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Introduction

CINDY WEINSTEIN AND CHRISTOPHER LOOBY

The political potential of art lies only in its own aesthetic dimension.

—HERBERT MARCUSE, The Aesthetic Dimension

For a long time, what made American literature distinctive, even exceptional, was held to be its aesthetic particularity: its characteristic “organic form,” its embrace of romance rather than realism, its colloquial style, or some other discovered or invented aesthetic quality.1 Then it came about that this critical use of aesthetic categories to identify and analyze American literature was considered spurious and politically suspect—held to constitute a dangerous and morally blameworthy evasion of history and political reality. So for many years the predominant approach in American literary studies, as in many other sectors of the academic humanities, was a politically engaged historicism, and the aesthetic dimension was consciously dismissed (although never, to be sure, successfully avoided) as a matter of minor importance, trivial distraction, or accidental detail. In recent years, this dismissal has come to seem, to many of us, limiting or deforming to critical inquiry and scholarly investigation—and so it comes about that aesthetic questions return to the critical conversation, perhaps in fruitful conjunction with the historicist and political questions that have earned their central position in our inquiries.

Aesthetics Redux

American Literature’s Aesthetic Dimensions is inspired by the literary criticism of scholars written in the last several decades. We envision this volume as both a critical and companionate piece to Sacvan Bercovitch and Myra Jehlen’s seminal Ideology and Classic American Literature.2 Call it what you will—“ideology critique,” “new historicism,” “cultural studies”—the transformation from understanding American literature as, in the words of Richard Poirier, “a world elsewhere,” as an aesthetic object removed from and resistant to the vicissitudes of historical context, to reading literature as profoundly social, has greatly illuminated and complicated our sense of literature’s relation to culture.3 None of the essays in this volume, despite their engagement with questions of aesthetics, departs from the fundamental premise that literature is engaged in what Jane Tompkins famously dubbed “cultural work,” which requires a critical methodology that “looks for continuities rather than ruptures, for the strands that connected a novel to other similar texts, rather than for the way in which the text might have been unique.”4 This methodology, of course, has a politics, which Tompkins quite powerfully explains in relation to her own graduate school career, where Harriet Beecher Stowe was a footnote to Mark Twain, where an appreciation of narrative complexity meant that popular novels went unread, where Nathaniel Hawthorne’s success was understood solely as a function of his genius and had nothing to do with a complicated network of publishers and reviewers who helped to establish Hawthorne’s place in the canon. We do not think any of the contributors to the present volume would dispute this general account of the state of literary criticism in the late 1960s; however, what these essays do is recalibrate the relation between the literary and the social to see if and how the terms purposefully excluded, but not entirely banished, from Tompkins’s account—particularly those that fall under the sign of the aesthetic—might be of value and worth acknowledging explicitly once again. She wrote, “I have not tried to emphasize the individuality or genius of the authors in question, to isolate the sensibility, modes of perception, or formal techniques that differentiate them from other authors or from one another” (xv). And yet in her influential reading of Uncle Tom’s Cabin she wrote that Stowe’s novel was “a brilliant redaction of the culture’s favorite story about itself—the story of salvation through motherly love” (125). Tompkins’s analysis did not isolate Stowe from cultural “modes of perception, or formal techniques,” but it certainly “differentiated” Stowe from the likes of certain other authors, such as Mary Jane Holmes and E. D. E. N. Southworth, to name just two hugely popular novelists of the period who, like Stowe, often wrote that “culture’s favorite story about itself.” The point to be made with this example (and we shall develop this claim further) is that even the staunchest practitioners of ideological critique deploy, whether explicitly or only implicitly, aesthetic criteria. While Tompkins may not want to “differentiate,” she nevertheless does so. It is difficult to think of a more aesthetically loaded pronouncement (one that distinguishes Uncle Tom’s Cabin as “brilliant” on the basis of its narrative form); that it is located in a critical text so committed to questioning the aesthetic is fascinating. The essays in the present volume think through this paradox—can one use the language of aesthetics in a way that does not reproduce the conceptual blindnesses that ideology critique worked to address? Indeed, might questions of sensibility, perception, and form now be put to use, not from a retro-position of political naïveté or New Critical “art for art’s sake,” but rather from a critical position informed by theoretical developments of the last several decades? Is it possible to talk about “aesthetics” and also to heed Fredric Jameson’s call to “always historicize”?5 And what would this literary criticism look like? The essays in American Literature’s Aesthetic Dimensions answer these questions.

Let us make clear from the start that this volume does not pretend to represent all of American literature and culture. No set of essays could do so, but our goal has been to put together a collection with a breadth and depth of content that, when brought together, represents a critical intervention into how we might rethink the question of aesthetics and American literature. That said, we have tried to achieve some degree of temporal coverage, ranging from the eighteenth to the twenty-first century. The effects of the critiques of the canon, about which we will have more to say, are exemplified by the heterogeneity of the essays, which centrally address such noncanonical writers (some of them representing minority literary formations) as Phillis Wheatley, Constance Fenimore Woolson, Earl Lind, Sekou Sundiata, and Juliana Spahr (not to mention the Carpenters!), along with canonical authors such as Herman Melville, Stephen Crane, and Henry James. Despite the absence of work on Native American or Latino/a or Asian American writers, we believe that the essays assembled here (on noncanonical texts, by African American writers, gay authors, aural and visual forms, and popular culture) will provide critics working on genres, forms, and texts not featured in this volume with a valuable set of interpretive templates.

The purpose of this introduction is to delineate the place of aesthetics in literary criticism, more generally, and then to analyze the role aesthetics has played in American literary criticism in particular. Arguably, the study of American literature and culture has been as thoroughly hostile, in recent years, to aesthetic questions as any other academic field in the humanities. But what are we talking about when we talk, once again, about “aesthetics”? It will be seen quickly enough by readers of this collection that the contributors are by no means agreed upon the answer to this question—upon what counts as an aesthetic phenomenon or experience, or, indeed, what constitutes the “aesthetic dimension” of the collection’s title.6 It has always been the case that aesthetics was a contested term and, likewise, it has always been true that philosophers and critics have used the term in different and sometimes contradictory ways. The American writer, editor, and educator Elizabeth Palmer Peabody, who in 1849 published the first and only issue of a journal she called Aesthetic Papers, wrote in her introduction, explaining her choice of the word aesthetic in the title, that of all such terms in common use “perhaps no one conveys to the mind a more vague and indeterminable sense than this,” characterizing aesthetic as “this vague, this comprehensive, but undefined word” and contending that it would be useless to refer to a dictionary or encyclopedia to help determine its meaning.7 Formal philosophy has nevertheless attempted to define its meaning in various ways, to determine its intrinsic signification or legislate its normative essence, but, again, it will be seen by readers of this collection that formal philosophical definitions play a distinctly subordinate role in the essays that follow. The contributors are literary and cultural scholars and critics who tend to mean a variety of things by aesthetic and generally use it for heuristic rather than strictly philosophical purposes—to open up new avenues of inquiry rather than to inhibit or delimit research and criticism. A quick and dirty list of what counts as aesthetic herein would have to include the play of imagination, the exploration of fantasy, the recognition and description of literary form, the materiality of literary inscription and publication, the pleasure of the text, sensuous experience in general, the appreciation of beauty, the adjudication and expression of taste, the broad domain of feeling or affect, or some particular combination of several of these elements.8 Given the current state of cultural studies, which has for some time been suspicious of aesthetics and even sometimes hostile to aesthetic approaches—and has largely preferred to focus its attention first and foremost on matters of society, history, ideology, politics, and power—it seems wise not to close down prematurely the possible value of a renewed aesthetic dimension to our critical researches and analyses, better not to attempt to prescribe a single definition of aesthetic, but to grant the term its “vague and indeterminable sense” (as Peabody said) and encourage a variety of investigations under its aegis.

Many of the essays here might be understood as efforts “to risk alternate forms of aesthetic engagement,” in Rita Felski’s terms.9 They suspend (in some measure) or subordinate (to a degree) certain reflexive habits of critical demystification—the general attitude Paul Ricoeur famously dubbed the “hermeneutics of suspicion”10—to recover and redeem something that may have been nearly lost, and certainly has been usually bracketed and generally suppressed, in most Americanist scholarship of the past several decades. Felski again: “Once we face up to the limits of demystification as a critical method and a theoretical ideal, once we relinquish the modern dogmas that our lives should become thoroughly disenchanted, we can truly begin to engage the affective and absorptive, the sensuous and somatic qualities of aesthetic experience” (76). Felski is essentially appealing to a notion of the aesthetic that is quite archaic, perhaps deriving remotely from the early eighteenth-century German philosopher Alexander Baumgarten’s original coinage of the term aesthetics and his definition of it as “a science of sensitive knowing (scientia cognitionis sensitivae)” or “a science of how things are to be known by means of the senses (scientiam sensitive quid cognoscendi).”11 Although we might well heed Peabody’s warning to stay away from dictionaries or encyclopedias in an effort to nail down the meaning of aesthetic, it has been almost a reflex of recent critical attempts to reopen aesthetic approaches and questions to do so, to advert to the derivation of the English term from its Greek origin. To quote one especially concise and apt philological and historical summary, from Susan Buck-Morss (who quotes another such summary, from Terry Eagleton), “Aisthitikos is the ancient Greek word for that which is ‘perceptive by feeling.’ Aisthisis is the sensory experience of perception. The original field of aesthetics is not art but reality—corporeal, material nature. As Terry Eagleton writes: ‘Aesthetics is born as a discourse of the body.’ It is a form of cognition, achieved through taste, touch, hearing, seeing, smell—the whole corporeal sensorium.”12 Buck-Morss goes on to argue that “one might rather place [aesthetics] within the field of animal instincts” (6–7) or what Eagleton calls “our creaturely life” (13). Indeed, a number of philosophers have recently undertaken to rehabilitate a form of aesthetic theorizing that is frankly prosensualist, ranging from Ekbert Faas’s rereading (under Nietzsche’s tutelage) of the entire history of Western philosophical reflection on aesthetic experience as a regrettably puritanical attempt to exorcise “sex, sensuality, sensuousness” from aesthetics to Richard Shusterman’s proposal for a “somaesthetics,” which envisions a return to “Baumgarten’s broad practical vision of aesthetics,”13 uniting reflection upon the sensorium with practical bodily disciplines, and tellingly draws much of its inspiration from the American pragmatist philosophers William James and John Dewey.14

