgesons (1862), Two Men (1865), 

and Temple House (1867), turn progressively away from people to houses, inscribing 

the characters within places with growing insistence. Two Men showcases Stoddard's 

specific brand of subversiveness as it engages with the opposite of what the title 

announces. Despite the ostensibly straightforward title, none of the candidates for the 

“two men” can be claimed as a protagonist in that the novel consistently pits men's 

ambitions and desires against women's and further confronts those with the silent 

imposing presence of the family estate and the character it signifies. In relation to the 

character of the place, individuals play a role aptly articulated by Philippa Luce – who 

herself is perhaps best described as the novel's “anti-protagonist.” “I am like lichen – a

thin crust, but a permanent one,” Philippa defines herself in relation to the home as 

well as to matters of passion (168-9). Those who refuse to take on that role, find 

themselves thrust by their desires into foreign lands or dead.

Philippa's repeatedly underscored dispassion and willing subjection to what she

understands as non-negotiable demands of belonging make her a drastically different 

protagonist from the bold Cassandra Morgeson from Stoddard's debut. Pursuing the 

clinging resilience of lichen, Philippa does not, in fact, register as the protagonist. In 
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lieu of breaking away and becoming more worldly, she exercises the reverse, 

becoming more tightly involved in the preservation of the family and the home. 

Perhaps due to her avowed passivity, in asserting the importance of The Morgesons for

the nineteenth-century canon, Buell and Zagarell do not recognize Philippa as the 

main heroine of Two Men, but focus instead on the male characters and conclude about

Stoddard's two later novels: “In addition to having male protagonists, they differ from 

The Morgesons in making greater (though still limited) concessions to lucidity and to 

popular conventions of plot and character. They show a more secure grasp of overall 

structure and slightly less power in the execution of individual scenes” (xviii).

I concede that Stoddard's correspondence indicated that she intended the novel 

to be “the history of a man” (cf. Selected Letters 106), yet I view this intention as just 

one possible way of reading the novel. I argue that the formidable presences of Sarah 

and Philippa subdue the story of Jason Auster – or any of the candidates for the focal 

“two men.” Further, Buell and Zagarell's evaluation invites the question how much the

use of familiar conventions may be argued to craft a sense of lucidity and offer 

recognizable, unambiguous developments. We find in Two Men the figure of the 

prodigal son, a doomed love affair, echoes of Charlotte and Emily Brontë, and many 

an invocation of the Romantics. The relationship between these tropes and literary 

allusions and their narrative linkages, however, rather than lucidity offers a study in 

obsession. Citing both convention and great literature, Stoddard positions Philippa's 

story against familiar trajectories, inverting conventions in the development of this 

protagonist and debating the meaning of genius in Philippa's fierce debates with the 
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other characters.

“A House Divided” and the House of Fiction

The Parke family home functions as the nexus of the obsessions at work in 

Two Men. Repeatedly posed questions about property, inheritance, and kin reverberate 

with a life of objects and the natural life of the surrounding land in the novel's 

characters' returns to the ancestral home. This claustrophobic sense of belonging has, 

however, a significance beyond purely local bonds. Invoking Stoddard's 

pronouncement that The Morgesons was “her Bull Run”45 (cf. Selected Letters 193), 

recent criticism of her novels has highlighted their engagement with the problematic 

of citizenship and race in America in the period before, during, and right after the war. 

The question of who belongs in the Parke home intersects poignantly with the question

who gets to be recognized as an American citizen and – what is more – what class of 

citizenship is at stake.

Ellen Weinauer's essay “Reconstructing Temple House” interrogates earlier 

criticism's claims about the conventional and apolitical character of Stoddard's two 

novels written after The Morgesons, emphasizing the special significance of the house 

in the era's political rhetoric. Drawing upon Kathleen Diffley's extensive exploration 

of war-related fiction published in periodicals,46 Weinauer points out that the trope of 

45 In her letter to Edmund Clarence Stedman from November 18th, 1887, Stoddard complains about the
“violent death” suffered by Two Men soon after its publication, blaming publishers and critics for 
not giving her novels enough publicity, and, additionally, bemoaning the fact that her first two 
novels came out in a decade rendered difficult and tumultuous by the Civil War. In the Introduction, 
I cite Elaine Showalter's reading of Stoddard's dramatic pronouncement.

46 Cf.  Kathleen Diffley's edited volume To Live and Die: Collected Stories of the Civil War, 1861-
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the nation as household had quickly become a commonplace both in literature and 

political texts, its most resonant use being Lincoln's famous pre-war image of the 

nation as “a house divided” (cf. Weinauer 238). “As Frederick Douglass's invocation 

of the 'great national family' suggests,” Weinauer argues further, “domestic metaphors 

also proliferated in the postwar debates regarding constitutional reform and expanding 

notions of citizenship” (238). Weinauer's reading of Temple House, along with Jennifer

Putzi's and Lisa Radinovsky's examinations of the ties between the house and 

citizenship in Two Men, debunk the novel's earlier reputation as predictable and safely 

confined to the bourgeois idea of the home as a haven of familiar possessions.

Yet that aspect of the house as filled with things – clutter, even – that evoke 

and provoke emotion, envy, and small-mindedness goes in Two Men hand in hand with

the political dimension. To dismiss it as a matter of conventional reassurance to the 

reader that he or she is moving through a recognizable fictional space, evocative of 

both advertisements and other fictional spaces, would mean ignoring the powerful role

objects play in this novel with regard to affect, memory, and knowledge. Bill Brown 

points to the Civil War as “unquestionably a powerful stimulant to the manufacturer 

by creating a new and enormous demand for things,” which, in American literature, 

engendered a theme of passionate possession (4). “The tale of possession—of being 

possessed by possessions—is something stranger than the history of a culture of 

consumption,” Brown proposes (5). “Despite [commodity] relations or, indeed, 

intensified by them)” postbellum fiction, according to Brown, “demonstrates that the 

1876. Durham [N.C.]: Duke University Press, 2002. 
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human investment in the physical object world, and the mutual constitution of human 

subject and inanimate object, can hardly be reduced to those relations” (5). Intimacy 

with the world of things is a constitutive aspect of the modern novelistic character in 

Brown's reading of Henry James' The Spoils of Poynton (cf. 155). That kind of 

intimacy recurs in Two Men's multiple scenes of characters rifling through others' 

personal effects, looking at daguerrotypes, and carefully refurnishing rooms – scenes 

that mark longing for an impossible connection with others. In things, Stoddard's 

characters attempt to read the motivations of others, and in pondering things, to 

understand their own feelings.

Many of these interactions with the world of objects are oriented toward the 

past and meant to forge a stronger bond between that past and the present. The Parke 

family home, meticulously furnished and maintained by Sarah, and then by Philippa, 

yields to modernization reluctantly. New additions are allowed only as repair and, 

when possible, get replaced with the old, extricated from the house's many storages. 

For the two female characters characterized by striking coldness and a dispassion that 

leads others to question their health and sanity, creating and controlling the space of 

the home serves to sublimate warring emotions into grander designs. While Sarah 

denies Philippa affection, which Philippa reciprocates with mute rebellion, in carefully

shaping the young girl's surroundings, Sarah endeavors to mold her in her own image: 

“[S]he took Philippa in hand to train: all the indulgences that she lacked, at Philippa's 

age, Philippa was to lack,” the narrator explains (37). In exercising the same stubborn 

supervision over Philippa as she does over the house, Sarah brings up in Philippa a 
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successor who, albeit without any love for her, shares her ardent devotion for the 

ancestral home.

I would like to pause over that most mundane level of their domestic endeavors

(which is also the level of descriptive detail most likely to be discounted as 

superfluous in the novel) before moving on to the allegorical link between the nation 

and the household elaborated by Weinauer. From beginning to end, the novel is 

structured by Sarah's and Philippa's efforts to preserve and sustain the Parke home, 

making them – and the silent, imposing object of their care – an unlikely set of 

protagonists around which the other plots revolve. While the passionate endeavors of 

others suffer interruptions and abrupt ends, Sarah and Philippa's dispassionate pursuits

create not only a stable, homely structure to which others can return, but also a plan 

that is not readily legible to others, one according to which the family past gets 

mapped onto the family future. It is a plan that results in Gothic substitutions played 

out in interiors where no detail is left to chance.

Susanne Opfermann and Yvonne Roth recognize the Gothic aspect of 

Stoddard's prose, and its difference from earlier iterations of the haunted house trope, 

in the preface to their selection of Stoddard's short stories, where they argue: “Storm-

beaten old castles have been exchanged for well-ordered New England parlors, which,

appearances notwithstanding, does not diminish the violence and the power struggles 

that take place therein. The Gothic element in Stoddard's novels, never strongly 

pronounced, is transformed into the ordinary, the everyday” (xviii). The mundane 

Gothicism of Stoddard's households hinges on the problem of control over people and 
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things. In the opening chapters of Two Men, once Sarah's newlywed husband Jason 

Auster grasps the power dynamic at the Parke home, he abdicates agency, giving up 

his role as the novel's protagonist and retreating into the background: “When Jason 

saw Sarah's executive ability as the mistress and manager of her grandfather's 

establishment, in doors and out, and comprehended the absolute position of the Squire,

he felt the impotence of his crude ideas, and his individual isolation” (Two Men 11). 

Throughout Two Men, the clatter of Sarah's knitting needles punctuates the silences of 

arguments that never quite play out to their fullest as the demands of everyday work 

override desires. Sarah asserts her dominance over her husband and their household by

an insistent silence. Refusing to name her feelings and intentions, she instead directs 

others to fulfill them by quietly seizing control over both the space of the house and 

rhythms of family life. Where Sarah's actions become intelligible as a larger plan is in 

the transformation of her idealistic husband into a witness of the life of the home.

As a “history of a man,” the novel follows Jason Auster, a young carpenter who

made enemies in his home town by ardently preaching “certain theories concerning 

the rights of men and property which had already made him a pest at home”: 

temperance, abolitionism, and socialism (1). With a baggage made up mostly of 

Fourier's writings and of pamphlets (some of which he authored himself), Jason 

arrives in the coastal town of Crest, where shortly after meeting Sarah Parke, he 

marries her and moves into her family's estate. This is the point at which, only after 

one chapter, the story of Jason's self-determination and idealism end as he becomes 

swept into the affairs of the Parkes, feeling emasculated as he bitterly complains to 
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Sarah upon the birth of their son that he has “given her an heir” (cf. 21). Until Sarah's 

death in the second half of the novel, Jason is relegated to the role of observer rather 

than actor. As a story of two men (as the title would suggest), the novel could, then, be

taken to concern Jason and his son Parke.47 Yet Parke is as ill-qualified as his father for

the protagonist's role. For the bulk of the novel, Parke is mainly the object of 

affections and admiration, close to being an aesthetic object onto whom the ambitions 

and designs of others are projected. Unlike Jason, whose passion is deflated by the 

tyranny of the house, Parke remains driven by impulse regardless of the consequences 

that brings. Through the failure of Parke's affair with the beautiful Charlotte Lang, the 

novel draws a sharp dividing line between productive desire – the dispassionate 

reproduction of the idea of a family enshrined in the Parke estate – and the 

uncontainable passion that creates exiles and outsiders.

This is where Two Men is most troubling as this crude distinction divides the 

characters into two types, those who belong and those who do not. This very local 

kind of belonging inflects powerfully the treatment of racial difference in Crest. 

Although both Charlotte Lang, Parke's love interest, and his cousin Philippa Luce 

arrive as “foreigners,” only Charlotte's racial difference (though, as the narration 

47 In her study of Stoddard's literary career, “I Believe I Shall Die an Impenetrable Secret”: The 
Writings of Elizabeth Barstow Stoddard, Regula Giovani questions the relationship between the 
novel's title and its actual protagonist (or protagonists): “In the light of the men's passivity, Sarah 
and Philippa's aggressive behavior is conspicuous. Osmond, Jason, and Parke resist subjugation but 
do not desire to seize power when the possibility arises. Nor do any of the minor characters. Two 
Women would be a more fitting title for the novel, especially as we do not know who the two male 
candidates for Two Men are. Stoddard herself announces in a letter to a friend that “I am writing a 
novel – trying to write the history of a man this time. It is an awful task and I write it by the square 
inch.” This is one, not two men. And who is the second? Various combinations make sense: Jason 
and Parke, Osmond and Jason, Osmond and Parke. The novel begins and ends with Jason, but he 
remains often in the background. Philippa seems so much more like a protagonist, and she is, 
doubtlessly, the most interesting character” (147-8). 
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underscores, hardly legible on her body) remains an unalterable obstacle. Signs of 

Philippa's “otherness,” though readily noticed and exoticized by onlookers, appear to 

dissipate as Philippa aligns herself in character and demeanor with Sarah, ultimately 

taking over Sarah's role as lady of the house. In aligning herself with Sarah, Philippa 

also aligns herself with the house, sublimating the passion that might have marked her 

as a “foreigner” into a commitment that falls, at least as far as outward appearances 

are concerned, within the image of white middle-class womanhood. 