Whatever direction(s) the return to aesthetics takes in the near future, whether “prosensualist” or “new formalist” or “affective” or other, these possibilities all are united by a certain negative impulse or by a negation of a prior negative impulse—what Nancy Bentley, in her essay in this volume, tellingly references as our “disenchant[ment] with disenchantment.” This new resistance to the resistance to aesthetics may find some powerful inspiration in the later writings of Sacvan Bercovitch, whose influential work was so powerfully productive of the very turn to ideological analysis that has now, perhaps, started to run out of steam.15 It is worth remembering how magnetically energizing it seemed when, for example, in The Puritan Origins of the American Self, Bercovitch insisted, on the book’s final page, at the culmination of an intricate argument about the long historical persistence of an American myth of representative selfhood, on “the importance of ideology (in the Marxist sense) in the shaping of the United States.” Less often noticed (but hiding in plain sight) is the sentence immediately following this invocation of “ideology,” a sentence in which the key terms nimbly bring us back to the aesthetic dimension: the “persistence of the myth is a testament to the visionary and symbolic power of the American Puritan imagination.”16 The collection of essays Bercovitch edited with Myra Jehlen, mentioned earlier, Ideology and Classic American Literature, is often cited as a watershed moment, a consolidation in great form of the turn to ideology critique.17 But an earlier collection of essays edited by Bercovitch went under the title The American Puritan Imagination: Essays in Revaluation, which amounted to a defense of the aesthetic in a scholarly field dominated by attention to the intellectual framework of American Puritanism (à la Perry Miller) at the expense of its creative power and imaginative value.18 Even less often noticed, however, are several of Bercovitch’s own subsequent writings in which he cautions against the divorce of ideological analysis from aesthetic analysis, two approaches he considers to be, together, the “constitutive parts of literary history.” “Reverence for art, like all forms of idolatry, is the road to mystification,” he bluntly asserts. But “the separation of aesthetic from cognitive analysis,” he goes on to say, this “false dichotomy,” comes at a high cost to searching inquiry and fruitful dialogue.19 Elsewhere, using slightly different terms, Bercovitch grants approvingly that “cultural studies is here to stay,” but expresses a “hope that as it grows and flourishes it will preserve the literary in what still remains literary and cultural studies. What is at stake here is not just an issue of aesthetics but, more important … the prospects of open dialogue in the humanities.”20

These admonitions of Bercovitch’s—which might be said to draw a bright line under the ineluctable interest in aesthetic questions he and others have exhibited all along—date from the 1990s, but have been remarkably slow to gain real traction. Bercovitch’s celebrated book on Hawthorne, The Office of “The Scarlet Letter,” was itself a practical demonstration of the inextricable entanglement of aesthetic and ideological matters and the necessary critical virtue of keeping their dynamic interrelationship in constant play.21 The professional academic resistance to aesthetics has been nearly intractable, however, and the wariness exhibited even by some of those who once again feel the pull of the aesthetic dimension is palpable. Several signal moments, large and small, might be cited as evincing the halting return to aesthetic questions in American literary studies, among them the special issue of American Literature coedited (with Russ Castronovo) by one of our contributors, Christopher Castiglia, in 2004, under the title “Aesthetics and the End(s) of Cultural Studies”; another collection, edited by Emory Elliott, Louis Freitas Caton, and Jeffrey Rhyne, Aesthetics in a Multicultural Age; yet another collection, The Aesthetics of Cultural Studies, edited by Michael Berubé; and a recent issue of the journal Representations, entitled “The Way We Read Now,” coedited by Sharon Marcus and Stephen Best, that proposes a notion of “surface reading” as an antidote to the habits of symptomatic reading that have held sway for a good long time.22 This last collection is especially interesting, and—we might say—symptomatic of what Castiglia and Castronovo in their introduction to the special issue of American Literature frankly called the “aversion to aesthetics” that has generally prevailed among “the public and professional cultures of academia” (1). Best and Marcus, in their introduction, eschew the language of the aesthetic nearly entirely, although it would seem to be a category perfectly well suited to their purposes; they associate aesthetics with “the broad field styled as ‘New Formalist,’” but do not embrace the term as their own; among the contributors to their special issue, several are studiously averse to the term while others use it freely; and the authors of the afterword also carefully avoid it.23 At the same time, Best and Marcus voice reservations about the political efficacy of academic work in the humanities and acknowledge that their style of surface reading “might easily be characterized as politically quietist, too willing to accept things as they are” (16). Might abjuring the category of the aesthetic—paradoxically—have something materially to do with the risk of political quietism? Although the aims of the present volume are in many ways compatible with those of the proponents of “surface reading,” we choose to adopt aesthetic as a usable term precisely because its history involves the discipline of a careful attention to surfaces and appearances, to the sensible textures of things, and its history also preserves the conviction that social and political life always has a sensory and perceptual dimension.

With this history of aesthetics and this summary framing of recent developments in mind, we can now discuss the deployment of this term (and category) in accounts of American literature. The critique of aesthetics assumes a variety of different forms, with differing emphases, and this is the case because aesthetics is so capaciously defined. That said, virtually all works of literary criticism that position themselves against aesthetics contain some kind of accusatory statement about aesthetics as universalizing, as dehistoricizing, as problematically privileging literary discourse over other discourses, as depoliticizing (which is, in itself, of course, politicizing). Again, we can turn to Jane Tompkins as representative of this particular position: “It is the notion of literary texts as doing work, expressing and shaping the social context that produced them, that I wish to substitute finally for the critical perspective that sees them as attempts to achieve a timeless, universal ideal of truth and formal coherence” (200). What is “substituted” for aesthetics (“timeless,” “universal,” “formal coherence”) is historicizing, politicizing, specifying, as in taking account of gender, race, region, and class, and popularizing, as in engaging with popular texts. This substitution, however, is not a simple one. Using the language of mathematics, while discussing the relative simplicity of characters in popular novels, Tompkins argues that their “familiarity and typicality, rather than making them bankrupt or stale, are the basis of their effectiveness as integers in a social equation” (xvi). It is hard to imagine an account of character (and text) more committed to a notion of “formal coherence” than this, or a statement of universality more complete than this one: “a novel’s impact on the culture at large depends … not on its departure from the ordinary and conventional, but through its embrace of what is most widely shared” (xvi).

Despite this and other inconsistencies in certain critical accounts skeptical of aesthetics, particularly around the issue of formalism, which we shall discuss in greater detail, this work of historicization and politicization has wrought tremendous and much-needed change in the canon of American literature as well as the methodologies, including feminism, deconstruction, and postcolonialism, that have been brought to bear on the field. Thus, Tompkins is absolutely correct when she says that “an entirely new story begins to unfold” when one approaches texts from a perspective that “reverse[s] the negative judgments” of past critics (xvii). But as necessary and hermeneutically fruitful and historically nuanced as that critical position has been, it also depends, ironically, upon reifying the aesthetic as it renders ahistorical questions of taste, beauty, affect, and feeling.24 We agree that the aesthetic cannot be understood apart from ideology, but we also think that yet another “new story” might unfold if we revisit aesthetics with the methodological and theoretical knowledge gained from critics of the last several decades. In an elegant statement that anticipates this volume, Richard Brodhead presciently writes in Cultures of Letters, one of the most important new historicist monographs to come out of the 1990s: “The most compelling reason for studying the social relations of literary forms is that this dimension has been so long and so systematically ignored. Once this territory has been scouted as thoroughly as some others, visiting it will become comparatively less rewarding.”25 Might “the social relations of literary forms” be reintroduced to their aesthetic relations?

Along with other scholars in the profession, we have begun to wonder if the category of the aesthetic (and the artifacts that have been designated as “aesthetic”) was worth revisiting with a less suspicious attitude. We wanted to examine whether aesthetics was useful only insofar as it was one more exemplification of the operations of what Louis Althusser has described as “ideological state apparatuses.”26 Or/and does that category (and do those objects) also provide us with a framework and a vocabulary that give us deeper insight into how we read, what we read, and why we read? It is time to revisit our position vis-à-vis aesthetics and specifically the way that aesthetics has been cast as a subservient handmaiden to the hegemony of ideology.27

As should be evident, the goal of this volume is not to resuscitate aesthetic categories in order simply to go back to a New Critical moment when the text stood alone as an object of study, cordoned off from the putatively disfiguring effects of politics, biography, production, and reception—in other words, context; rather, the aim is to reintroduce aesthetic categories—such as style, form, beauty, pleasure, imagination, in order to demonstrate the ways in which aesthetics and politics are dialectically engaged. That dialectical engagement, however, is the donnée of all these essays, which then seek to go beyond that and explicate how a broadly conceived notion of aesthetics—its properties, its effects, its representational status—better equips us to analyze that engagement and, in doing so, gives a set of interpretive tools that allows us to get past the habitual reduction of aesthetics to ideology. The essays comprising American Literature’s Aesthetic Dimensions open up this homology in order to provide examples of how literary critics might move forward as they reposition American literature’s aesthetic dimensions in relation to its ideological ones.

Indeed, one of the primary reasons for this volume (that sense of something missing) has to do with how that homology has defined (and limited) analyses of American literature.28 In offering the following partial survey of American literary criticism over the last several decades, we have chosen certain representative texts that we believe most directly take up the case against aesthetics, though by no means does this survey do justice to the wide-ranging and numerous contributions made by scholars in the field. With that caveat in mind, let us turn again to one of the defining texts of the 1980s, Ideology and Classic American Literature (1986), in which the contested relation between aesthetics and politics is, as in this volume, the impetus for a set of ambitious and powerful essays. When Sacvan Bercovitch, in his afterword, wished to critique the American ideology that is “adopted from the start precisely for its capacity to transmute radicalism of all forms, from religious protest to revolutionary war, into forms of cultural consensus,” he described that ideology as an “aesthetic flowering” (436). Aesthetic flowering, which is the direct result for Bercovitch of the production of the “‘representative’ American” (436), however, comes with thorns. We might take John Carlos Rowe’s work on literature and imperialism as representative of a critical unease with what that flowering implies; his aim in Literary Culture and U.S. Imperialism is to “follow the logic of a text without lapsing into trivial formalism or celebration of literary ambiguity or linguistic undecidability.”29 Presumably, trivial formalism (and Rowe describes his method as “anti-formal”) is one that fails to “use the text to gain access to a wider historical and cultural field of debate and inquiry”; in other words, a formalism that is designated by the term aesthetics.

“Aesthetic criteria” (23), elsewhere referred to as “conventional aesthetic standards,” are, in Rowe’s analysis, the problem that animates everything from New Criticism to structuralism to deconstruction. They cordon off the canonical from the noncanonical, thereby limiting our exposure to and understanding of historical contexts. They tend to focus on “the moral conclusions and aesthetic pleasures of the middle-class novel” (15). And they privilege literature as a domain outside ideology (in a footnote, Rowe alludes to “traditional literary study which often tacitly supports an aesthetic ideology” [302n36]). The solution is a cultural history paradigm that “assess[es] the literary work’s relative contributions to social consensus and social reform” rather than a model of “literary criticism [that] ha[s] often focused on a text’s aesthetic value” (19). Perhaps Janice A. Radway’s Reading the Romance, with its methodological commitment to offering “less an account of the way romances as texts were interpreted than of the way romance reading as a form of behavior operated as a complex intervention in the ongoing social life of actual social subjects” is the most radical exemplar and apogee of the critique of aesthetics.30 We shall have more to say about Radway’s work, but for now it is worth observing that, for her, the logical outcome of a critique of “aesthetic achievement” is a methodology that disavows the canon, interpretation, and the text.

Rowe’s and Radway’s similar critiques of literary criticism, on the grounds of its putative focus on the aesthetic, do not stand alone. Indeed, “a turn to aesthetic questions,” writes Donald Pease in Visionary Compacts, allowed F. O. Matthiessen to “devise a national consensus” that converted “the conflicting claims” of antebellum political rhetoric into “the achieved art of the American Renaissance.”31 Aesthetics, for Pease, is the stuff of “rarified struggle” (10) as opposed to the real, which comprises “divisive political questions, as well as pre-Civil War cultural context” (10). Whereas Pease’s goal is to release the cultural context of canonical texts held in check by Matthiessen’s attention to aesthetics, the work of Rowe and Tompkins, as well as that of Cathy N. Davidson, aimed to subvert the notion of the canon itself. Their readings of everything from “The Black Elk Narratives” to Hannah Webster Foster’s The Coquette to Susan Warner’s The Wide, Wide World reveal a desire to expand our sense of what counts as literature and the literary. And this is so because of a shared sense that the dismissal of their archive is based on “grounds which have come to seem universal standards of aesthetic judgment” (Tompkins 123). In fact, it is important to keep in mind that the aesthetic has been deployed to keep certain authors in the canon and others out. In challenging traditional and historically decontextualized definitions of “aesthetic judgment,” works by women, African Americans, Native Americans, queers, and other previously all but invisible writers have been able to find their place in the critical discourse. Henry Louis Gates’s magisterial collection of African American texts from the Schomburg Library is evidence of how critiques of the canon have not only enlarged but also reconstituted the field of American literature.32 Cathy N. Davidson puts the point this way in her essential Revolution and the Word, which helped to make Susanna Rowson’s Charlotte Temple and Hannah Foster’s The Coquette indispensable for an understanding of early American literature: “What we read shapes how we read—a reversal of the usual critical presupposition” and an “imperative toward canonization, toward the creation of a univocal history … requires the exclusion of what does not fit into the a priori definition of precisely what is to be defined.”33

For many of these critics, the turn away from aesthetics has as much to do with an argument about the canon as with a particular claim about literature’s relation to culture, that it has no special relation to culture that would enable a text to mount a critique of the social or “redefinition” of it, to use Tompkins’s word (xi). Davidson, for example, distinguishes her work from “traditional literary criticism,” which she defines this way: “literature is not simply words upon a page but a complex social, political, and material process of cultural production” (viii). For these critics, the ultimate value of literature inheres in what it has to say about the social world, and because the aesthetic (somehow) seems separate from that world, or obstructs our understanding of that world, we must turn away from it.

This critical approach is sometimes described as new historicism, and among its eclectic inspirations are the deconstructive work of Jacques Derrida, Paul de Man, and others who became known as the Yale school, as well as the theoretical works of Michel Foucault and the thought of cultural anthropologists such as Clifford Geertz. It is worth briefly rehearsing the theoretical engines of new historicism because the terms they have given us—terms such as writing and discourse, for example—are now such a crucial part of our interpretive fabric as to seem almost invisible, perhaps even commonplace. Although this discussion will move us away, for the time being, from the topic of aesthetics, it is a necessary digression because these theories have had an enormous influence on how we define literature and how we practice literary criticism. The question of aesthetics and the status of the literary text are pivotal, even when the term is out of sight.

Let us begin with deconstruction. In his introduction to Paul de Man’s Blindness and Insight, Wlad Godzich explains “that there is no difference of being between what is within and what is without the frame: they are both of representation.”34 Challenging the distinction between within and without, between signifier and signified, between text and context, is a crucial feature of deconstruction, and Jacques Derrida puts it this (inimitable) way in Of Grammatology: “The outside bears with the inside a relationship that is, as usual, anything but simple exteriority. The meaning of the outside was always present within the inside, imprisoned outside the outside, and vice-versa.”35 What this means, according to another Yale school literary critic, Geoffrey Hartman, is “that writing cannot be an antidote to anything except itself, that it questions its own representational claims by a repetition that phantomizes presence.”36 The key term for Derrida is writing, which is understood as a representation that seems to signify something real, but in fact refers only to the absence of the real, only to itself and the fact of its own status as representation. Its repetition merely creates the illusion of presence.

It would seem as if deconstruction, and its close reading of specific texts or, more precisely, specific words in the most canonical of texts (and here we have in mind de Man’s reading of Jean Jacques Rousseau and Marcel Proust and Derrida’s reading of Saussurean linguistics), has little to do, whether conceptually or methodologically, with new historicism and its disciplinary Luddism. Let us remind ourselves, however, of Foucault’s eloquent account of the poet in The Order of Things, where he notes: “the poet is he who beneath the named, constantly expected differences, recovers the buried kinships between things, their scattered resemblances. Beneath the established signs, and in spite of them, he hears another, deeper, discourse.”37 What “writing” is for Derrida, “discourse” is for Foucault. In The Archeology of Knowledge, Foucault gives literary critics both a definition and a methodology: “The frontiers of a book are never clear-cut: beyond the title, the first lines, and the last full stop, beyond its internal configuration and its autonomous form, it is caught up in a system of references to other books, other texts, other sentences: it is a node within a network…. its unity is variable and relative. As soon as one questions that unity, it loses its self-evidence; it indicates itself, it constructs itself, only on the basis of a complex field of discourse.” For Foucault, this scattering of unities and understanding of the “interplay of relations within it [the book or any other literary statement or event] and outside it” serves to answer the key question, “how is it that one particular statement appeared rather than another?”38

In terms of the aesthetic stakes of this argument, the Foucauldian discursive network is constituted by a variety of texts from a variety of disciplines, leaving open the question of whether or not aesthetic discourse should be granted a certain privileged status by virtue of its beauty (as compared to, say, psychological discourse), self-awareness (relative to, say, ethnographic discourse), or its breadth of referentiality (relative to, say, economic discourse). In large part, the role of the new historicist critic is the reconstruction of this “network,” the optimal result being what anthropologist Clifford Geertz famously called the “thick description” of cultural discourse.39 One might think that critics would be torn between the deconstructive assumption that texts eventuate in “an ultimate impasse of thought engendered by a rhetoric that always insinuates its own textual workings into the truth claims of philosophy” and the Foucauldian imperative to challenge the “frontiers of a book” by offering a thickly descriptive account of “a complex field of discourse.”40 The fact is that they share some fundamental principles, including a focus on “representation,” an insistence on the porousness of discursive boundaries, and a methodology that discovers the fiction, the aporia, that generates the seeming fact. Gillian Brown’s Domestic Individualism makes the theoretical connection quite overtly in her introduction where she discusses how her “deconstructionist approach” allows for what we might call great discursive latitude: “in my presentation of the cohabitation of the individual with the economic, material conditions and mental states coalesce.” Moreover, in an interpretive move that turns the outside inside (and vice versa), she argues that “the individual [himself] shares the definitive principle of domesticity: its withdrawal from the marketplace.” In addition, Brown’s deconstructive approach begins with an understanding of the self that is “continually under construction, or at least renovation,” is dissatisfied with any analysis that produces “a unitary politics” or “totalizing force,” and is characterized by a profound skepticism about binaries, whether it be public/private, male female, person/machine, inside/outside.41