From foreigner to familiar and from a reluctantly accepted ward to lady of the 

house, Philippa's story is one of self-possession won on terms that subvert the coming-

of-age narrative. Her quiet ascent to the role of central character in Two Men 

progresses through a series of refusals that make her increasingly less worldly. Shaped

by Sarah's tutelary violence, Philippa seems not so much to mature as grow into 

obstinacy. First, she rejects education, deciding not to return to school after recovering

from a near-deadly illness but instead to stay at home forever. Subsequently, she loses 

her childhood memories of the distant land in the south where she was born and spent 

early childhood with her mother. The extent to which she has committed that past to 

oblivion becomes apparent when her father endeavors to remind her of her origins. 

This unwanted lived experience she exchanges for the semi-mythical past of the Parke 

clan, enshrined in the house and grounds. Finally, in rejecting two offers of marriage, 

Philippa turns away from a possible future, asserting her loyalty to the mystique of the

Parkes and their property. Taken literally, her decisions amount to sequestering herself 

and, as Regula Giovani points out in her reading of Two Men, seem to be a mark of 
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madness.48

This constant choosing of the home over any engagement with the world does 

not, however, render Two Men “a literal novel,” to borrow from Philippa's forceful 

defense of Charlotte Brontë's Jane Eyre. In Two Men, like in Jane Eyre as read by 

Philippa, the house and its objects are supposed to “[stir] us beyond the 

commonplace” (74). Stoddard's “house of fiction” imagined in Two Men is one of 

windows resoundingly shut so as to except her protagonist from conventional morality

and constraints of the law. Two Men inverts the relationship between the home and the 

nation as the Parke estate becomes eerily isolated so as figure as its own small 

homeland.

Within the “story of a woman” – if we take a woman's story as one defined by 

the domestic49 – is thus here a “story of a man” in Philippa's attainment of a right to 

the property, which gives her more power and ability to self-determine than any man 

has by the end of the novel. Philippa's many rejections of the world outside Crest win 

her significant advantages, from deferring the threat of being seen as a racial other to 

48 Giovani reads Philippa as an insane character: “But instead of exacting control over others, Philippa 
is herself completely controlled by her view of things (herself as the only right partner for Parke). 
Neither Parke's nor Theresa's interests are taken into consideration. She at first ignores any 
incongruity between her perception of reality and other possible views. Even when she does at last 
consider an attraction between Parke and Theresa, she has no doubt that she can 'compel' reality to 
adapt to her views and she does not give up her plans. Parke's affair with Charlotte, and Charlotte's 
death do not seem to influence her decision in the least. On the contrary, she repeats that “I am 
devoted to an idea (...). I am devoted to him” (230). In light of Parke's obvious indifference to her 
devotion, this is not only unreasonable but pathological. Several other incidents during her adult life 
confirm the suspicion that Philippa's sanity is at times impaired. She is described, for instance, as 
raving mad when she comes down with a dangerous fever after her return from boarding school.” 
(146).

49 I am alluding here to Judith Fetterley's discussion of nineteenth-century women's narratives. I 
examine Fetterley's argument about the centrality of the domestic to women's writing in the 
Introduction.
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winning her the exclusive right to the family inheritance. The home is Philippa's 

battlefield and her battles, though they play out at a removal from the world, concern 

citizenship, whiteness, and the right to property. Although Philippa emerges victorious 

at the novel's conclusion, it would be a mistake to read her victory as a straightforward

endorsement of a more inclusive vision of national belonging. Philippa's victory is 

problematically idiosyncratic as her major antagonist is not Sarah with her insistence 

on Philippa's foreignness but Charlotte Lang whose elusive racial difference mirrors 

Philippa's imperiled claim to whiteness.

Dispassion and Consolidation, or When Women Claim the Place of Men

The unmitigated mutual resentment between Philippa and Sarah sets up an 

initial contrast between them. Yet the biting remarks they exchange throughout the 

novel reveal also the multiple ways in which they mirror each other. The story of 

Philippa and Sarah is book-ended by two accounts of illness. Sarah's reluctant yet 

attentive nursing of teenage Philippa back into health erases in the girl aspects of 

character and habit that distance her from the Parkes – following the illness, Philippa 

is no longer a Catholic, she is also no longer interested in life outside of Crest and the 

Parke estate. Sarah's illness in the second half of the novel ends not only their tense 

co-existence in the house but reveals Philippa as her replacement, much in the same 

manner as Squire Parke's death revealed Parke to be a stand-in for the patriarch.

Philippa's major commitment, like Sarah's, is one of reproduction: both 

metaphorical, through the preservation and consolidation of family wealth and the 
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family's image, and literal, through reproducing the family. In accusing Sarah of using 

him to gain for herself (and for Squire Parke) an heir, Jason offers an early hint in the 

peculiar meaning of “consolidation” in Two Men. For Philippa, the “half-foreign” 

granddaughter of the Squire, “consolidation” through pursuing a romantic relationship 

with Parke – with whom she grows up as a sister – means shoring up at the same time 

family assets as well as whiteness. This is just one of the ways in which the novel 

repeatedly pits incest against interracial relationships, crafting degrees of 

“foreignness” and a strange narrative of choices around this position.

To be “an insider” is literally to be at home in the logic of the novel. It is a 

“nativeness” that draws upon the American Gothic tradition. Stoddard's take on the 

Gothic reinterprets the links between the psyche and the setting, substituting for any 

hint of madness a condition that her characters describe as a stark absence of passion. 

This rewriting of madness as dispassion links the vision of white womanhood 

suggestively to Charles Brockden Brown's vision of the American Gothic setting from 

the preface to Edgar Huntly. The replacement of “castles and chimeras” with the 

native context, though far removed from the “incidents of Indian hostility” 

underscored by Brown as the marker of a truly American literature, begins with 

invoking the establishment of the Parkes in Crest through violently claiming the land 

from the Natives. “The Parke family are next to the Lord, in this county,” Jason learns 

early upon his arrival in the town from a fellow workman who tells him about a 

supposed “curse” brought upon the Parkes: “One of 'em knocked off his heel-tap on 

Plymouth Rock, one of 'em was a governor; one of 'em settled here – cheated the 
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Indians … out of the pine woods that still belong to the old Squire, and died 

universally unlamented. I never heard any good of the name, nor any thing so very 

bad. There's a streak in the family; one or two in every generation are all streak –

which means that they go to the devil” (3). The distant family history never comes up 

again, yet the subject of the “streak” serves as an early warning of the dispassion that 

runs in the family.50

Dispassion in the novel is the polar opposite of the impulse that leads to 

adventure, yet the calculation that governs it carries the mark of madness reminiscent 

of the monomania of Edgar Allan Poe's protagonists. Like in The Fall of the House of 

Usher, the house and grounds serve here as the mirror, or even perhaps as the 

extension, of the mind. They are the only plane on which the desires of the Parkes 

become manifest and legible to others. Thrown into the disempowering world of the 

Parkes upon marrying Sarah, Jason slowly learns to read the signs of character and 

will in the house, guided by the housekeeper Elsa. Jason's last attempt to claim the role

of the head of the family following the old Squire Parke's death takes the form of 

alterations to the old house and is met first with reluctant acquiescence, then slowly 

undone without explanation as Sarah “from some unaccountable whim ... refused to 

buy any thing new. The old furniture was put in the new rooms, and the old aspect was

renewed as much as possible” (37). In lieu of an explanation, Jason receives from Elsa

an account that leaves him helpless:

50 In terms of place, then, “going to the devil” for Parkes such as the Squire, his forbear, John Parke, 
and Sarah, would then mean inviting the devil home, and perhaps trading the capacity for passion 
for the preservation of the family. On the other hand, the Parkes who leave Crest, like Osmond Luce 
and Parke Auster, seem to those who stay to be trading the family name for the devilish pull of the 
world beyond Crest and its many temptations.
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“Thankful to the Lord for these remnants,” Elsa exclaimed, who 
partook of Sarah's ill-humor without knowing why. Jason tried to 
console her by promising that the yard below the terrace should not be 
touched.

“As if any thing could be done there with hammer and chisel,” she 
said, scornfully. “I'd like to see John Parke's row of balsam-firs cut 
down.”

“Why did he plant one row to the east, and none elsewhere?”

“To make it lonesome, and shut out the houses down the street, I 
imagine. I have heard that he was half crazy; but he was the only one 
of the family who ever planted trees. When I used to say to the Squire 
that he'd better plant some, he'd answer that he should not live to enjoy
their shade, and would not do it.” (35-36)

Jason's schooling on “the Parke character” is based on Elsa's reading the property as a 

sign of the  will and inclination of Sarah's ancestors. The house preserves the family 

legacy not only as a repository of accumulated wealth but also as a carrier of 

intentions passed down from generation to generation, hated yet venerated at the same 

time.

Because the logic behind Sarah's careful control of the house is merely noted 

by the narrator in the descriptions of her attention to the decoration of the house, the 

reading of Sarah's character by others happens primarily through reading objects. The 

house is the key to Sarah in much the same way as it is the key to understanding the 

dead Parkes. Throughout the novel Sarah, too, reads the Parke estate, adding to it only 

what squarely falls into her vision of an intended design. In this way, Sarah falls into 

the role of the guardian of the “old order,” yet the logic by which she exerts her power 

over the household seems to outgrow her calculation. In marginalizing Jason as her 

husband (but, significantly, not master of the house), Sarah inadvertently flips the 
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gender dynamic in the family, though the consequences of Sarah's actions achieve full 

fruition only with the next generation.

Sarah's primary intention is to preserve the Parke line by any means necessary. 

Following their wedding, Jason becomes, thus, the narrator explains, “an inmate of the

family,” indicating his inclusion in the household, but also his somewhat lower status 

– he is a “half-foreigner” as the novel continues to reiterate, but also now an insider as 

well as prisoner of Sarah's plans (cf. 6). He is no longer defined by his intellectual 

ambitions but by his skill at carpentry. As an “inmate,” Jason finds himself taken 

captive by a vision of human usefulness that he cannot comprehend and that the novel 

conveys through a sudden shift of focus away from the man initially introduced as its 

protagonist toward his wife's family. The novel's second chapter segues from the 

household of six, enriched by Jason's addition, to the members of the Parke clan. 

Among the Parkes, only Sarah and her grandfather, Squire Parke, live in the house. 

The only other Parke named in the explanation of family connections is Sarah's cousin

Osmond Luce, a traveler about whom it is not even known at the beginning of the 

novel whether he is still alive. Osmond and Sarah are descended from the Squire's 

children by two wives. The fact that their parents were half-siblings figures as an 

important detail in the novel's later negotiation of the viability of incestuous unions as 

the family's past will be projected into its future.

The discussion of the Parke family tree sets it up as a frame of reference for the

family structure. Although explicit mentions of the Brontës are limited to Jane Eyre, 

the inscription of the family in the place is strongly evocative of Emily Brontë's 
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Wuthering Heights. Furthermore, what strongly connects the two novels as well is the 

configuration of characters with respect to their genealogy. The birth of Sarah and 

Jason's son makes clear the roles she has elected for herself and him in carrying 

forward the Parke line rather than becoming a family of their own. The child is named 

Parke, underscoring his affiliation with her family. Much like Wuthering Heights with 

its confusing proliferation of Cathys, Heathcliffs, and Earnshaws that redoubles and 

continues the troubles of the past, Parke's name puts him in the role of an eerie double 

to his ancestors.