What does this mean for the aesthetic? It means what Brodhead said it means: a radically new and productive way of understanding “literary forms in relation to social relations.” It does so first by leveling the playing field, in the sense that literature takes its place as one more discourse in the cultural field, which includes economics, psychology, sociology, etc., and, second, it produces the author as one more site where these discursive combinations are seen to operate. This resituation of the literary text—which had for so long been constructed as a unique object untouched by social context and was then being understood as fully imbricated in that context—infused literary criticism with renewed energy and conviction. The explosive impact of deconstruction on literature’s “aesthetic dimension” can be found perhaps most provocatively in Walter Benn Michaels’s The Gold Standard and the Logic of Naturalism, in which he writes, “the only relation literature as such has to culture as such is that it is part of it.” The notion of literature as “posit[ing] a space outside the culture in order then to interrogate the relations between that space (here defined as literature) and the culture” is one that Michaels in particular and new historicists more generally worked to dispel. To use one of Michaels’s examples, one should not expect to get from “The Yellow Wallpaper” an understanding of Gilman’s relation to capitalism because it “seems wrong to think of the culture you live in as the object of your affections: you don’t like it or dislike it, you exist in it, and the things you like and dislike exist in it too.” What you can get from it, however, is an “exemplif[ication] [of] that culture.”42 A similar claim is made by Wai-chee Dimock in her analysis of Melville’s career, Empire for Liberty, where she argues: “what each book invokes, affirms, and defends is always the principle of imperial freedom, a principle of authorial license embedded in a technology of control. In that regard, Melville dramatizes the very juncture where the logic of freedom dovetails into the logic of empire … where the imperial self of Jacksonian individualism recapitulates the logic of Jacksonian imperialism.”43

In one of the most illuminating readings of Melville, Dimock explains how his works repeatedly recapitulate a logic of individualism that is itself a recapitulation of the logic of empire. Melville’s literary accomplishment and value, for Dimock, exists primarily in relation to its exemplification of Jacksonian democracy, as his literary production gets absorbed under the rubric of cultural production. But, as we saw in the case of Tompkins, that “substitution” of the literary by the social is not always exact, and we would contend that the latent valorization of the literary that quietly subtends Dimock’s analysis is crucial to the power of her argument. Without using the term aesthetic and without overtly granting special privilege to Melville’s work, the fact is that her readings, time and again, derive value and specificity (separate and apart from the social value she is most interested in illuminating) from the language of aesthetics and the language of Melville’s art. We would submit that as much as Melville’s novels discursively intersect with “Horace Mann’s rhetoric of social cataclysm” (108), Melville’s rhetoric is considerably more pleasurable, more stylistically and formally complex than Mann’s. Dimock explains, “Melville is not just placating the reader [in Redburn]; he is also representing the act of placating, a double operation by which the reader’s authority is at once complied with and reexhibited as coercive agency” (90). At one point in her reading of Moby-Dick, she does a close reading of the “tautology, ‘Ahab is for ever Ahab’” (136), in order to disclose how Ahab occupies the poles both of Manifest Destiny and of Native American doom. She writes: “the instrument of indictment, in both cases, is the very figure of selfhood, a figure that both encloses and excludes: a tautology, finally, within whose confines one always is what one is” (138). It is, of course, Melville’s tautology (not reformer Mann’s and not historian Francis Parkman’s, two other voices comprising the discursive network), which Dimock argues is “as much a social phenomenon as a literary one” (136) that allows her to make this original and illuminating claim. Our observation here is simple. Although Dimock’s point is to reveal the analogies between “textual governance” and “social governance,” between “authorial sovereignty” and “America’s national sovereignty” (7), the strength of the analysis comes, in large measure, from a necessary and at times even stated, though more often not, privileging of Melville’s words, style, and forms.

Dimock’s argument at once derives its interpretive creativity from the Foucauldian paradigm she is deploying, while it also reveals some of the theoretical pressures a literary critic might encounter when relying on said paradigm.44 The author, to quote Foucault, is a constructed entity with a variety of functions, not least of which is to serve as “a point where contradictions are resolved, where the incompatible elements can be shown to relate to one another or to cohere around a fundamental and originating contradiction.” One should observe here the theoretical kinship between deconstruction and new historicism as the “author-function” becomes the site of the deconstructive aporia. In addition, but unlike deconstruction, the “author-function” enables an evaluative move that allows readers to “speak of an individual’s ‘profundity’ or ‘creative’ power.”45 For Foucault, we must finally and fully rid ourselves of our interpretive dependence on the author because it is based on a mistaken need for “a principle of unity in writing where any unevenness of production is ascribed to changes caused by evolution, maturation, or outside influence.” Thus, at the conclusion of Michaels’s tour de force reading of Frank Norris, he writes: “the subject of naturalism … is typically unable to keep his beliefs lined up with his interests for more than two or three pages at a time, a failure that stems not from inadequate powers of concentration but from the fact that his identity as a subject consists only in the beliefs and desires made available by the naturalist logic—which is not produced by the naturalist subject but rather is the condition of his existence.”46 Similarly, “Melville’s authorial practices are,” according to Dimock, “neither strictly private nor even strictly literary, for what they adumbrate, in their controlling logic of form, is something like a controlling ‘logic of culture’” (7). These analyses accomplish the Foucauldian mandate, which demands that “the subject (and its substitutes) must be stripped of its creative role and analysed as a complex and variable function of discourse.”47

If literature is one discourse among many, without any exceptional status, and if the author is a function of those discourses, without the pedigree of creativity, it would seem that the category of the aesthetic has been fatally wounded. But that is not exactly true. What has been wounded, and deservedly so, is a particular definition of the aesthetic that links it to a notion of textual or authorial transcendence, not, in other words, a wholesale dismissal of the notion of the aesthetic itself. Thus, even in a work of literary criticism like Claudia Tate’s Domestic Allegories of Political Desire, which defines itself as “read[ing] these novels [by African American women] against the cultural history of the epoch of their production,” she is simultaneously committed to “recovering the[ir] aesthetic value.” Tate understands that value as the novels’ “ability to gratify a distinct audience of ambitious black Americans who sought to live fully, despite their commonly experienced racial oppression.”48 Gratification is a term that also appears in Janice A. Radway’s Reading the Romance (96), wherein she records the following observation made by one of the women who is talking about the threat men feel when the women around them read romances: it “has little to do with the kinds of books their wives are reading and more to do with the simple fact of the activity itself and its capacity to absorb the participants’ entire attention” (91).

It might seem odd to use Radway’s account of reading the romance as evidence for the claim that aesthetics has never fully left the critical vocabulary of American literary criticism. Not only does she focus on a genre (popular romance novels) that perhaps more than any other has been dismissed on aesthetic grounds, but she also eschews a reading about “the meaning of romances” to offer a reading of “the meaning of romance reading as an activity and a social event” (7). She is writing about books that are, for all intents and purposes, duplicates of one another, stylistically and narratively repetitive. That said, however, she, like Tate, discovers a value in their “ability to gratify,” or, as Radway puts it, “the reading experience is valued for the way it makes the reader feel … a general sense of emotional well-being and visceral contentment” (70). Moreover, Radway, whose introduction describes a process whereby she realizes the book she is writing is not about “romances as texts” (7), nevertheless ends up with a meditation on the romance and the “narrative technique[s] employed” (205) that create the powerful experience of reading the romance. It is through the “peculiar blend of a deliberately referential language with the signs of ‘the literary’” (192) that the reader is transfixed. Radway’s use of quotation marks to cordon off “the literary” should not go unnoticed (she does the same thing a page earlier), because it gets at a theoretical difficulty. Radway’s method and subject matter are driven by the imperatives of a “culturally oriented scholarship” (3) that works to undo the very cordoning off implicit in that extra set of quotation marks. If the literary really is a manifestation of the social, if popular culture really is literary, why reinforce that separation with a doubling of quotation marks? Is it because the literary is somehow (and this is where the essays in this volume come in) in a different relation to the social, a distinctive relation of the aesthetic to the social that is designated by punctuation if not always by prose?

Like Dimock, Radway’s culturally driven analysis is informed by the language of the literary, perhaps nowhere more so than in its final chapter, “Language and Narrative Discourse,” a title inspired, perhaps, by structuralist Gerard Genette, though he is not directly referenced, and it turns out that not just any reading experience produces “the feeling of pleasure” (93); rather, it is specific to how “a literary text can be said to operate on the reader” (188). With this formulation about textual “operation[s],” we are back to Tompkins’s notion of a text’s “cultural work.” She writes in her introduction that she “was trying to understand what gave these novels traction in their original setting (i.e., what made them popular, not what made them ‘art’)” (xv). For Radway, part of the effectiveness of the popular romance’s cultural work lay in its usage of literary forms. The romances represent the world here and elsewhere, now and some other time. That is the power and complexity of their artistry. For Tompkins, “non-fictional discourse, when set side by side with contemporary fiction, can be seen to construct the real world in the image of a set of ideals and beliefs in exactly the same way that novels and stories do” (xv). This striking formulation produced a series of readings that, as Tompkins writes in her final chapter, is a “competing attempt [contra Matthiessen] to constitute American literature” (200). She succeeded in reconfiguring the canon.49 Uncle Tom’s Cabin and The Wide, Wide World are required reading for scholars of American literature, not because of their “escape from the formulaic and derivative” but because they “[tap] into a storehouse of commonly held assumptions, reproducing what is already there in a typical and familiar form” (xvi).

But, if these texts are “typical” and “familiar,” why read these particular texts and not other typical ones? Why read novels if one can get the same “cultural information” (xvi) from religious tracts? Going back to Foucault, why constitute the discursive network of American sentimentalism through The Wide, Wide World and not one of the hundreds of other sentimental novels written at the time? Is it perhaps because this novel is more typical or more capaciously referential than those others? Does it do a better job, as it were, of “tap[ping] into that storehouse” and might that have something to do with their aesthetic properties? Tompkins is profoundly aware of these questions and attempts to answer them in her final chapter, aptly named, “But is it any good?” Her position is that this question is the wrong one to ask because the term good already assumes that everyone knows what is good, and that is precisely what Tompkins is disputing. We agree with Tompkins that the notion of “good” is historically grounded and not universal or transcendent (code words, as we have seen, for the aesthetic). But we think that Tompkins overstates the case, though not necessarily so at the time of writing the book. We do not think that nonfictional discourses construct “the real world in the image of a set of ideals and beliefs in exactly the same way that novels and stories do.” Rather, we think of works of art in the way Adorno formulates it in Aesthetic Theory: “works of art are after-images or replicas of empirical life, inasmuch as they proffer to the latter what in the outside world is being denied them. … Whereas the line separating art from real life should not be fudged, least of all by glorifying the artist, it must be kept in mind that works of art are alive, have a life sui generis. Their life is more than just an outward fate.”50 Rather than Tompkins’s “image,” we see art as an “after-image.” “Exactly the same way” is too limiting because it takes off the interpretive table an entire vocabulary—the vocabulary of the aesthetic—that we might use, once again, in understanding literature.

The Volume

The essays in the present volume are organized into four thematic clusters, followed by an afterword. The essays in part 1, “Aesthetics and the Politics of Freedom,” examine aesthetic theory, iconography, form, and public performance in relation to the question of freedom. That relation is essential to an understanding of the eighteenth-century poetry of Phillis Wheatley, the nineteenth-century prose of Harriet Beecher Stowe and Frank J. Webb, the turn-of-the-century poetry of Stephen Crane, and the multiple artistic genres of twenty-first century artist Sekou Sundiata. However, the essays analyze aesthetics from within their historical contexts in order to explain the specific political frameworks and debates that animate the text’s aesthetic dimensions. Edward Cahill establishes the dialectic of freedom and constraint that is constitutive of theories of the aesthetic and political analyses of liberty. He then demonstrates how Wheatley embodies this dialectic in her identity as poet and slave as well as in the poetry itself, which is located “within the contested socio-political context of eighteenth-century race slavery without ever becoming reducible to that context.” The aesthetic liberty Cahill describes in his essay becomes radicalized in Ivy G. Wilson’s account of the “revolutionary aesthetic” he sees at work in the iconographic deployments of writers as diverse as Washington Irving and Ralph Ellison. In this essay, American literature is surveyed for its strategic placement of iconic imagery, particularly George Washington and Toussaint L’Ouverture, in order to illustrate a radical privacy—a space of “innervision … that counteracted [African Americans’] depictions in the public imaginary.” American literary texts thus enfold within themselves a space for a revolutionary, iconographic aesthetic, one that allows African Americans to see or imagine, in a way that language does not always permit, “themselves as part of the U.S. or, conversely, to fantasize about alternative socialities.”

Max Cavitch takes up the question of aesthetics and politics through the lens of Stephen Crane’s poetry, and explains how the formal experimentation of free verse has been incorrectly tied to “liberal-progressive accounts of expressivity.” In fact, this essay argues that the function of the refrain, and Crane’s relentless repetitions that constitute his refrains, are themselves a critique of the position, from within the very structure of free verse, that freedom of form equals freedom of politics. The modernism of Crane’s poems thus leads not to a “revolutionary aesthetic” but rather indexes “a paroxysm of the antiaesthetic,” which is based not on freedom but convention, not on innervision but its vacuity, not on alternatives but repetition. The last essay in part 1 returns to an analysis of the liberatory politics of the aesthetic. Julie Ellison analyzes the proliferation of institutional spaces that are devoted to the production, through various art forms, of “lyric citizenship,” and contextualizes this development in relation to the present moment of Barack Obama’s presidency. Through a reading of Sundiata’s 51st (dream) state, as well as texts written primarily by African American academics, creative writers, and public intellectuals, Ellison argues for the renewed presence of an aesthetic dimension in discourse—whether through the language of dreams, magic, or lyric—that represents “political possibility and impossibility, a swinging door between agency and loss.” The aesthetic dimension is where hope is alive.

The essays in part 2, “Aesthetics and Sexuality,” argue that the embodied pleasures of aesthetic imagining provide the crucial conceptual ground for a redefinition of sociality (see Wilson, Ellison, Bentley, Hale, and Ngai for related claims). The particularities of that redefinition, and the form they take, vary depending upon the historical context in which the text is being produced and read. Judith Butler’s deconstructive work on gender, and specifically the radical potentiality she sees in the aesthetic realm, is essential to all these essays as they examine how literature can transform structures of intimacy, sexuality, desire, and beauty. Christopher Castiglia focuses on Nathaniel Hawthorne’s The Marble Faun in order to delineate how the novel’s dense network of friendship becomes a vehicle for Hawthorne to imagine a romanticism that “enhance[s] the possibilities for inventive intimacies.” By drawing the connections between Hawthorne’s biography (the love letters between him and his “ideal reader,” Herman Melville), Schiller’s concept of aesthetic as “something akin to the Ideal,” and the novel’s idealization of the aesthetic in the chapter “An Aesthetic Company,” Castiglia unfolds the means by which “the transformative play of aesthetic imagination opens up a space of negotiative and compensatory intimacy.” Like Castigilia’s, Dorri Beam’s essay on Henry James’s “A Figure in the Carpet” and Constance Fenimore Woolson’s “Miss Grief” is also about intimacy; but the intimacy generated, the “Aesthetic Company” that is kept, takes place less within the pages of each individual story and more across the texts, through characters, and in form. Beam’s reading establishes the centrality of gender performance in “Miss Grief” and the parodic confusions those performances entail, which “breed more capacious forms of social and sexual intercourse and more capacious forms of reading.” The aesthetic dimension permits Woolson the freedom to write and to parody the conventional sexual and textual relations expected of “the master” toward a potential disciple (the plot of Woolson’s story). The two writers are able to forge an intertextual relation with each other that eventuates in an acknowledgment of Woolson’s literary value, a recognition that “brings one into relation with the possibilities that unfold.” Christopher Looby’s essay is concerned with analyzing a set of literary texts from the early twentieth century (late teens to the early thirties) that meditate on a historical transformation that disarticulated erotics from aesthetics. Medical, legal, psychological, and scientific discourses, as we know from Foucault, redefined “various kinds of allied pleasures” as “sexual pathology.” Aesthetics, for writers as diverse as Charles Warren Stoddard and H.D., permit a kind of recuperation (both textual and sexual) of uncategorized desire and possibility that “returns us to unmediated sensory pleasure of an elusive kind.” As Looby reminds us, at the definitional heart of “aesthetics” is the notion of sense perception, and once that notion of sense perception is restored to our understanding of aesthetics, it makes perfect sense to ask the provocative question that motivates his reading: “what if sexuality is essentially an aesthetic phenomenon?”

The final essay by Wendy Steiner returns us, like Looby’s, to an older tradition of aesthetics, one inextricably linked to ideas about beauty. Yet, like the essays by Castiglia and Beam, Steiner is interested in thinking about an aesthetic category—such as beauty—as the ground of relation, as the source of sociality. Nathaniel Hawthorne’s short story, “The Birthmark,” is emblematic of the killing effects of the quest for perfection, which is then traced through twentieth-century texts, such as Christopher Bram’s Father of Frankenstein, the writings of Harvard ethicist Michael J. Sandel, and ending with the film musical Hairspray. To think of “beauty as an interaction” is to understand that interaction as ethical or unethical. “The Birthmark” represents the latter, Hairspray the former inasmuch as it makes the case not for gender unmoored from the constraints of convention (although that certainly applies to some characters), but rather for a democratizing ethics of imperfection.

The essays by Cindy Weinstein, Trish Loughran, Jonathan Freedman and Elisa New—grouped here in part 3, “Aesthetics and the Reading of Form”—all construe the aesthetic as a matter chiefly of literary form. What each of them means by form, however, proves to be somewhat different. Weinstein and Loughran both provide intricate analyses of the ways in which two of the most difficult and enigmatic of antebellum American texts, Poe’s The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym (1837–38) and Melville’s Benito Cereno (1855), manipulate narrative form and thus powerfully affect readerly reception in ways that deeply complicate, if they do not utterly confound, critical attempts to extract a stable political meaning from the text. Without a scrupulous accounting of these formal complexities, Weinstein and Loughran argue, any attempt to discover the political implications of the narratives will be fatally compromised. Weinstein outlines the many ways in which indications of temporality (verb tense, adverbs like after and at length, adjectives like immediate and still, etc.) are inscrutably woven into Pym’s “narrative fabric” and shows how that narrative fabric is thus so elaborately overwrought as to be finally indecipherable. This “aesthetics of temporality,” as she calls it, creating the effect of a “dissolution of time,” is counterposed to the many ways in which, in Pym, spatial location (and its affiliated social categories of primitive and advanced as well as racial categories of black and white) is rendered stable and knowable. Drawing on the work of anthropologist Johannes Fabian, who has demonstrated that cultural categories of racial alterity depend upon assignments of temporal relation (one people being construed as more primitive or more advanced, for instance, than another), Weinstein further argues that in Poe’s tale the “instability of time” stands in an unsettled relationship to the relative stability of racial categories, although eventually this suspension dissipates as “the relativity of time is replaced by the reliability of racial terror.” The goal of Weinstein’s analysis is not “to save Poe from his politics (or repudiate him because of them)” but to bear witness to the simultaneity (so to speak) within Pym of a racial logic we might find objectionable and an aesthetics of temporality that “undercuts that logic by dismantling the temporal pillar upon which” that racial logic stands.