Playing upon the trope of the old man and the child as each other's mirror 

images, the novel reveals its logic of substitution, simultaneously revealing also the 

limits of Sarah's insight, when the narrator muses: “If Sarah had been imaginative she 

might have mused on the picture before her – baby Parke, aged three weeks, and the 

Squire, eighty-four years” (9). What is at play then, extends beyond Sarah's plan to 

preserve the Parke legacy, with the young Philippa elaborating a vision of 

consolidation through incestuous union that far transcends Sarah's designs yet goes 

along with what Sarah has set in motion. Toward the end of the novel, Philippa is the 

heiress of the Parke estate. The child who arrived in Crest as a foreigner, and through 

her father – in fact, through both of the men who play that role, the estranged Osmond 

Luce as well as Jason Auster – claimed the status of a “half-foreigner” in the family, 

comes to not only replace Sarah but ultimately also Parke as he joins Osmond Luce in 

his travels in South America.

In the family dynamic of substitutions and movement between the positions of 
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family member and foreigner, Philippa manages to rewrite the gender line of 

inheritance. If Sarah reached for power, it was nonetheless not concomitant with 

claiming property. While Jason recognized that he was “useful” for the aims of the 

Parke family, Sarah, too, saw herself not in a position of mastery but as a conduit 

between the Squire and her son. “I am like my mother,” she deflected, when Jason 

asked her if she considered herself a Parke despite taking his name in marriage. In his 

later romantic relationship with Philippa, Jason submits completely, though not 

entirely willingly, and their roles become effectively reversed. Failing to coerce her 

into reciprocating his love, Jason suffers what appears to be a strange fateful 

punishment as he loses his right hand in an accident. The impact of the accident is not 

merely hinted as being equivalent to castration but openly pronounced as such by Elsa:

“The loss of that hand seems to have changed his sex. He is as spleeny as Mary,” she 

complains about the bed-ridden Jason (249).

The maiming of Jason Auster echoes Mr. Rochester's blindness at the end of 

Jane Eyre, concluding with a romantic union between Jason and Philippa a narrative 

thread begun by her musings on genius and her friend Theresa Bond's recognition of 

that quality in Jason. The vulnerability caused by Jason's disability disarms him of his 

earlier threatening power over his former ward, creating the conditions for a more 

egalitarian relationship between them (cf. Putzi, Introduction xlvi). With Philippa 

taking the place of Parke as the principal proprietor of the family estate, and Jason 

relying now on her for care and safety, it is as if Philippa claims whatever privileges 

the two men possessed. In the case of Philippa, then, the specter of disempowerment 
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and dispossession of women in entering a marriage contract – to return to the issue 

Elizabeth Stockton identifies at the heart of Stoddard's fiction – is banished. Philippa 

may happily accept Jason as she has become the more powerful party, at least in her 

own home.

Thinking through Miniature: The House Shut Away from the World

The situation surrounding this promise of marital bliss is strikingly 

circumscribed, as Jennifer Putzi notes in the introduction to her 2008 edition of Two 

Men. “The image of Philippa and Jason left alone in the wreckage of the Parke family 

home is troubling,” argues Putzi, “as if Mr. Rochester and Jane Eyre had continued to 

live in the burnt-out ruins of Thornfield, with all its disturbing memories” (xlvii). Putzi

views Philippa's possession of the home as “containment” within it and likens her 

situation to the lack of mobility experienced by the Langs in the unwelcoming Crest. 

There is perhaps a sense of resonance between the “half-foreign” Philippa's “lichen-

like” attachment to the place and the Langs' clinging to the relative safety offered by 

the North, but at no point in the novel is Philippa forced to contend with forces as 

vehemently oppressive and openly dangerous as the racism that delimits the modest 

boundaries of the Langs' precarious freedom. 

If Charlotte Lang's affair with Parke be read as an attempt to gain greater 

freedom, marriage to Jason means for Philippa an opposite trajectory – a journey 

inward into a small world created on the Parke grounds. The last act of remodeling the

house indeed confines Philippa largely to one room, the parlor in which she collects 
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objects that remind her of the family's past affluence and status, books, and work tools 

that allow her to think and create:

The house was so cold that Philippa closed the parlor where the piano 
was, and the dining-room connected with it, leaving for occupation the 
small east parlor, which was attached to the kitchen by a square passage
—a bedroom in the Squire's time. She gave no reason for selecting this 
room, nor did she explain why she brought from the garret a set of old 
Indian chintz curtains, whose deep yellow ground was covered with 
long-tailed macaws in brilliant dyes, and hung them before the 
windows (…). To this window she brought her work-basket, inkstand, 
portfolio, and a few books; but she never looked out of the front 
windows, always keeping the curtains down. Here she set up a 
methodical system of passing all the hours of the daylight, and to Jason 
the spot grew more and more intelligible. (216)

Philippa's confinement, though severe in her insistence on never looking outward, is 

nonetheless of her own making. It furthermore becomes a mode of communication 

between her and Jason who reads this space and understands it, letting it structure their

everyday after Sarah's death and Parke's departure for Venezuela. 

Philippa's fixation on turning away from the external world has almost 

narcissistic traits. Even before she refashions the Squire's old bedroom into a parlor 

that defines the boundaries of her life, Philippa appears content with not knowing or 

thinking much about the larger world. The conversation she has with Parke on the eve 

of his journey out of Crest, reveals, much to his surprise, that his desire to leave would

be incomprehensible to her. In an effort to broach the topic, Parke asks her if the view 

of the sea ever makes her think of their mutual friend, the sailor Sam Rogers:

“Don't it make you think of Sam Rogers when you look out there?”(...)

“I never look there.”
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“What do you look at?”

“Myself.” (207)

This moment of miscommunication leaves Parke without an answer. It precedes 

Philippa's confession of love for Parke – a confession that is backed up by an 

explanation no less puzzling than this admission of self-absorption: “I shall always 

love you, though (...) because you are beautiful” (209). There is, again, a sense of a 

gender role reversal with Philippa's emotional investment in Parke's beauty. More than

that, however, there is the unmitigated strangeness of her possessive attitude. It is as if 

that which cannot be kept and held in possession could not have value for Philippa. 

Once Parke leaves, her attachment to him fades just like her memories of her own 

voyages – she cannot see the sea yet is able to invest with meaning and emotional 

force that which surrounds her at Crest. And thus – though with much negotiation and 

strife – her love gets transferred to the last man remaining: Jason Auster.

Jason replaces Parke as Philippa replaced Sarah. “Will you make father and 

son a watchword?,” Jason demands of Philippa, enjoining her to accept his proposal of

marriage (233). The novel, at this point, makes incest merely into an aspect of a strict 

mathematics of substitutions, with the family property as the crucial point of reference

for the characters' identities. It is as if, with regard to the novel's composition, familial 

and romantic bonds are subservient to a sort of “philosophy of furniture” blindly 

pursued by Sarah and honed by Philippa into a finer art. While I am playing here upon

the title of Edgar Allan Poe's essay “The Philosophy of Furniture,” I do not wish to 

suggest that Stoddard draws upon Poe's ideas directly. Rather, what I want to indicate 
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is that Two Men gives to the furniture of the Parke home a comparably salient place as 

Poe's essay does. However, unlike Poe's “Philosophy of Furniture,” which classifies 

objects according to their aesthetic usefulness for literature, Two Men offers no 

aesthetic pronouncements. As the characters think through what Bill Brown has 

dubbed “object matter” of the Parke home, they endeavor to read and comprehend 

others in objects. They also see themselves reflected in those objects. 

Rearranging the house is Sarah and Philippa's way of writing themselves into 

the Parke legacy. The veneer of confinement that Putzi identifies in the novel's 

denouement speaks to this strange vision of the self developed by Philippa in relation 

to the house as Philippa's redecoration focuses on one room meant to define and 

satisfy her pursuits. Afraid of “the whole censorious world” at the novel's end, 

Philippa as the lady of the house comes to embrace or, in fact, embody a Gothic 

domesticity (cf. Two Men 230). Unlike Poe's Madeline Usher, Philippa, even if 

possessed by the house, remains thoroughly in possession of it, logical and calculating.

Just as Philippa's external dispassion masks an intractable passion, the sense of 

confinement in the last chapters conveys a Gothic entrapment in which the sublime 

has been replaced by the small. 

I have so far emphasized in my analysis how the house is juxtaposed with the 

world and how this opposition entails a choice that divides the characters into family 

and foreigners. I have also discussed the role of the house and its furnishings in 

crafting a bond between the present and the mythicized family past of the Parke clan. 

These ties between the characters and property render the house a projection of elusive
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interiority, with objects mediating between characters. Sarah and Philippa's re-

arrangements of the domestic space are concomitant with their quest for consolidation 

and control over the Parke family. Philippa's parlor is, in this respect, an exaggeration 

of Sarah's earlier efforts, turning the one room into a house within a house. Philippa 

creates thus a miniature, while Jason's attempt to understand its purpose is an attempt 

to grasp Philippa herself. Their desires intersect, with both of them locating in the 

small space of the parlor a treasured mystery.

Susan Stewart's reading of desire at play in engagement with dollhouses – toys 

designed with adults in mind – conveys the link between the miniature house and 

interiority precisely in terms of the promise of revealing a secret: “Occupying a space 

within an enclosed space, the dollhouse's aptest analogy is the locket or or the secret 

recesses of the heart: center within center, within within within. The dollhouse is a 

materialized secret” (61). The secret for Jason, the narrator promptly reveals, is 

romantic love for his ward. In the case of Philippa, however, love comes from an all-

consuming desire for possession. Having failed in her obsessive quest to  claim Parke's

affection and thereby secure her position in the family, Philippa discovers this security 

in the family property itself. Although her “lichen-like” attachment does not win her 

Parke, it nonetheless makes the house her own. Philippa's parlor is as much a 

miniature of the Parke estate as it is Philippa's self-portrait. This marriage of self to 

property is, again, how Stewart describes the imaginative work of the dollhouse. She 

writes,  “As private property marked by the differentiation of privacy and privatizing 

functions … and characterized by attention to ornaments and detail to the point of 
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excrutiation (the hand of the artisan, the eye of the beholder), the dollhouse erases all 

but the frontal view; its appearance is the realization of the self as property, the body 

as container of objects, perpetual and incontaminable” (62). 

Philippa's dispassion brings her, then, to an uncanny identification with the 

house. What Stewart describes in terms of an aesthetic engagement, figures here more 

as a romance with property. In becoming the heiress and superseding any man's claims

to the house, Philippa becomes one of Stoddard's Lockean women: women defined by 

their right to property, as Stockton reads Stoddard's protagonists. Stockton argues that 

Stoddard's inheritance plots revolve around untangling women's individualism from 

the legal disempowerment entailed in the marriage contract.51 At least within the 

confines of the Parke estate, Philippa is any man's equal if self-possession and the 

right to property be the benchmark. This equality nevertheless has a haunting and 

uncomfortable aspect. It is a special circumstance that Philippa does not share with 

any other woman. 

In the creation of this exceptional freedom, the novel relies on the trappings of 

bourgeois womanhood. Philippa becomes the heiress not only because Parke chooses 

to leave for South America, but also because she has learned to identify herself with 

51 Stockton's reading of Stoddard's The Morgesons and Temple House  links the subversiveness of 
Stoddard's protagonists both to a protest against sentimentalism's enshrinement of women's duty to 
the family and to Stoddard's critique of marriage (cf. 415-417). John Locke's definition of the 
natural condition of man as freedom to self-possession and the possession of one's labor is a crucial 
point of reference for Stockton's analysis of the two novels' plots. She defines Stoddard's novelistic 
project in terms of imagining a female individual that would have the rights of Locke's man in his 
natural state:  “According to Locke, ownership was a direct result of applying one's labor to natural 
resources; yet, as we have seen, married women's labor did not lead to ownership or, more 
importantly, to self-possession. In her three novels, Stoddard wrestles with and eventually 
challenges this Lockean conundrum” (422).
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the house so much that her relationship to it appears symbiotic – as she proclaims, she 

has made herself attached to it like lichen. As Stewart argues, the dollhouse 

materializes the concept of the “petite feminine,” its smallness translating questions of 

self and property into trivial commodity, and Philippa's parlor, with its trinkets and 

windows forever shut certainly conveys that bond. The secluded house is where the 

novel's final love affair plays out, ending with Philippa's marriage to Jason Auster,  

who is now transformed from an adopted father into a viable lover. Feminized by his 

injury in the hunting accident, Jason becomes the right partner for Philippa: being 

dependent on her, he cannot disempower her.