In Loughran’s astute rereading of Benito Cereno, the narrative manipulation of time likewise presents a powerful challenge to assured political judgment. She explicates the details of how Melville ingeniously exploits the possibilities of narrative art—first implicating the reader of this tricky narrative in a “disposable” (initial, deluded) reading, then entailing upon him a “durable” (second, disillusioned) reading. Loughran describes this double manipulation of the reader not in the interest of making political judgments impossible, but rather to caution against the critical tendency, all too familiar, to recruit a text like this for “presentist” purposes. Loughran’s critique of facile presentism is not offered merely as a defense of “the historicist turn we have just lived through in the last twenty years or so in American literary studies,” because in fact she wishes to credit Melville with the intention, and the artistic skill, to address an ideal reader who transcends, in some degree, historical locatedness and limitation. Benito Cereno is famous for the narrative trick it plays, rendering its readers the dupes (along with the duped captain who narrates it) of a character, Babo, who is craftily pretending to be a submissive slave when in fact he is a successful mutineer, a revolutionary. The truth about Babo is eventually revealed—to Captain Delano and, perforce, to us—so that a second reading of the story will always be a knowing rather than an innocent one. Acknowledging Melville’s powerful conscription of the reader of Benito Cereno into a position of critical reflection on his own historical situatedness requires, as Loughran shows, scrupulously understanding how the tale formally dramatizes the structure of “aesthetic reception.”

Like Loughran, Jonathan Freedman is interested in the epistemological drama in his text, Henry James’s late novel The Golden Bowl. Freedman’s scrupulous exfoliation of James’s emplotment of the calculating interactions between a small set of players in a game of intimate strategic manipulation, and his explication of the asymmetries of knowledge among them, the complexities of motive and interest within them individually, and the various degrees and vectors of disinterestedness characterizing their actions, all lead Freedman to credit James with a prescient critique of the rational actor or game theory model of economic thinking that has held sway over the field of economics through the course of the twentieth century. It is as if James were writing for a readership to come (as Melville, in Loughran’s account, was anticipating a future reader), a readership attentive enough to the enigmatic intricacies of human social interaction—an intricacy representable in artful narrative but not reducible, finally, to any abstract or diagrammatic model—to appreciate his anticipatory critique of the limits of game theory. The Golden Bowl, Freedman writes, “points to the possibilities of viewing the aesthetic and the literary as conceived of under the sign of the aesthetic (as autotelic, self-referential, ‘difficult’), as providing a form of critical knowledge that may well prove to be useful not only to our attempts to understand the social at large but also in our attempts to reckon with the kinds of knowledge made available by the equally autotelic, self-referential and ‘difficult’ discipline of economics.” Freedman has James exploring the aesthetic dimension within the diegesis of the novel—the human remainder in social relations that is not reducible to mathematical modeling or abstract analysis—as well as producing in its attentive readers an aesthetic education of sorts. The anachronism sustained by Freedman’s argument—James providing us with a trenchantly dramatized critique of the limits of an economic theory that postdated his own writing career—finds justification in the fact that James was simultaneously a writer who granted to literary art an almost unlimited degree of autonomy and a practicing professional writer deeply and unembarassedly aware of the financial exigencies of his uncertain existence as a producer of an artistic commodity for a competitive marketplace.

Elisa New’s exquisite attention to the material details of Susan Howe’s poetry may remind us uncannily of the (very different) analysis of materiality provided by Trish Loughran’s essay. Loughran, as part of her formalist attention to Benito Cereno, parses very delicately the material circumstances of Melville’s tale’s initial publication in three parts, issued over three months, in Putnam’s magazine. New finds that the material details of Howe’s books (cover art, typography, illustrations, etc.) all signify richly and together make a claim for “poetry’s coextensive relation with matter.” What counts as materiality here is various and encompassing: it includes not only the physical details of a poem’s embodiment in print but poetry’s social existence as “a production, a profession, an institution”; the conditions under which a poet makes the poem (desk, chair, light; on sabbatical in a cabin or in the hushed reading rooms of a great university library) and the conditions under which a reader encounters it later (in a library, in bed, at a public reading).

Conventionally, a poem’s “transcendence of print, paper, and ink” are the assumed conditions of its immortality; “physical aspects of the poetic volume are still meant, in contemporary habits of reading, to evanesce,” New observes. The aesthetic or literary dimension, we often assume, resides exactly where the accidental material form of a text is left behind. But Howe’s poetic practice turns these ingrained assumptions on their head, insisting instead on “physical density and sensate clamor,” refusing to disown or transcend its embodiment. It routinely thematizes its existence as “print, paper, and ink,” as well as its rich enmeshment in academic and other institutions as well as literary and intellectual inheritances. To highlight merely one thread in a complex weave of argument and appreciation, New finds that Howe’s poem Pierce-Arrow has the foundational American pragmatist philosopher Charles Sanders Peirce “at its center.” The poem is actually made, in part, from words of Peirce’s, quoted words that themselves reflect (as pragmatism does) upon the philosophical mistake of divorcing ideas from their practical purposes, their material effects. Howe’s acknowledged debt to Peirce is matched by her explicitly recognized debts to poetic forebears like Jonathan Edwards and Wallace Stevens, both of whom “had the kind of intimate physical relationship with the poetic word that Howe cherishes.” Like Weinstein, Loughran, and Freedman, New finds that formalist reading and aesthetic appreciation are, contrary to long-established habits and ideologies, fundamentally circumstanced and located, materialized and embodied, situated and conditioned.

Part 4, the final section of essays in this volume, appears under the heading “Aesthetics and the Question of Theory” and includes contributions from Nancy Bentley, Dorothy J. Hale, Mary Esteve, Eric Lott, and Sianne Ngai. It will be seen immediately that these essays do not dwell, by and large, in the realm of theory as such, but are exercises in practical criticism that nevertheless draw conspicuously and explicitly on certain theoretical resources—Jacques Rancière’s idea that aesthetics is the ground of politics (in Bentley’s case), various contemporary theories of the novel as well as the “ethical turn” in recent criticism (Hale), questions of aesthetic and ethical value as they were articulated by various mid-twentieth-century American commentators (Esteve), Frankfurt school cultural theory (Lott), and Bruno Latour’s social network theory (Ngai). This is an eclectic set of theoretical references, to be sure, but they have in common a desire to connect the aesthetic dimension explicitly to the social and political world, and in that sense they return us in a fashion to the pre-Kantian aesthetic attitudes with which Ed Cahill’s essay opened this volume, to the fundamental assumption that aesthetics is always already worldly, embedded in the realm of history, society, and politics.

Whatever value there might be in provisionally suspending our ingrained will to historicize and politicize literature and art—in order to distinguish the aesthetic dimension and thereby bring it more certainly into focus in its at least partial autonomy—none of these contributors wishes, in the end, to separate these matters decisively. Nancy Bentley, in “Warped Conjunctions: Jacques Rancière and African American Twoness,” invokes the work of Rancière on the way that sensory experience serves as the space of political existence and uses his arguments to diagnose our current critical situation in American literary and cultural studies, a situation of exhaustion with prevailing modes of ideology critique (we have become, Bentley, suggests, “disenchanted with disenchantment”). But arguments such as Rancière’s need to be “illuminated and tested through examples from African American art,” a body or tradition of expression that has always been politically invested but has often been equally invested in formal experimentation and extravagance. Bentley works from the inventive formal features of some recent paintings by Kehinde Wiley—the way they violate and reconfigure certain spatial and ornamental conventions of Western representational painting—to show how, by dint of “a kind of displacement or spatial syncopation in the field of rational geometrical space,” they contest certain universalizing norms that have been historically associated with (and instrumental in perpetuating) racial hierarchies. Her analysis of Wiley’s visual art provides her, then, with tools to bring to bear upon some earlier African American literary works, namely, an early and never completed experimental narrative by W. E. B. Du Bois, as well as Of One Blood by Pauline Hopkins and several other fictions by Sutton Griggs and James Corrothers, all of which feature a kind of “aesthetic warping” for which Wiley’s paintings provide a retrospective model.

Bentley observes that Rancière attributed to the nineteenth-century novel a new power to “break up and reconfigure” existing normative distributions of sensory entitlement (who gets to go where, who gets to see what, who gets to speak, etc.). Dorothy J. Hale’s essay, “Aesthetics and the New Ethics: Theorizing the Novel in the Twenty-first Century,” relocates the consideration of novelistic form: she addresses the curious but underexamined conjunction between the “return to ethics” in contemporary literary theory (especially the theory of the novel) and the frequent adversion to novels and novel reading in a good deal of contemporary moral philosophy. Moral philosophers like Martha Nussbaum, for example, find in the novel a special set of ethical virtues, involving the enlargement of our sympathies and the widening of our range of experience; from the literary-critical side, the new ethical criticism finds itself celebrating the aesthetic form of the novel for its capacity to induce readers to realize both their social embeddedness (the limits on their subjective freedom) and, by virtue of that realization, the “subjective potentiality” that is not completely limited by social and material reality. Hale finds that these approaches share common ground in their “ethics of alterity,” and she notes that Henry James enjoys a particular contested status at this crossroads between moral philosophy’s embrace of the novel and ethical criticism’s celebration of the moral value of novelistic form, since each of them finds in James a novelistic practitioner whose art they wish to defend from previous critics who either celebrated him (naively) as a high priest of freedom and consciousness or decried him (crudely) as the great avatar of falsely universalizing bourgeois subjectivity, rather than recognizing in him and in his characters a complex reckoning with “our constitutive sociality.”

Mary Esteve examines the fiction of Philip Roth and finds within it a nuanced account of “the relation between aesthetic value or quality and that paradigmatic postwar American feeling, happiness.” The theory she brings to bear involves not a critical lens deployed instrumentally to make Roth’s work visible in a certain way but a range of social commentators and sociological analysts from the middle of the twentieth century (Howard Mumford Jones, C. Wright Mills, David Riesman, Lionel Trilling, Melvin Tumin, William Whyte) who collectively turned their attention to the question of post–World War II American society and its vaunted pursuit of happiness. They, like Roth, found this pursuit to be in large measure vulgar and materialistic, shallow and self-centered, and they sought to identify means of enabling authentic affective experience to flourish and superior aesthetic encounters to take place. Esteve’s account culminates in an interpretation of the engagement in Goodbye, Columbus between a young librarian who finds a way to make the library, as a particular institutional piece of a social structure, serve the affective and aesthetic needs of a black boy for whom a book of arts prints is an indescribably valuable inspiration.