Made possible and plausible by its relation to the family property, this marriage

of the former two “half-foreigners” leaves them to continue the Parke line. Although 

the two are not related by blood, Jason is Parke's father and has effectively played that 

role for Philippa through her childhood and adolescence. While the two may not be 

committing incest under its legal definition, their romance effectively grows out of a 

familial relationship, mediated, moreover, through Parke, to whom both of them are 

related. The two of them become the new Parkes through this affiliation. Their 

marriage seals this outcome of family substitutions enacted in and sanctioned by the 

house and in so doing invokes an earlier match from the novel: Parke and Charlotte 

Lang, whose marriage, though far less unlikely and strange than Philippa and Jason's, 

the novel resoundingly forecloses. 

In Two Men, the refurnishing of the house and family structure subsumes and 

enlists in its service the novel's other subplots and discourses, allocating incest and 
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miscegenation a strange place in the name of preserving the delicate balance of the 

household. Whatever “foreignness” Jason and Philippa bring into the Parke home has 

been disciplined and put in service of the preservation of family property. Their 

domesticated foreignness stands in contrast to Charlotte Lang's, whose arrival in Crest 

makes apparent that the sleepy town is a shipping community, remote but not 

disconnected from the larger world. In carefully weighing the two kinds of 

“foreignness” against each other, Stoddard crafts a language of racial difference that 

differentiates between kinds of it that may be domesticated and those that cannot. As 

“the dollhouse is a version of property which is metonymic to the larger set of 

property relations outside its boundaries,” according to Stewart, Charlotte's 

appearance in the novel reveals the convoluted connection between the management 

of Parke home and terms of national belonging (Stewart 62).

Reading Race, Writing Incest: The House as a Country

“My idea is consolidation,” Philippa announces to her friend Theresa Bond in a

conversation about inheritance (67). Philippa's plan to consolidate yokes together the 

preservation of the house and grounds with reproduction. As Sarah's decorative efforts 

reproduce an image of the past prosperity of the Parkes, Philippa takes this design 

further, revealing to Theresa her understanding that in marrying Parke she would be 

able to consolidate the wealth and the family by tying them in an insoluble union. 

Philippa's idée fixe dominates the novel, probing provocatively the possibility of 

breaking through the incest taboo to entertain Philippa's design as a viable one through
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the smoothness of its logic and through the mitigating factor of her “half-foreignness.”

This “half-foreignness”makes Philippa appear a more distant relative of Parke's

than she actually is. She may seem less of a sister due to the geographic distance of 

her childhood in the south – both in South America and, possibly, also in the Southern 

states, as we can infer from scattered hints. In this way, like Jason, she comes to Crest 

as a “foreigner.” More importantly, though, she may seem less of a sister through her 

mother. The spectral presence of Philippa's mother, who is mentioned merely in 

oblique ways and never named, suggests a more menacing dividing line between 

Philippa and the Parkes – that of racial difference. 

Philippa's difference is the novel's great unknown, made possible by the nearly 

complete erasure of the mother beyond the fact of biological necessity. There is 

something in Philippa's appearance that strikes the onlookers yet defies definition, 

leading Theresa Bond to name Philippa “the American Sphinx.” The closest the novel 

gets to naming the mystery is when the adult Philippa confronts her father about her 

“witch-like” looks. All that she gets from him, however, is an evasive reply: “[Y]ou 

are no conjurer at any rate. The truth is, you are half foreign; in your native town I 

have seen dozens of girls like you – with a difference” (201). Whether the difference 

connects her to the women of her forgotten native town, or sets her apart from them, is

left ambiguous. For Philippa, the ambiguity ultimately means freedom to cast herself 

as less of a sister to Parke Auster and yet enough of a Parke herself to claim a “lichen-

like” attachment to the family home.

Foreignness is by no means a stable concept in Two Men. It works for the most 
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part as an insult, with its conditions shifting from relationships to places to questions 

of parentage. Defined in opposition to the Parke rootedness at Crest, Philippa's 

foreignness dissipates as her childhood memories and her “Catholic devotion” fade, 

leaving room only for devotion to the family (cf. 198).52 This process of becoming a 

family member is met with a strong opposition from Sarah, who is motivated by a 

desire to protect her son's right to the Parke inheritance. In an effort to distance 

Philippa from the family, Sarah argues that “Philippa does not happen to be in her own

country” (84). Her dictum is met with impassioned protestations from Parke as he 

offers his own definition of what constitutes a foreigner: “Philippa (...) my country is 

your country, isn't it? You are as much of a Parke as I am. Mother, why did you marry 

a foreigner?” (84). Parke's concluding question both aligns Philippa with Jason as a 

“foreigner” and distinguishes her from him as a descendant of the Parkes. The idea of 

a shared country is thus metaphorical and steeped in affection in Parke's short speech, 

but, at the same time, it is validated by blood ties.

It is with the arrival of the Lang family that foreignness emerges as an issue 

fraught with genuine dangers. The story of Mrs. Lang and her daughters comprises a 

surprisingly brief episode given the complexity of this subplot. Brought to Crest by a 

ship from Savannah, the three women rouse curiosity about their legal status, the 

absence of a “Mr. Lang,” and about the possible dimensions of the freedom they may 

52 In a very dramatic turn of events, the forgetting is catalyzed by Philippa's illness upon her return 
from boarding school. Memories of the South seem brought up and subsequently burnt out of 
recollection through a fever, when the deluded Philippa refers to Elsa as “mammy” and threatens her
with a flogging if her rosary is not found (cf. 51). Upon Philippa's recovery, Philippa seems to 
abandon Catholicism and never speaks neither of the incident nor her childhood, settling in firmly at
Crest.
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expect to enjoy in Crest. In the beautiful, light-skinned Charlotte Lang Two Men 

crystallizes the tie between foreignness and whiteness, which, I argue, despite first 

establishing an initial correspondence between Charlotte and Philippa, ultimately 

draws a sharp distinction between them in terms of the levels of agency available to 

them. The love affair between Charlotte and Parke marks the first incursion of desire –

or, in the language of the novel, passion – into the story, contrasting with the 

dispassion that Philippa stands for.

For all the ostensible signs of whiteness that Philippa and Charlotte share as far

as their appearance is concerned, the crucial distinguishing feature between them is the

question of passion. Repeatedly throughout the text, Philippa is described as strikingly

dispassionate and cold. Parke alleges that she may be asexual, when Osmond quips 

that Parke's departure from Crest would leave Philippa in the role of Penelope, 

patiently poised for his return. “But no suitors will drop in,” Parke asserts, and 

imagines Philippa as “cut out for an old maid. … self-absorbed, not selfish – as I have 

every reason to know, and nobody ever seems to attract her; she is the most impassive 

creature I ever knew, and the coolest” (197). Parke, like Theresa who earlier in the 

novel expresses worry over the potential consequences of Philippa's dispassion, finds 

out that the veneer of aloofness and detachment that Philippa presents hides in fact a 

very specific kind of passion – a passion no less feverish than his but, unlike his, 

methodical and focused. In Philippa (and in Sarah whom Philippa mirrors in this 

respect) Stoddard rewrites white bourgeois womanhood as driven by monomania, in 

contrast to both the sexless and selfless “angel of the house” ideal and to obviously 
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legible passion, which in Two Men belongs only to Charlotte Lang.

The problem with Charlotte's depiction as driven by her impulses is pinpointed 

very accurately in Weinauer's discussion of Stoddard's Temple House: “Given 

Stoddard's (albeit sometimes hedged) willingness in other texts to acknowledge 

women's sexual desires and affirm their ability to act on them, her depiction of these 

desiring and devouring women is at once striking and disturbing, correlating as it does 

to racialist notions of the 'hypersexuality' of 'foreign' women and women of color” 

(255). I cite Weinauer without ellipsis here although her mention of Stoddard's other 

writings contrasts Stoddard's last published novel with texts in which the 

representation of racial difference between female characters reads as less jarring and 

simplistic. Certainly, Two Men, may – and has been – read as a departure from stock 

representations of racial differences such as the figure of the tragic mulatto. Yet 

unconventionality does not necessarily connote a sympathetic or insightful stance in 

this case. Although in Two Men Stoddard contrasts the complications of her 

characterizations with the emblematic simplicity of “the tragic mulatto” trope, in 

Charlotte Lang's story, the coupling of desire and death falls into the trap described by 

Weinauer. Resemblances between Charlotte and Philippa in terms of their parentage 

and their pursuit of Parke Auster set up, in the end, finer terms for establishing 

difference.

Citing rhetorical moves from mid-century writing on miscegenation that 

sought to elicit repulsion and condemnation of interracial unions by likening them to 

incest, Lisa Radinovsky proposes that incestuous and interracial love are aligned in the

180



novel.53 Radinovsky reads Two Men as “daring to assert the naturalness of 

transgressive desire and the prevalence of racism in the North” (203). Jennifer Putzi, 

moreover, in “The 'American Sphinx' and the Riddle of National Identity in Elizabeth 

Stoddard's Two Men” argues that properly contextualizing the novel as a Civil War text

elucidates the ways in which the novel reaches “beyond national borders only to 

question their integrity” (183). Putzi and Radinovsky both identify moments in the 

narrative that go against these overarching claims, stressing, however, the ways in 

which Stoddard's literary provocations question the status quo. 

In carefully setting up and, a parallel between Charlotte and Philippa, I would 

argue, Stoddard enacts not so much a debunking of common morality and colonialist 

border-making but rather an investigation of loopholes and shades of difference that 

modify hierarchies. There is a finely articulated gradation of power between these two 

characters despite their shared ostensible whiteness. With regard to questions of race 

and the law, the most obvious difference is aligning the two women with one parent 

only – one with the black mother, and the other with the white father. The maternal 

alignment disempowers Charlotte, while Philippa's tie with the father, in the absolute 

absence of the mother, bestows on her undeniable privileges. 

These privileges are illuminated through the fragile position of the Langs. In 

the midst of speculations about whether a possible “Mr. Lang” was the husband or the 

owner of the women, Mrs. Lang asserts that her daughters are her children alone: “I 

53 Henry Hughes' resounding equation –  “Amalgamation is incest”  –  as Radinovsky points out, 
provides an important frame for the romantic relationships in the novel, along with Louis Agassiz's 
warning against the products of these “unnatural” unions (cf. Radinovsky 202).
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brought you into the world, you are my chil'n – bone of my bone, flesh of my flesh, 

with all your beauty” (130). By way of Eve's creation from Adam's rib, Mrs. Lang 

passionately casts the maternal bond as outweighing other bonds, including the marital

bond, silencing for good her daughter Clarice's questioning about the mother's 

purported white husband (cf. Putzi 266 n. 46). Nullifying the issue of the father, his 

race, and its legal meaning, Mrs. Lang embraces with a vengeance the law according 

to which children follow the condition of the mother.

Conversely, for Philippa, the erasure of her mother means safety in association 

with her white father. Philippa's mother figures merely as a source of Philippa's half-

foreignness, meaning, beyond a foreign country of birth, also her possible non-

whiteness. While Philippa's body conveys to watchful eyes a puzzle of difference, her 

mind and soul belong completely to the Parkes. As Clarice and Charlotte are 

completely Mrs. Lang's, Philippa is Osmond Luce's child. Philippa's alignment with 

the white father and Charlotte's with the black mother produces an essential difference 

between them. Radinovsky underscores in her examination of incest and interracial 

love in Two Men that neither woman's relationship with Parke Auster is allowed to 

produce a positive outcome. It is important to note that their desire for him carries 

radically different consequences. 

Philippa's proclamations of devotion put her in no real danger. Upon revealing 

her design to marry Parke to Theresa Bond, she receives from her friend and romantic 

rival merely a warning that her idea to “compel” him towards her is likely to fail with 

a man directed by curiosity and desire: 
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you would deprive him of the passion, which is the glory, the exaltation
of life. ... You dream that it lies with us women to govern the destinies 
of men. We may indulge them with episodes, though, while they treat 
us to our destiny. ... It is possible that you may succeed in your plans, –
the tragedy will be no less; I do not think that you will. No assimilation
with Parke's tendencies, no dovetailing with his habits, no devotion, 
ever so absolute, will avail a moment when the inclination seizes him 
for something different. (82) 

In spite of all the doubts she expresses, Theresa ends her speech with an offer to leave 

Crest, which would allow Philippa to endeavor to carry out her design. Later, when 

Philippa's love for Parke finally becomes apparent to Sarah, Sarah's profound dislike 

of her ward does not prevent her from pondering the benefits of the union in terms of 

consolidating the Parke legacy: “It was not possible, as far as Parke was concerned, 

and yet – there was the property, which might be all his again” (116). Rather than just 

outrage, Philippa's plan elicits conflicting feelings in both women. While they both 

think it presumptuous of Philippa to assume Parke would want to marry her, they 

nonetheless admire her determination and the consistency in her design. Theresa's 

speech, moreover, articulates a complaint about women's powerlessness in the matters 

of love and marriage – a powerlessness that Philippa's plan boldly seeks to overturn. 

Philippa's obstinacy contrasts both with Theresa's gentleness and, later, with 

Charlotte's passionate abandon. The narration carefully elaborates these contrasts, 

endowing Philippa with an array of unfeminine and unsympathetic traits. With the 

appearance of Charlotte Lang, more of Philippa's shortcomings are fleshed out. In 

particular, jealousy over Charlotte's undeniable beauty brings out in Philippa a 

monstrous aspect that makes her seem both ugly and maddened with anger as Parke 
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observes that “she was evidently in an inward fury; he noticed her strange eyes – the 

spots in them seemed alive – her scarlet, burning lips, and her waving, vivid hair; he 

thought of the 'Sphinx' again, and wondered if Theresa would not give her the name of

Pythoness,54 now” (157). Sphinx now comes to be not so much a cipher for Philippa's 

“half-foreignness,” or “a riddle of national belonging,” as Putzi proposes, but an 

inhuman dimension of this character. Indeed, Philippa's violent reaction makes her 

appear inhuman – upon learning of Charlotte's pregnancy she is likened to an 

“automaton” (cf. 155) – and also inhumane as she indulges in cruel daydreams with 

Charlotte in the main role. Gazing intently at Charlotte at the dance hosted by Parke 

and his friend Sam Rogers, Philippa for the one and only time after her illness revisits 

childhood memories: “She thought of a time, in the twilight region of her childhood, 

when she had heard the sound of the lash on shoulders as lovely as Charlotte's, 

perhaps; at any rate, it cut the flesh of her race. Suppose she were tied up to a 

whipping post at this instant, what would be the tide of feeling?” (124).55 Philippa asks

herself, “would it change from the contemptuous coldness now shown to pity and 

54 “Pythoness,” Lynn Mahoney points out, citing James Matlack's biography of Stoddard, was 
Stoddard's own nickname: “Many of Stoddard's literary acquaintances, particularly those identified 
by later critics with the genteel tradition, were profoundly disturbed by Stoddard and her fiction. ... 
She aroused their fear as well as their wrath, and they derisively referred to her as 'the Pythoness.' 
Noting the classical education of these men, Stoddard's biographer, James Matlack, argued that by 
calling her 'the Pythoness' they described the snake-like efforts at crushing her prey and drew 
attention to her affinity with the pythoness of Greek mythology – 'a woman endowed with ... 
demonic spirit'.” (Mahoney 26)

55 Philippa's ruminations here are followed up with the sound of dogs barking by Charlotte's house 
when she returns there after her tryst with Parke. Charlotte seems to be chased by bloodhounds 
(even if only in her imagination), the sexual encounter framed by the narrator as her downfall, “the 
spectacle of dead chastity in a lovely shrine” (141). The description of Charlotte's return home is 
quite unusual for Stoddard's prose in terms of this kind of evaluation delivered by the narrator. 
Dispelling all ambiguity concerning what occurred during Charlotte's horse ride with Parke, the 
narrator bursts into the following exclamation: “Ignorant, confiding, weak, poisoned with ancestral 
blood, none shall judge thee, Charlotte – but God!” (142, emphasis mine).
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protection?” (125). 

The answer to this question that the next chapters provide furthers the 

exploration of Philippa's cruel, almost monstrous side. For all that the two characters 

might share in terms of racial ambiguity and ostensible whiteness, there is no 

possibility of community in Philippa's thinking about Charlotte. Imagining Charlotte's 

body whipped, Philippa takes a distinctive pleasure in the vision of violence and aligns

herself with the powerful side as she further refers to Charlotte as “that slave” (cf. 

156). Encountering Charlotte on a walk, she sees “the picture of a sad, lovely 

Innocence” with “languid, wistful eyes,” a “faint color rising in her cheeks” and “a 

singularly melodious voice” (160), yet despite what she sees, she nonetheless ends up 

hurling insults at Charlotte, calling her an “insensible, heartless, beastly African!” 

(161). Obviously, Philippa's dominant motivation is her jealousy over Charlotte's 

relationship with Parke – the novel makes that clear. Yet that does not suffice to 

explain how “half-foreign” Philippa engages with such facility in racist persecution 

when her own whiteness has been presented as comparably precarious to Charlotte's.

In fact, while Charlotte's angelic appearance sets her apart from the “glitter of 

negro blood” that defines her mother's appearance in the narrator's description (cf. 96),

Philippa's features seem only striking and interesting in so much as they raise 

questions about her foreign mother. What intrigues onlookers in Charlotte is that she 

appears to be a white woman; what intrigues them in Philippa is the foreign aspect that

Theresa and Parke christen “the American Sphinx.”56  Is the Sphinx's riddle one of 

56 Lawrence Buell proposes that this label is an allusion to Emerson's poem “The Sphinx”: “In the 
same vein of subterranean, disruptive cosmopolitanism [as the naming of the protagonist of The 
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race, or one of race's relation to power, and, more than that, to cunning uses of power? 

Unlike Charlotte, who is at the mercy of the fate determined for her largely by Parke's 

seduction, Philippa seems to have the power to hold the answer herself. With these 

recurrent mentions of “the American Sphinx” the novel seems to be toying with a 

certain Gothicism, inviting questions about aspects of the monstrous in Philippa – 

most overtly, when the indignant Sarah calls Philippa a “cockatrice” (cf. 46). 

The comparison to the mythical beast, half-dragon, half-rooster, may be read as

an expression of miscegenation fears at their worst. On the other hand, though, the 

figure of the cockatrice may signify something quite different – an obliteration of 

Philippa's foreign mother in suggesting that her tie to the father may silence all other 

questions about her heritage: the cockatrice, according to medieval bestiaries, was said

to have hatched from a rooster's egg that was sat on by a snake. In translation to the 

Parke family, with Osmond as Philippa's one named parent, and Sarah her reluctant 

guardian, Philippa would thus figure as the child of the Parkes and Parkes alone, 

seeing herself as the descendant of an old family and desiring to extend those bonds, 

and the sense of safety they afford through an incestuous union with the man brought 

up as her brother. 

Stoddard thus uncouples incest from miscegenation fears by ascribing to them 

different familial lines, which in turn mean different access to property, and different 

ability to self-determine. While it may be argued that the burial of Charlotte and her 

Morgesons Cassandra] is the nicknaming of Philippa in Two Men as “the American Sphinx” – 
presumably an allusion to Emerson's notoriously enigmatic poem (and to Stoddard's own persona?) 
as well as to the original – together with the teasing suggestion that the reference will be caught by 
some but not everybody” (Buell, Afterword 268).
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child in the Parkes' family plot functions as a parallel to her planned marriage to Parke

(which would make her, despite the preceding hysteria over their union, part of his 

family), it is nonetheless Philippa who eventually claims the right to the family 

property. Charlotte's demise marks the passion she shared with Parke as too volatile 

and unscripted to yield a tangible, tenable, and countable outcome, while Philippa's 

incestuous desire creates a calculated passion with the power to not only preserve but 

consolidate a family fortune.

Through the juxtaposition of Philippa's plan with the tragic relationship 

between Parke and Charlotte, Stoddard distances the incestuous design from the desire

between those two characters, making it more metaphorical, economically-motivated, 

oriented toward marriage rather than romantic love and, in that way, deeply 

defamiliarized. This image of incest is very much unlike the abhorrent image repeated 

in arguments that compared it to – and condemned it along with – interracial unions. 

And those relationships, too, in Two Men are distanced from political debates about 

them, as Radinovsky points out, arguing that “while Stoddard did write about women 

presumed to be fugitive slaves, she was atypical in setting their story in New England 

and in depicting incestuous and interracial relationships that were relatively 

independent of the institution of slavery” (204). She goes on to argue that Stoddard's 

treatment of these relationships is significantly less negative than in most of the 

contemporaneous literature and “supported and stemmed from her general refusal to 

engage in conventional white, middle-class intolerance, her work to subvert it, and her

insistence that people be aware of and act on their feelings and desires” (204). 
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There is, however, despite the subversiveness, a great deal of ambivalence in 

Stoddard's representation of the Langs. Charlotte's death forecloses the chance of 

inclusion in the local community. Though Stoddard's treatment of the romance is 

stripped of the hypocritical pretense that interracial relationships are unusual or 

“unnatural” and fraught with dangers (such as the myth of sterility of mixed-race 

offspring), marriage between Parke and Charlotte remains an incendiary proposition. 

Ultimately, it is an unthinkable scenario precluded by sudden, and largely inexplicable,

deaths of Charlotte, her and Parke's child, and Sarah. 

The sudden deadly fever that claims these lives dispenses with the possible 

emergence of a new kind of family in Two Men, one that would raise further-reaching 

questions about citizenship and its determining factors in the United States changed by

the Civil War. Instead, this briefly entertained possibility is replaced in the last third of

the novel with Jason and Philippa's transformation of a father-daughter bond into 

romance. It is as if in the face of the similarities between Charlotte and Philippa, 

Charlotte's death serves to clarify their crucial difference, signifying a boundary to 

what each of them may attempt. Lacking any explanation, Charlotte's demise figures 

as narrative punishment for following desire. Meanwhile, Philippa's calculated pursuit 

of the son and, subsequently, the father, although incestuous, flourishes into a 

“consolidation” of family wealth and the securing of Philippa's claim to whiteness.

Examining the strategies by which Two Men endeavors to make incest more 

palatable, Radinovsky notes Stoddard's departure from the kind of tragic Gothicism 

that defined Melville's reviled Pierre: “Stoddard's representation of paternal incest is 

188



not gothic, only occasionally sensational, just barely tinged with bits of 

sentimentalism, and Romantic to the extent that is limited by a radical, possibly 

unprecedented, experiment with psychological realism,” she proposes (210). At the 

root of this re-imagining of incestuous relationships, according to Radinovsky, is a 

deeply personal interest – Radinovsky makes a compelling case for an 

autobiographical reading of incest in Two Men offering quotations from Stoddard's 

letters (cf. 208). Stoddard's daring, passionate, but also rather puzzling repetitive 

juxtaposition of her feelings for her husband to those for her brother Wilson in those 

letters indeed hints at a possible mystery. James Lorimer Graham's correspondence 

with Bayard Taylor about the Stoddards' third son extends this ambiguity, Radinovsky 

argues as “Graham's letter could be read as suggesting that Stoddard's incestuous 

relationship with her brother had been consummated, so that Lorry should have been 

named 'Wilson' after his possible father” (Radinovsky 209).57 

Aside from the interesting speculations on the basis of the letters, this fact 

draws attention to yet another meaning of incest in the novel. Wilson Stoddard evokes 

Parke Auster in that both of them inscribe one family within another. In the case of the

novel, however, the name Parke displaces, or even disowns, Auster. Philippa's desire 

for Parke is an extension of this familial consolidation. Her subsequent rejections of, 

first, Mr. Ritchings' and, later, Mrs. Rogers' proposal on behalf of her son first 

strengthens her resolve and, secondly, reveals the economic logic behind it. And 

though the union of Philippa and Jason on the one hand unites two “half-foreigners” as

57 The Stoddards' firstborn had already been named Wilson. 
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the new owners of the Parke estate, through their familial tie established under the 

exacting control of wife and mother Sarah Parke, on the other hand, neither of them is 

free to break with the Parke legacy. 

The Parkes – as a “spirit of the place,” inscribed in every piece of furniture and

every tree planted on the estate – define their relationship. For Philippa as the unlikely 

yet enduring true protagonist of novel, marrying the man who played the role of her 

father and carrying on their life in the ancestral home works as a way of exorcising her

foreignness through tightening the bond with her fathers (both Jason and Osmond). It 

is a choice, made by both Philippa and by the novel in privileging this union over the 

other possibilities represented by Parke's relationships with women from outside the 

family, Theresa and Charlotte. Those relationships, at multiple points in the narrative, 

garner the label of “episodes,” while the central love plot, defined by dispassion and 

economic safety, ripens.