The array of aesthetic objects that circulate through Roth’s work (Utrillo prints tacked to apartment walls, tasteful Swedish modern furniture, Norman Rockwell images, the middlebrow orchestral music of Mantovani) and the difficulty in assigning aesthetic value to them may prepare us for Eric Lott’s concerted attempt to bring to bear one of the most severely unforgiving instruments of twentieth-century aesthetic judgment (the critique of culture-industry commodification articulated by Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno) upon one of the most snobbishly reviled bodies of American popular music, the “Caucasian blues” of Richard and Karen Carpenter. Lott is the author of a prescient 1994 essay titled “The Aesthetic Ante: Pleasure, Pop Culture, and the Middle Passage,” in which he argued for the necessity of scrupulous aesthetic analysis of mass-cultural artifacts that might otherwise seem ready-made for ideology critique.51 Lott finds that, in the sonic forms of their music, the Carpenters “‘produced the concept’ (à la Althusser) of turn-of-the-seventies Southern California unfreedom” and that, while Adorno might have mounted them as exhibit A in a display of ignoble aesthetic artifacts, they in fact encode, in the very textures of their songs, a powerful negation of the “spurious harmony” they might at a first glance seem to embody.

Sianne Ngai’s essay on the poet Juliana Spahr’s recent (2007) novel The Transformation asks us to think, along with Spahr, about the aesthetics of social formation.52 What kinds of images or diagrams do we carry around in our heads of the many webs of social relationships in which we find ourselves? In the contemporary period where we are arguably in something called a “network society,” a reticulated structure that is in principle resistant to closure, how do we represent that structure to ourselves? This is a practical question, since our behavior within that structure may be largely determined by the picture of it we possess; but it is also an aesthetic question, a matter of appearance and judgment, of the value we place on one kind of organizational matrix versus another. Ngai stages a complex encounter between Spahr’s novel, which features a protagonist (“they”) who are a triune unit enmeshed in a variety of social and natural networks, and the “actor-network theory” of modern society elaborated by Bruno Latour in Reassembling the Social.

A word must be said about the afterword, by Charles Altieri, commissioned for this volume. Astute readers will discover that it is in some ways an unusual afterword, taking (as it does) a skeptical and even contentious approach to the other contributions rather than politely reviewing and synthesizing them as afterwords more often do. We welcome Altieri’s demurrals and challenges and hope that, as he is given the final word, the volume as a whole might open up serious debate and lead to further discussion. It might indeed be a useful exercise to reread any of this volume’s essays in the light of Altieri’s reservations—he holds that these essays by and large deal with materials for which “the aesthetic is not in fact central,” mostly because (he claims) works whose fundamental medium is language are not what aesthetic philosophy was created to understand—and he proposes that they could well have made their claims without adverting to the aesthetic at all. Instead of the language of the aesthetic, Altieri proposes that we talk in terms of “imaginative labor to build worlds out of linguistic resources.” The essays collected here, Altieri insists, may attend to specific aesthetic properties of particular works of art, but, always with an eye to the social or political utility of those properties; they “build predicates for social use into the very definition of ‘aesthetic’ from the start.” We are reminded here of a comment made to us by a late colleague, Jay Fliegelman, who at one point was meant to take part in this undertaking, before ill health prevented his participation, and who cautioned against subjecting aesthetic pleasure to a political litmus test. As literary and cultural studies was beginning to turn its attention back toward aesthetic questions, Fliegelman observed, aesthetics seemed everywhere to be put on notice that it nevertheless had to serve progressive political and social purposes, and this a priori criterion was itself damaging to the integrity of aesthetic experience. In our email exchanges with Fliegelman we quoted Marcuse’s assertion that “the political potential of art lies only in its aesthetic dimension,” here used as this introduction’s epigraph, but Fliegelman objected: “The notion of aesthetics as a staging ground for a future political move still subordinates aesthetics to politics, and implies that aesthetic issues are most important as a site of political potentiality.”53

We welcomed Fliegelman’s contentious resistance then as we welcome Altieri’s now. They help point up a fact about academic work in literary and cultural studies—indeed, in the humanities generally—in recent decades: it has become common sense to many of us to agree, with Fredric Jameson, that politics is “the absolute horizon of all reading and all interpretation” (17), that “there is nothing that is not social and historical—indeed, that everything is ‘in the last analysis’ political” (20). Readers of this collection will see that its overall aim is certainly not to substitute the aesthetic as the “absolute horizon” of interpretation, nor does it insist that “the last analysis” ought to be an aesthetic one. Rather, its purpose is to join in an effort to place aesthetics back on the critical agenda—and not in a fixed subordinate position either, but in a dynamic and unpredictable relationship to the social and political and ideological matters that have dominated our conversations for a good while now. The aesthetic is itself social and historical; it exists within the political horizon of interpretation and often has a powerful role in reshaping that horizon. But the political has its own irreducible aesthetic dimension as well, one that ought not to be characterized pejoratively in all cases and may even constitute an essential element of its capacity to support and extend human flourishing and freedom. Roland Barthes wrote in Mythologies that “a little Formalism turns one away from History, but … a lot brings one back to it.”54 May we imagine that a candid reckoning with aesthetics would not merely bring us back (predictably) to history and politics, but that the various dimensions of art and life will be understood in the complexity of their dynamic interanimating relationship to one another?
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[ PART 1 ]

Aesthetics and the Politics of Freedom


[ 1 ]

Liberty of the Imagination in Revolutionary America

EDWARD CAHILL

John Trumbull’s Essay on the Use and Advantages of the Fine Arts (1770), read at the “Public Commencement in New-Haven,” makes one of the earliest American arguments for the moral efficacy of aesthetic pleasure. Borrowing liberally from Henry Home, Lord Kames’s Elements of Criticism (1762), Trumbull declares that the “elegant entertainments of polite literature … ennoble the soul, purify the passions” and give “delicacy and refinement to our manners.” Although he laments that the fine arts are “too much undervalued by the [American] public … neglected by the youth in our seminaries of science [and] … considered as mere matters of trifling amusement,” he counters that they are in fact basic to “the common purposes of life” and necessary to the cultivation of virtue. Indeed, he insists that the experience of art and imagination functions as a kind of moral bellwether in a free society: “I appeal to all persons of judgment whether they can rise from reading a fine Poem, viewing any masterly work of Genius, or hearing a harmonious concert of Music, without feeling an openness of heart, and an elevation of mind, without being more sensible of the dignity of human nature, and despising whatever tends to debase and degrade it.” There is much to be said about these prospective scenes of aesthetic experience and their purported effects. Although Trumbull takes for granted his audience’s experience with a range of artistic forms, his “appeal” suggests that their moral significance comes as a kind of revelation—of something always implicitly known but somehow never before acknowledged. His correlation of aesthetic experience with “openness of heart,” “elevation,” and “dignity” implies that the nature of virtue is discovered as much in human feelings as in rational discourse. Yet we also hear in the corresponding threat of debasement and degradation the urgency of the present colonial conflict and the stakes of political action. Only six months after the Boston Massacre and at the outset of the crisis that would result five years later in the War for Independence, Trumbull suggests that in aesthetic experience we become “sensible” to the meaning of liberty.1

The eighteenth-century correlation of liberty and the fine arts was popularized by Longinus’s On the Sublime but reiterated by such writers as the Earl of Shaftesbury, David Hume, and Richard Price. “Liberty,” writes Longinus, “produces fine Sentiments in Men of Genius, it invigorates their Hopes, excites an honourable Emulation … [it is] that copious and fertile Source of all that is beautiful and of all that is great.” Trumbull likewise asserts that an “unconquered spirit of freedom” is a necessary condition for the advancement of aesthetic culture; but his claims are also specific to the colonial world he inhabits. America is particularly susceptible to literary achievement, he argues, not only because its citizens “very much excel in the force of natural genius” but also because here education is “diffused through all ranks of people.” This invocation of the broad dissemination of learning to a freedom-loving people thus suits the essay’s dominant theme of translatio studii, the western movement of learning and the fine arts. As Trumbull traces the cyclical achievements of literature and the shifting forces of freedom from the Ancient Greece and Rome of Homer and Virgil across the early modern Britain of Shakespeare and Swift to revolutionary America’s “fair prospect” of literary fame, he describes a society whose literary ambitions are bound up in its “late struggles for liberty.” Conversely, he argues, “Polite letters at present are much on the decline in Britain,” where freedom has been debased and degraded by an oppressive Parliament. Not only are modern British writers “followers in the path of servile imitation” who “fetter the fancy with the rules of method, and damp all the ardour of aspiring invention,” but, at the same time, their “men of Genius … in contempt of the critic chains, throw off all appearance of order and connection, sport in the wildest sallies of imagination, and adopt the greatest extravagance of humour.” In other words, British writers are both too restrained and too free, both devoted to arbitrary rules and unregulated by any rule at all.2

The ideal of moderate political liberty implicit in Trumbull’s critique derives variously from British traditions of common law, natural law, and Protestant theology. Forged in the violence of seventeenth-century political struggles, “British Liberty” functioned as both a description of the nation’s constitutional and representative government and a potent ideological myth that distinguished Britons from less free and enlightened peoples. Central to its conception, however, was the notion that liberty was always bounded by and exercised within authoritative limits. It watched jealously for the abuses of tyranny and the humiliations of “servility,” but it also assumed the possibility of its own transgressions in the form of license or “extravagance.” Often opposed to the liberty of man in his natural state, British liberty was understood as a creature of society, born of essential human freedom but sustained by a necessary adjustment to the demands of political community. Not only were its limitations rooted in law and thus never arbitrary, they were also consensual, accepted as legitimate by the very persons whose freedom they circumscribed. In the wake of the American Revolution, the idea of liberty evolved into a more abstract and broadly conceived notion of self-determination whose meanings subjected all forms of hierarchy and exclusion to scrutiny. But this challenge to British liberty was soon countered in the 1780s and 1790s by a conservative return to the discourse of authority and constraint. If such an idea of liberty failed to include Africans, Indians, women, or men without property, this is because liberty was understood as a kind of property itself, granted only to individuals thought capable of consenting to its complex and often contradictory demands.3