The Genius of the Family and the Reading of “Foreigners”

The word “episode” delineates in the novel the relationship between the family

and others as well as the boundaries of the main incestuous love plot. Parke's love 

affair and the brief interweaving of the fate of his family with that of the Langs is 

framed as an episode first by Theresa's complaint about women's power as limited to 

“indulging men with episodes” while suffering to have their destinies determined by 

men's decisions (cf. 82). Charlotte's death in childbirth serves as an ironic illustration 

of this dynamic: her burial in the Parke family plot marks only a symbolic inclusion 
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among the Parkes, leaving her own family broken and written out of the remaining 

narrative. Meanwhile, Parke is left free to take on further conquests, not only romantic

ones, and with even greater freedom, as he sets out for South America with Osmond 

Luce. His last visit to the Langs' house carries subtle signs of the conclusion of their 

part in the novel. Charlotte's mother and her sister Clarice appear to him as “the 

mutilated statues in the sand of Thebes,” the comparison to the faceless Egyptian 

Colossi of Memnon both exoticizing them and invoking the other Thebes, the Greek 

Thebes of the Oedipus tragedy.58 In what is the final act of the love affair between 

Charlotte and Parke, Clarice echoes Theresa's complaint when she remarks that with 

“no more Charlottes to seduce” Parke is bound to leave her and her mother to bear the 

consequences of the affair (186).

Clarice and Theresa share a knowledge of the world that distinguishes them 

among the other characters but also, ultimately, relegates them to “episodes” within 

the larger story. Their insights connect the local drama to realities outside Crest. On 

another level, their remarks supplement the narrative voice, relating the novel's plot to 

familiar conventions. Clarice's repeated warnings to Charlotte about Parke's intentions 

are informed not only with the knowledge of the women's precarious status but also 

with lessons drawn from narratives of seduction. Clarice takes on the role of the 

novel's reader's reader, adding to the pared-down narration her interpretation of 

gestures and silences as ciphers for potential danger. In the affair between Parke and 

Charlotte, she takes on the role that Theresa Bond plays between Parke and Philippa: 

58 Given that the affair plays out against the backdrop of Philippa's incestuous designs, Parke's “sin” 
could be defined as the opposite of Oedipus' – his desire for Charlotte goes against Sarah's and 
Philippa's avowed dispassion, taking him further and further away from the home.
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reading signs of desire more skillfully than anyone else if only to foreshadow their 

grave consequences.

Theresa, beyond her own episode as Parke's love interest, maintains 

nonetheless a marginal presence in the novel as the addressee of his and Philippa's 

letters. Like Clarice, she is a skillful reader of people, which contrasts with the 

family's tragic inability to read each other. This psychological insight, again, like 

Clarice's, is linked to a knowledge of conventions of behavior as much as of those of 

narrative. Theresa is an exemplary reader of periodicals and popular literature, which 

she makes apparent upon her arrival at the house. For the first time since the 

introduction of Jason Auster through his reading, the subjects of literature and 

philosophy re-enter the novel with Theresa's visit, providing a new language for the 

family's idiosyncracies, heretofore presented in the novel primarily through 

descriptions of Sarah's management of people and their physical surroundings.

This earlier part of the novel becomes more legible as a consequence. Theresa's

request to see the family's collection of gift annuals invites a presentation of the other 

characters as readers. The conversations about literature that Theresa's visit provokes 

reveal that her hosts are primarily readers of books. Their preference for works 

contained within separate stand-alone volumes over the miscellany of periodical 

publications makes their reading singular, oriented towards ideals rather than 

connections. Moreover, for each of them reading seems to be a private act, which they 

do not share with others. At a picnic set up to entertain Theresa, Jason suddenly breaks

his silence, bursting into a tirade about the difficulty of reading God in nature, 
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surprising his interlocutors with his sudden ardor and leaving them tongue-tied. Apart 

from his views on the subject, Jason reveals also that he has been secretly following 

Parke's reading, citing lines from a volume of Wordsworth's verse he found in Parke's 

room (cf. 77).59

Theresa recognizes in Jason's outburst of eloquence a quality of genius, teasing

Parke that “geniuses never have children like themselves” (78). Questions of both 

Parke's reading as well as the concept of genius return in the novel with significant 

gravity. The above early indication of Parke's interest in the Romantics provides an 

ironic subtext to the episode with Charlotte as an attempt to experience firsthand the 

passions Parke had been reading about. Following her death, Parke is exposed as a 

wannabe Byronic hero by Jason's biting remark that Byron would be the most fitting 

reading on his expedition to Venezuela (cf. 212). On the voyage, however, “no books 

[are] allowed,” as Osmond makes clear in response. Parke forsakes reading for 

adventure, which, as the last pages of the novel reveal, proves much less romantic than

the image Osmond had painted for him. Though he has the expanse of “the savannas 

of Apure” before him rather than, like Philippa a “prospect ... limited to the Scotch firs

in the yard” (259), he finds himself haunted by insistent thoughts about her yet unable 

to imagine what may have happened to her.

The conditions of Philippa and Jason's happiness are founded upon ideas and 

59 It is a challenge to specify what those views are exactly. Jason's speech is highly elliptical and reads 
like an excerpt of a larger argument that is not fully fleshed out. Jason appears to be citing 
Wordsworth's “Lines Written in Early Spring” to support the claim that nature has an almost 
irreligious, immoral aspect that, rather than bringing man closer to God, renders him more 
solipsistically confined to the human realm. The minister, Mr. Ritchings, who is a guest at the 
picnic, confines his response to Jason to merely the comment, “You must read the Gospel with a 
good deal of imagination” (cf. 77-78).
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convictions that none of the other characters can quite grasp. In sensing genius in 

Jason and identifying Philippa as “the American Sphinx” with a dangerous potential, 

Theresa serves as the reader's guide toward the mystery of this unexpected happiness. 

Quotations from Tennyson, which crop up in relation to Jason and his ward in the last 

part of the novel, underscore further that Jason is to be the man who will determine 

Philippa's destiny. Against her initial protestations, these poetic borrowings indicate 

that the relationship is not a mere marriage of convenience but holds a promise of 

fulfillment for both partners. Allusions to Tennyson, however – to invoke here 

Howells' description of Stoddard's staunch resistance to literary influence – function 

only as signals but do not shed light on the intricacies of this strange and sudden 

romantic connection.

Stoddard draws a careful distinction between the narrative at the core of Two 

Men and the subplots that make her “tribe of originals”60 at Crest intelligible to readers

conversant with literary conventions and cultural trends championed by periodicals. 

The interests of the Parkes and Austers are defined against this kind of worldly 

reading, and so is the narrative. Theresa's role is that of confidante and mediator of the

peculiar, tightly circumscribed world of the family, looking for ways to relate their 

characters and their views to what she understands. Notably, however, as a character, 

she is quickly withdrawn from the story. The scene of her departure from Crest makes 

clear that she is not welcome there, nor is the kind of literary culture she stands for. 

Jason's final exchange with her, apart from writing her off as a finished “episode” in 

60 This is how Mr. Ritchings describes the family to Theresa (cf. 71).
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the family's life, involves a rather passive-aggressive exchange about flower 

symbolism:

     “Good-by, Miss Theresa,” said Jason, with the feeling that he was 
shaking hands with an episode. He walked beside her to the gate. She 
broke a spray of flowers from a bush which bordered the walk.

     “These betoken autumn,” she said; “are you superstitious, Mr. 
Auster?”

     “Not in the least.”

     “There is not a flower here whose emblem is Remembrance.”

     “Glad of it.”

     “Why, how ungallant you are at the last moment! Come, I am 
treasuring the last words of you all. Can you give me no better?”

(...)

     “As if we need emblems,” he said.

     “They are foolish,” she answered, following the direction of his 
glance; “but then there are fools. Keep this flower, will you? not for 
remembrance.” (94, emphasis by underlining, mine)

Theresa's attempt to play Ophelia on her last morning at the house irritates Jason. He 

rejects the play of allusive meanings and forebodings, cutting short Theresa's playful 

inquiries about rosemary before she is even able to hint at Parke possibly being 

Hamlet in the scenario.61 The flirtation between her and Parke consequently peters out 

61 Ophelia figures as an important female type in the flower language code of sentiments, with 
rosemary typically tied to her final speech in Hamlet. I touch upon that connection briefly in my 
discussion of flower language and botany in Spofford's Azarian in Chapter 1. For more about the 
nineteenth-century fascination with Ophelia, see Kimberly Rhodes' Ophelia and Victorian Visual 
Culture: Representing Body Politics in the Nineteenth Century (2008). Rhodes focuses in her study 
on representations of Ophelia in British visual art, literature, and theater. Ophelia, in her reading, 
comes to stand for the quintessential feminine – tied to the natural world in its pastoral vision, she is 
angelic because largely undefined: “Part of the appeal of Ophelia’s character in nineteenth-century 
Britain seems to have been Shakespeare’s vaguely drawn outline of her and the multitude of 
questions she presents. Multiple interpretations of her character ensue and an exaggerated sense of 
femininity emerges from Shakespeare’s hazy portrait Ophelia becomes a blank page on which 
patriarchy can project and inscribe its desires. In a time of rapid industrialization, urbanization and 
social change, Ophelia was a romantic femme eternelle, intimately connected to nature and therefore
the natural roles and character of women” (4).
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without any dramatic turns, an episode played out and finished, just as Jason's 

intuition tells him. Even as she is not to return to Crest, Theresa is called upon more 

than once by Parke and Philippa who write to her desperate letters, seeking advice and

comfort. It is Theresa's ease in reading feeling that makes her their confidante, and her 

ability to draw connections (as well as to connect to others), brings out how unskillful 

her hosts are in those respects – each of them caught up in a singular grand design and 

unable to decipher others.

Two scenes in particular illuminate the misreadings of character and the 

resulting loneliness in which Theresa intervenes briefly. After Sarah's passing, Jason 

finds himself contemplating a photograph of his late wife in Philippa's parlor and 

Jason notes that his memory of Sarah's face is accurate yet that the accuracy of his 

memories does not bestow any insight into the mystery of her character. Though “the 

lines of her mouth ... were no more rigid in the picture than  he remembered them in 

life,” looking at the image brings him only a “stern relief” in reaffirming that the face 

had always been “inscrutable to him.” The picture becomes an occasion for an 

untimely confession, in which Jason considers questions that Sarah's influence did not 

allow him to articulate before her passing. He muses, “Could there have been any 

communion between their spirits, he would have said: 'Behold me without the 

imposition laid upon me by you.' He would have asked, if she had yet learned the 

secret of the destiny which had bound them together, without the aim of self-

advantage, or of the higher or more exalted feelings” (222). Jason's inability to read 

Sarah during their marriage is evidenced by the silence of the image, with the 
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daguerrotype as an ironically sufficient stand-in for Sarah herself. Jason's questioning 

centers on feelings, and in recounting the ways in which his relationship with Sarah 

lacked not not only a sense of spiritual connection but also clues as to Sarah's 

possession of “higher feelings,” the daguerrotype recreates the only aspect of Sarah 

that Jason had ever come close to.

This scene mirrors another, earlier scene in the novel in which a daguerrotype 

marks a boundary of closeness between characters, serving as evidence of that which 

cannot be communicated between them. In that earlier scene, it is Sarah who, in 

searching through Parke's possessions, endeavors to learn the truth about his intentions

towards Theresa Bond. Discovering a small portrait of Theresa among the papers in 

Parke's room, Sarah is overcome with fear about the possibility of marriage between 

the two. Although the two scenes set up a parallel between Jason and Sarah, as they 

both turn to objects in order to discover and understand feelings, their inquiries into 

feeling have strikingly different purposes. For Jason, morality and feeling matter in 

and of themselves, while for Sarah they are secondary to their outcomes. The tears she

sheds over the discovery of the daguerrotype are only in part a sign of possessiveness 

towards her son.

In conversations with the housekeeper Elsa, Sarah reveals a deep discomfort 

with the thought of both Parke's and Philippa's potential matches, which prompts Elsa 

to question Sarah's view of marriage: “Wouldn't it be wise in you to think of the 

possibility of somebody's getting married? Or do you expect to cut and carve 

everybody into an eternal single blessedness?” (70). Elsa's prickly comment captures 
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aptly Sarah's desire to control the actions and desires of the family, yet fails to pick up 

on Sarah's preoccupation with family fortune. Snide comments about the suspicious 

intentions of the minister Mr. Ritchings in pursuing Philippa who, Sarah “was ... fixed 

in a belief ... was not a girl to be sought or loved” (69), express a worry about money 

and an overwhelming desire to consolidate the family wealth.

Philippa's reading extends the strict economy of Sarah's familial imaginary 

with literary ideas. The ideas Philippa derives from fiction fixate her on the subjects of

genius and of passion. Philippa's idiosyncracies blend the interests of Sarah with those 

of Jason, though the combination does not reconcile them but rather creates a self-

perpetuating conflict. Like Jason, whose philosophical inclinations set him apart from 

his environment, Philippa's peculiar selection of readings makes her a difficult 

interlocutor. She openly spurns poetry62 and most novels, yet idolizes Charlotte 

Brontë's Jane Eyre. Her pronounced dislike of poetry and fiction leads Mr. Ritchings 

to believe that what she values in Jane Eyre must be the novel's realism, yet Philippa 

argues strongly against Mr. Ritching's labeling Jane Eyre a “literal novel.” In response

to his remark, Mr. Ritchings receives an exceptionally impassioned speech about the 

novel: “Literal! Charlotte Brontë cheated her readers in a new way. She threw a 

glamour over the burnt porridge even, at the Lowood school, and the seed-cake which 

Jane shared with Helen Burns. Did red and white furniture ever look anywhere else as 

62 Perhaps to some degree as an echo of the author's complaints that poetry “comes out in hard knots 
and hurts,” Philippa repeatedly underscores her dislike of verse. Her complete rejection of poetry 
gains a humorous dimension in her rejection of Mr. Ritchings' proposal of marriage. To his attempt 
to set a romantic tone to their walk by reciting lines from Coleridge's “The Picture, or the Lover's 
Resolution,” she retorts, snidely: “I read a horrid thing the other day ... 'Christabel.' I am reminded 
of it to-night” (119).   
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it did at 'Thornfield'?  haven't we all red and white articles which have never stirred us 

beyond the commonplace?” (74). In Philippa's reading, Jane Eyre is a novel of 

transformation in which detail is not so much depicted faithfully as animated beyond 

the ordinary. Philippa describes this creative work in terms of almost magical 

manipulation, making literary mastery sound dangerously reminiscent of Sarah's 

attempts to conjure the spirit of the Parke ancestors through her control of the house's 

organization and its appearance.

Yet Philippa sees in this kind of creative control not only the power to create 

realities more convincing than the commonplace, or to preserve and continue an older 

vision, but to awaken new desires, which she strives to elucidate in the conversation 

with Mr. Ritchings, but finds herself at a loss for words. In typical Stoddard fashion, 

the dialogue becomes at this point a confusion of voices, pared down to just the 

utterances, devoid of any markers of the interlocutors' attitude or their identity. Careful

tracking back the exchange suggests that the first assertion is Philippa's follow-up to 

her comments about Jane Eyre:

“Genius describes ordinary life for us, and then we suffer in reality 
the discrepancy of its words.”

“But life must be illustrated.”

“It cannot be; the text ruins the attempt.”

“Does not passion illustrate it?”

“I do not know.” (74)

Whether passion can illustrate the text of ordinary life becomes a genuine question for

Philippa who is repeatedly described by other characters as the most dispassionate 
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person they had known. The veneer of dispassion brings Philippa together with Jason, 

yet her cryptic conversation with Mr. Ritchings, which is paired with Jason's 

unexpected diatribe on morality, hint at buried thoughts and feelings that both 

characters come to reveal in the latter part of the novel. The hypothesis that passion 

could illustrate life is subsequently tested through Parke's tragic affair with Charlotte 

Lang. While Parke and Charlotte possess passion, dangerously legible to everyone 

around them, the overtly dispassionate Philippa and Jason are said to possess 

“genius.” 

Genius is a curious substitute for passion. The paired cryptic speeches 

delivered by Philippa and Jason make genius appear related to a deeply personal, 

almost secret knowledge. It appears very different from the insight and ability to draw 

connections (between self and other, self and the larger world), which are the qualities 

that Theresa brings into the life of the family. Theresa herself identifies genius in 

Jason's observations on nature and immorality but neither she nor any of the other 

participants of the picnic define what they perceive as genius, nor does anyone seem 

able to comprehend what Jason means when he ventures that the beauty of the 

surrounding landscape “confounds” and “annihilates” ethics (cf. 77).

But perhaps rather than trying to find the meaning of genius to the characters 

in face of this deflection, it is rather worth asking what genius means in Two Men? 

Naomi Z. Sofer's examination of the term's origins in Making the “America of Art” 

offers a suggestive link to one of the novel's most pervasive questions, that of 

property: “The term 'genius' is etymologically derived from the Latin genius, 'the male
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household spirit, inseparable from the land owned by a particular clan' and thus 

historically associated with both geographical location and masculinity” (142-143). In 

relation to Philippa, a daughter who associates herself with two fathers and claims no 

mothers, and who, moreover, displaces the son (Parke) as the owner of the family 

estate, genius lies in transformation – of the legally powerless feminine into a 

masculine claim to land and self-determination. The loss of a limb that emasculates 

Jason at the end of the novel further bolsters Philippa's metaphorically masculine 

status.

Philippa's engrossment in Robinson Crusoe63 following Parke's departure hints 

at her final self-assertion as an individual imagined in Locke's writings: she is now in 

possession of her own small “island,” a young woman turned homo economicus 

through desires greater than a singular love plot – great enough to craft a love plot in 

service of possession.64 Philippa is yoked together with Jason through the “genius” 

that inscribes them in the place and separates them from the world. Different 

meanings of “genius” collide at the end of the novel as this unlikely pair of characters 

emerges finally as lovers, contrary to their previous father-daughter arrangement, and 

as protagonists, contrary to the dispassion that would have earlier seemed to condition 

them to forever remain in the background of the passions sweeping through Parke's 

63 Defoe's novel comes up in a conversation with Jason, in which Philippa once again repeats that she 
has no interest in poetry (cf. 220).

64 It is important, however, to acknowledge another aspect of the allusion to Robinson Crusoe. In a 
letter to Stedman from April 18th, 1865, Stoddard interpreted Crusoe as the epitome of loneliness: 
“Stoddard [meaning her husband, Richard] writes me that you are not well, that you suffer. From the
fact I infer that you are as much, and more alone than I am, for nothing so invests a person with 
solitude, as sickness—the true Robinson Crusoe is Pain” (Selected Letters 110). The mention of the 
book in Two Men, then, signals Philippa's loneliness in a way the character would not confide in 
anyone.
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life. With Parke out of the picture, however, the novel delivers a twist that is both 

ingenious and scandalous: the inconclusive brilliance of Jason and Philippa yields an 

unprecedented happiness on the pages of Two Men, legitimized by the narrator 

through repeated quotations from Tennyson. Their relationship is likened thus to 

Tennyson's long courtship with Emily Sellwood and juxtaposed with Parke's Byronic 

romancing as a more lasting, tested, and matured kind of love.

Genius, then, as the novel articulates it, lies in a dispassionate yet unrelenting 

pursuit of a goal. This stubbornness rests on taboo as Philippa's “consolidation” plan is

tied irrevocably to incest. The genius behind the unlikely plan reveals itself through 

literary allusion: Stoddard's employment of Tennyson's poetry65 so as to elucidate the 

romantic nature of the new bond between her characters is carefully balanced by 

Philippa's scorn for poetry. Flower language, Theresa Bond's instrument of reading 

nature and people, is mocked by Jason and juxtaposed with his railing against the 

threat of the immoral in the landscape. Stoddard perches the small, circumscribed 

world of her protagonists on the edge of the known world, and her novel on the edge 

of familiar convention and plot. Genius, in her iteration, folds the large in the small as 

the world of the ancestral home becomes the whole world that her characters seem to 

need.

65 Repeated quotations and paraphrases from Tennyson are identified by Jennifer Putzi in her 
annotations to the text on the novel. See: Notes to pages 165-259 (Two Men 268-269).
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Protagonists “Not of Our Law” and the Limits of Subversiveness

Employing an impressive and eclectic range of allusion, from Greek tragedy 

through Shakespeare to contemporaneous poetry, fiction, and political news in the 

passages on Venezuela, Stoddard probes ways to set the novel against the familiar in 

literature. Her greatest feat of originality in Two Men, however, seems to lie not in 

clearly demarcated difference but in transformation. Having gained control of the 

family estate, Philippa, it could be argued, is transformed, with respect to legal power 

into one of the titular two men. The art of housekeeping enshrined in such important 

antebellum volumes as Catharine Beecher's A Treatise on Domestic Economy for the 

Use of Young Ladies at Home and at School (1842) and Lydia Maria Child's The 

American Frugal Housewife (1829) is transformed in Sarah's hands into a haunting 

effort to grasp control over the fate of the property and the family. The management of

the house becomes the central organizing principle of the novel, its one enduring 

element, as its themes, characters, and their conditions go through various 

transformations: half-foreigners become family, passion is punished by death or a life 

of rootless wandering, and genius untethered from greatness rewrites a familial bond 

into one of passion that is domesticated only insofar as it is inscribed in the family 

estate, but nonetheless strange, defined against the world, belonging to a nature that is 

“no saint” and “not of our law.” This language Stoddard borrows from Emerson's 

“Experience” –  a text that figures as the novel's most consistent interlocutor.

Among the many literary allusions in Two Men, the dialogue with Emerson's 

essay is exceptionally enigmatic and elliptical. Stoddard offers as epigraphs to Two 
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Men two quotations from “Experience.” The first one, “Let us treat the men and 

women well: treat them as if they were real: perhaps they are,” extracted from its 

context, invites a consideration of her characters “as if they were real,” that is, 

stranded, as Emerson describes it, between a desire for permanence and the confusion 

of  lived experience in which, “[o]ur life is not so much threatened as our perception” 

as “[g]hostlike we glide through nature, and should not know our place again” (cf. 

Emerson 286). Emerson's essay opens with images of genius as an agent of human 

confusion, one who “gives us the lethe to drink, that we may tell no tales, mixed the 

cup too strongly, and we cannot shake the lethargy now at noonday” (286). Genius, 

here, is the opposite of insight that could pierce through delusion, which Emerson 

makes clear through the complaint, “Ah that our Genius were a little more of a 

genius!” (286). This doubleness of genius in Emerson situates the genius of Stoddard's

characters in an ambiguous space between insight and blind searching. As for the 

epigraph itself, while in “Experience” it serves as a call to ethical action, in Two Men it

is perhaps more safely regarded as a provocative pronouncement on the relation of the 

characters to real people, since in the “episode” with Charlotte Lang most of them 

practice the opposite of what the quote asks for, allowing ideas to overshadow the 

person.

The second of the epigraphs provides a background for Jason's otherwise 

inexplicable and disjointed speech on immorality in nature in Chapter X. It comes 

from the middle section of Emerson's essay, wherein he advocates for a middle path 

between “the thin and cold realm of pure geometry and lifeless science” and the realm 
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of sensation (296). Stoddard cites the following passage: “Nature, as we know her, is 

no saint. The lights of the Church, the Ascetics, Gentoos, and corn-eaters, she does not

distinguish by any favor. She comes eating, and drinking, and sinning. Her darlings – 

the great, the strong, the beautiful – are not children of our law; do not come out of the

Sunday-School, nor weigh their food, nor punctually keep the Commandments.” In an 

optimistic reading of the novel's acts of subversion, this epigraph could be taken as an 

assertion of the naturalness of the supposedly “unnatural” unions in Two Men against 

petit-bourgeois morality – thus, indeed, aligning incest and miscegenation as relations 

condemned by the small-minded and conventional. Yet, like in case of the first 

epigraph, Stoddard's literary rebellion carries through to the realm of ethics only 

partially. Jason and Philippa are the exception, while Charlotte's transgression is 

punished by an inexplicable death.

The explanation for the logic of Two Men in this respect finds may be found in 

another passage on genius from “Experience,” one that follows those chosen by 

Stoddard for epigraphs: “The most attractive class of people are those who are 

powerful obliquely and not by the direct stroke; men of genius, but not yet accredited; 

one gets the cheer of their light without paying too great a tax” (Emerson 300). 

Powerful obliquely and in possession of an uncredited, elusive kind of genius, 

Philippa and Jason fall indeed on the middle path if Parke and Charlotte be taken as 

belonging to the “realm of sensation” and Sarah, on the opposite pole, the “lifeless,” 

slavish calculation. “Experience” can thus provide a way of interpreting Two Men with

emphasis on the novel's attempt to negotiate between a range of oppositions. These 
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negotiations, however, are not directed toward democratic outcomes or inclusive 

visions. Rather, in inveighing against common morality, Stoddard carves out a small, 

enclosed haven for her protagonists where they can live excepted from outside rules.

This exceptional status is won by Philippa through “lichen-like” obsessive 

attachment to an idea of preserving family tradition and through a persistent assertion 

of her own whiteness. Forgetting the mother in favor of the father's legacy and 

submitting to Sarah's unwavering discipline, what Philippa goes through is 

assimilation into the Parke clan. Assimilation, then, as a wholehearted surrender of 

one's difference, seems to be the novel's answer to the constantly looming question of 

who gets to belong and call themselves a member of the family. Ostensibly 

uninterested in engaging with the issue of national belonging, the novel translates it 

into belonging to the Parke family, developing in the Parke mystique a mythology of a

“first family” that requires reverence even as it alienates. 

Stoddard's criticism of the disempowerment of wives in marriage does not 

yield a revolutionary answer in this novel but rather arrives at a solution that 

submerges rebellion in submission to bourgeois womanhood. Legally empowered, 

Philippa is nonetheless validated in her claims to property and whiteness through her 

fidelity to the family and the house. Genius belongs as much to the characters as to the

place, or perhaps, to property – dividing the family from the foreigners and reinforcing

the tie between property and whiteness. The answers in Two Men all lie in the house: 

not divided but locked from strangers, it preserves and reproduces the past into the 

future.
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CONCLUSION

“If Pierre were not written by the author of Moby-Dick, it would probably not 

be in print today ... Indeed, had the book not been written by the formerly successful 

author of Typee and Omoo, it might never have found a publisher,” writes William C. 

Spengeman in the introduction to the 1996 Penguin Classics re-edition of Pierre, the 

novel that effectively sank Herman Melville's reputation (vii). Spengemann points to 

the doubleness of Melville's significance: as the author of the formidable, 

encyclopedic Moby-Dick – the Melville rehabilitated and canonized by twentieth-

century literary critics as one of nineteenth century's defining writers, and the Melville

associated with adventure narratives popular with his contemporaries. The critical re-

appraisal that Moby-Dick (once-forgotten, decidedly unpopular upon its publication) 

received led, in turn, to a reconsideration of those earlier writings. Critical attention 

fleshed out in Typee and Omoo challenges to conventions of the travel narrative genre 

and the novel form, crafting a connection between the “two Melvilles” in lieu of the 

earlier juxtaposition. Finally, Pierre, or The Ambiguities, the notorious tale of incest 

that had before then been commonly taken to combine a commercial flop with artistic 

failure, also received critical vindication, its incompleteness reread as evidence of 

ambitious experimentation.

A similar role to that which Moby-Dick played for critics in recuperating 

connections between Melville's works can be ascribed to Emily Dickinson scholarship

with regard to literature by her female contemporaries. Links to Dickinson have served

207



to legitimize the recovery of Harriet Prescott Spofford, Sarah Piatt, and Elizabeth 

Stoddard. Spofford's story “Circumstance” is cited as having had a great influence on 

Dickinson, evidenced by her praise of it in letters to Thomas Wentworth Higginson 

and to her sister-in-law, Susan. Those letters then served for critics such as Katherine 

Rodier and David Cody as occasions for investigating the character of that influence 

and for questioning Spofford's obscurity.66 Comparisons to Dickinson in terms of 

originality and import for understanding the poetic treatment of the Civil War appear 

also commonly in arguments in favor of more critical attention to Sarah Piatt.67 

Virginia Jackson's Dickinson's Misery, moreover, draws significant connections 

between Dickinson's carefully self-edited fascicles to the material forms of nineteenth-

century poetry, shifting from Dickinson's assumed status as an outlier to that of a poet 

uniquely connected to the literary culture of her day, in ways that shed light on the 

challenges that culture continues to pose for scholars. Stoddard is mentioned among 

the writers with whose work Dickinson, as a regular reader of the Atlantic Monthly, 

was undoubtedly familiar.68 In the preface to Two Men, Jennifer Putzi cites Higginson's

comparison of Dickinson's family to characters from Stoddard's novels in an effort to 

convey the home's peculiar atmosphere to his wife (cf. Putzi, Introduction xiv, xxv). 

What these various invocations of Dickinson share, in spite of their differing claims 

about the three writers, is the continuing importance of canonical writers – writers 

66
I note these references to Dickinson briefly in Chapter 1.

67 Bennett's introduction to Palace-Burner refers to Dickinson repeatedly in making a case for 
including Piatt in the American canon, while the preface to the anthology of Civil War Poetry, Words
for the Hour, places Piatt alongside Dickinson as one of the defining voices in the collection.

68 That is part of Paula Bernat Bennett's argument in “Emily Dickinson and Her American Woman 
Poet Peers.” The other part, which I feel obligated to mention, is that Stoddard belongs to the poets 
against whom Dickinson, in Bennett's reading, defined her style (cf. 231).
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deemed to transcend the parameters set by the literary scene of their day – in the 

recovery of works and writers forgotten, lost, or relegated to the literary background of

“minor literature.”

Introducing her re-edition of Stoddard's Two Men, Putzi remarks, 

parenthetically: “It is worth noting ... that many an 'original' male writer – Herman 

Melville comes to mind – has not suffered a similar fate” to Stoddard's, whose long 

absence from American literary history, despite (and maybe, Putzi suggests, also 

because of) some initial appreciation of her originality, can be traced to her escaping 

easy classification (Putzi, Introduction xxi). Putzi's observation about the different 

significances of originality for the reception of the two writers raises important 

questions for what the “Dickinson connection” may mean for attempts at critical re-

evaluations of literature by Dickinson's female peers. 

Not bolstered by a relation to the canon, originality may well mean not the 

opposite but a close counterpart of conventionality, both of them figuring as synonyms

for failure. Many of the texts I discuss in this dissertation shared either Pierre's 

predicament or enjoyed a rather short-lived popularity similar somewhat to that of 

Melville's Typee. Unlike in the case of Melville's works, however, arguing for a 

reconsideration of these texts means grappling with the tradition of their reception. 

The nineteenth-century reviews of Spofford, Piatt, and Stoddard with which I framed 

my discussion of their work in each chapter draw the contours of that critical tradition.

The a priori assumptions that guide the critics' readings position literature produced by

women as always less intellectual, more sentiment-driven, more derivative, and more 
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preoccupied with propriety than the writings of their male peers. Meeting these criteria

makes the writing “pleasing,” departing from them signifies a failure to meet them. 

Given the narrow confines of this critical discourse, the recovery of nineteenth-

century literature by women for modern audiences has underscored in “failures” to 

meet those criteria the potential for protest, treating with suspicion textual 

performances of middle-class femininity as nods to critics' prescriptions. Yet I posit a 

crucial difference between what criticism of the Rufus Griswold school that predicates

its claims on the idea of “inherent femininity” imagines women's writing to be and 

what a literary performance of femininity entails. Griswold's theory of female 

creativity, to which I have been returning throughout this dissertation, articulates with 

wonderful crudeness the imagined limit to women's capabilities that other critics 

merely intimate by their patronizing admonitions to the authors they critique. 

According to Griswold, women can't help the way they write; the finished work of 

women's writing results from “feelings unemployed” rather than rigorous intellectual 

effort. To discard texts on the basis of their employment of tropes of sentimental 

femininity or poetess verse is to take Griswold at his word that there is no room for 

intellectualism where these tropes appear.

Dickinson scholarship is where such assumptions have been challenged the 

most successfully. Studies devoted to Dickinson's interest in botany69 use Dickinson's 

poetry to showcase the nineteenth-century herbarium as not a mere “scrapbook” but an

69 These include titles such as: Marta McDowell's Emily Dickinson's Gardens: A Celebration of a Poet
and a Gardener (2005), Judith Farr's The Gardens of Emily Dickinson (2004), Emily Dickinson's 
Herbarium: A Facsimile Edition (2006), edited by Judith Farr, Leslie Morris, and Richard Sewall.
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artifact testifying to an intimate link between natural science and art. The critical 

attention to Dickinson's poetry in the context of the Civil War has brought into focus 

the ways in which Dickinson translated ciphers of the war into verse whose immediate

contexts were far removed from battles and instead enclosed for the most part within 

the poet's private world of the home and garden. Although Dickinson criticism offers, 

thus, a basis for reading these thematic interests and the imagery derived from them as

stemming from intellectual curiosity, I decided to forego “the Dickinson connection” 

bar a few brief mentions. Legitimizing the intellectual and experimental ambitions in 

the texts I read in the dissertation by comparisons to an author such as Dickinson, 

whose exceptional status is undisputed, implies setting my archive against more 

conventional, “minor” literature, which I wanted to avoid.

Rather than argue for exceptionalness of my chosen archive, I have aimed in 

this project for a reconciliation of conventions with intellectualism and literary 

experiment. Originality in my reading of the three writers lies not on the opposite end 

of the spectrum from convention but in their deployment and rewriting of conventions 

in service of ambiguity. The confining factor in their work, rather than in conventions, 

lies in the construct of bourgeois femininity, which defines the boundaries of the 

worlds imagined in their work. The critiques of marriage, war, and women's position 

in the art world, take men and institutions as their target, never venturing into a full-

blown interrogation of the received images of womanhood. We find in them precisely 

those traits of nineteenth-century women's culture that rouse suspicion about its value 

for scholars.
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The fact that such “feminine” writing and poetess verse pose continued 

obstacles deserves more critical attention because those obstacles speak to what is 

unsettling and even perhaps offensive about the construct of bourgeois womanhood. 

With irksome assumptions of universality, expressions of sympathy that depend on 

comparisons of white middle-class women's lot to that of disadvantaged peoples', and 

a wealth of recurrent tropes, works of nineteenth-century women's culture seem tightly

confined by their established conventions, at times solipsistic, and oblivious of the 

larger spectrum of social and political tensions in which they function.

Yet conventions and audiences' “love affair” with them, which defines their 

endurance according to Lauren Berlant (cf. 3), need not be taken as an absolute 

constraint on what literature that employs them may articulate. Reading Spofford, 

Piatt, and Stoddard together in this dissertation, I have traced in their use of familiar 

“feminine” conventions a dialogic relationship to other genres of writing, other artistic

media, and to contexts beyond the texts' immediate setting. These dialogic links are 

enacted by them repeatedly through objects typically associated with bourgeois 

womanhood: miniature art, herbaria, magazine clippings, home ornaments and 

furnishings. The result of this investment in objects is a miniaturizing effect of a 

reversal of scale: folded in the small, domestic world in these texts are references to 

and images of the world beyond it. In reading the aesthetic effects and affective 

significances of these scale reversals I have repeatedly borrowed from Susan Stewart's

theorization of the miniature. 

Apart from this aesthetic aspect, however, these scale reversals articulate 
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relationships between the texts and their historical context. Through these attributes of 

bourgeois femininity, then, the texts locate their narratives in relation to the Civil War 

and to its impact. The ostensibly private and apolitical narratives in Piatt's poetry and 

Spofford's and Stoddard's novels resonate with echoes of the war, depicting changes in

the social landscape in the North in terms of new avenues of professionalization 

opening to middle-class women, the changing conceptions of national belonging, 

anxieties surrounding racial difference, the relationship between the North and the 

South, and the place of women on the era's art scene. The play with familiar 

conventions in these texts speaks to these changes, setting these texts apart from both 

the antebellum literary culture on whose inventory of images and tropes they draw and

apart from the postbellum literary scene, which they do not yet anticipate. Although 

the limited scope of this dissertation encloses them within their small circle here, 

following the dialogic links exercised by these texts further connects this rather 

liminal and limited subset of the era's literature to other cultural texts, offering up a 

way of reading beyond the constraints of a canon and beyond connections to 

established great writers.
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