During the revolutionary era, liberty was celebrated, explained, and explored by Anglo-American writers in a variety of literary genres, from poetry and sermons to periodical essays and treatises of political theory. But it also found expression in works of aesthetic theory, including those ideas that informed Trumbull’s Essay. Such texts as Kames’s Elements, Francis Hutcheson’s Inquiry Into the Original of Our Ideas of Beauty and Virtue (1725), Edmund Burke’s Philosophical Enquiry Into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful (1757), Alexander Gerard’s Essay on Taste (1759), Thomas Reid’s Inquiry Into the Human Mind (1764), and Hugh Blair’s Lectures on Rhetoric and Belles Lettres (1783) were collected in American libraries, taught in American colleges, and redacted or reviewed in American magazines because they offered authoritative discussions of pleasure, association, genius, and taste and taught a rising generation of readers about the virtues of mental gratification and the harmonious order of the imagination.4 But, as I will argue in this essay, they also offered a nuanced language for articulating and negotiating the problem of liberty. Debates about aesthetic perception cast the liberating fulfillment of mental pleasures against the dissipating slavery of bodily ones. Ideas of imagination, association, genius, and taste turn on distinctions between the autonomous, inventive, individualizing power of the creative mind and restrictions implied by logical relation, the rules of criticism, and the claims of judgment. American writers were particularly sensitive to this homology of aesthetic and political liberty and its implications for both the pleasures of the imagination and matters of national polity.5 As we shall see, in their critical engagements with aesthetic theory, and in literary texts informed by it, they aimed to delineate the difficult relationship between citizenship and subjectivity and to chart the modes of perception, imagination, and judgment that made liberty in a republic possible.6

The language of liberty is most immediately apparent in aesthetic theory’s consistent protest against arbitrary and inflexible rules. Joseph Addison introduces his widely read 1712 Spectator essays on “The Pleasures of the Imagination” by distinguishing sharply between “Mechanical Rules” and “the very Spirit and soul of fine Writing.” Likewise, Kames scoffs at the idea that the classical poets “were entitled to give [the] law to mankind; and that nothing now remains but blind obedience to their arbitrary will.” These writers object to what they saw as the sanctity and unthinking quality of such rules, turning instead to aesthetic ideas whose meanings were defined by experience rather than laws of another’s making. According to Blair’s Lectures, extracted in the 1783 Boston Magazine, “The rules of criticism are not formed by an induction, a priori … [or] a train of abstract reasoning independent of facts and observations.” An “Essay on Genius” in Matthew Carey’s 1789 Columbian Magazine similarly holds that “whoever is, in any degree, possessed of original powers, ought not to cramp and trammel them, by servile imitation, or the rules of mechanical criticism” (347). Throughout this period, all forms of “servility,” “slavish imitation,” and “blind,” “mechanical” pedantry are contrasted against the powerful, dynamic, and autonomous liberty of the imagination. The rejection of rules thus sweeps away the philosophical dogma of the past and, in doing so, invests the empiricism that replaces it with a language of liberty that would define eighteenth-century aesthetic theory’s most important claims.7

As with most revolutions, however, British aesthetics substitutes one form of authority for another, rejecting arbitrary rules for those derived from experience, nature, or the “universal principles” of the human mind. Addison’s project, for example, is precisely “to lay down Rules for the acquirement” of taste; and James Beattie holds that, while to “depart from a mechanical rule, may be consistent with the soundest judgment,” the “violation of an essential rule discovers want of sense.” If such writers rebuffed both Aristotelian rules and “mechanical critics,” that is, they were equally determined to avoid the kind of relativism or subjectivism that deprived society of ordered relations and let loose the unpredictable forces of passion and desire. Thus, although Kames has “taken arms to rescue modern poets from the despotism of modern critics,” he assures us that he “would not be understood to justify liberty without any reserve” or endorse an “unbounded license with relation to place and time” (416). Such “liberty” and “license,” he warns, would not only result in “faulty” art but also alienated artists and audiences. As David Hume writes, although “to check the sallies of imagination” would likewise lead to “insipid” poetry, poets must nonetheless be “confined by rules of art, discovered to the author, either by genius or observation.” In short, aesthetics, like politics, demands both liberty and its constraint.8

Such rhetoric was certainly at the heart of the moral question of pleasure. A 1775 Royal American Magazine essay, “On Pleasure,” for example, warns that, while “it is essential to human nature to be delighted,” yet “there should be boundaries fixed beyond which limits [we] should never venture.” Likewise, the 1789 American Moral and Sentimental Magazine holds that pleasure, in its “boundless fields of licentiousness,” exercises an “extravagant dominion” over both men and states. In countless texts of the period, pleasure either confirmed one’s essential liberty or led to some form of moral or physical enslavement. Its effects, however, typically depended on whether such pleasure derived from the body or the mind. Addison first gives this distinction significance when, by calling taste a “Faculty of the Soul,” he sharply distinguishes mental pleasures from the “Criminal” pleasures of “Vice or Folly.” Blair clarifies what is implicit in Addison’s claim when he notes that the pleasures of the mind can deter one from those of the body: “He who is so happy as to have acquired a relish for these, has always at hand an innocent and irreproachable amusement for his leisure hours, to save him from the danger of many a pernicious passion.” Thus, jeremiads against sensual pleasure, rather than rejecting aesthetics, helped to construct the rhetorical foundation that gave the pleasures of the imagination so much moral authority. In the words of the 1797 Philadelphia Minerva, it is because the “gratifications of sense reside in the lowest regions of our nature” that the pleasures of the mind may be said to “belong to the highest powers and best affections of the soul.”9

With such assumptions in mind, American critics often figure aesthetic pleasure as a powerful form of liberty. As the 1806 Literary Tablet declares, “buoyant on the wings of imagination, [one] travels the unbounded regions of space…. [H]ere the mind is not fettered by systematic rules—here the fancy may rove free, and unconfined.” But the theory behind such paeans to aesthetic experience is equally grounded in ideas of liberty. In one of the earliest uses of the phrase “liberty of the imagination,” Hume’s Treatise of Human Nature (1739–40) argues that impressions made by sensual perceptions create “faint images” in the mind called “ideas.” Such ideas, when sufficiently vivid, can later be called up by the memory in the same order in which the impressions occurred; but the mind’s ability “to transpose and change its ideas,” to reorder and recombine them at will, is owing to the “liberty of the imagination.” As Hume argues, in creating ideas from impressions, the imagining subject becomes free both from the order in which the impressions originally occurred and from the ordered logic of nature. But this also means that one need neither possess nor even perceive an object to enjoy it. In this way, liberty of the imagination describes a heightened form of independence and possibility, making all the world’s pleasures available to anyone capable of enjoying them and carrying one from the material limitations of objective reality into the elaborate potential of the creative mind.10

For most writers, such liberty is never wholly unregulated because the ideas that produce pleasure or pain are connected by the logic of “association.” According to Kames, associative “trains” of ideas are subject to inalterable principles of reason (of cause and effect, contiguity, resemblance, hierarchy, etc.). But he also argues that we retain the freedom to engage with the order of ideas presented to our imaginations as we please and to acknowledge stricter or looser associations, depending on our will, our “present tone of mind,” or the strength of our “discerning faculty.” For Kames, then, the logic of association yields a sense of self-affirmation. Because “we are framed by nature to relish order and connexion,” he argues, the objective order of the world ratifies the spontaneous impulses of the imagination. Yet, for some critics, association also raises the specter of mental error and the possibility of corrupted imaginations. An 1802 New England Quarterly essay warns that “an early false association of ideas” can lead to “absurd antipathies” and even “moral insanities.” Likewise, Charles Brockden Brown’s 1807 Literary Magazine reprints a popular passage from Reid’s Enquiry, which cautions that the corruption of one’s associations might produce “an affection for deformed objects,” such as a “depraved taste” for “cinders or chalk.” For these authors, it is paradoxically the freedom of the imagination to pursue such a vast range of ideas that makes everyone, to greater or lesser degrees, what Brown called “the slave of accidental associations.” In naming the very logic—or illogic—of imagination and taste, that is, association defined an idea of aesthetic liberty whose potential for failure was, like political liberty, imbedded in the source of its efficacy.11

For Kames, the association of ideas implied two distinct, even antithetical types of imagining subjects: the man of genius, whose “wit” entertains “a great flow of ideas,” and the man of taste, whose “accurate judgment” ignores all “slighter relations.” Genius and taste were thus often understood as paired categories signaling a dichotomy of aesthetic liberty and constraint. Whereas genius was defined as the capacity to produce excellent or original works of art, taste meant the ability to discern and take pleasure in such excellence. If genius implied the unfettered exercise of the individual imagination and a tendency toward excess and error, taste implied the ordered universality of the mind and the corrective function of judgment. For these reasons, some critics understood genius and taste as complementary powers realized best in combination. According to Gerard, genius “needs the assistance of taste, to guide and moderate its exertions,” and taste “serves as a check on mere fancy; it interposes judgment, either approving or condemning; and rejects many things which unassisted genius would have allowed.” But for other critics, the distinction between genius and taste produced specifically politicized claims about their relative merits. For example, Joseph Dennie’s 1801 Port-Folio extract from John Blair Linn’s poem, “The Powers of Genius,” entitled “taste and genius distinguished,” argues that “Taste is confin’d to rules, it moves in chains, / Genius those fetters and those rules disdains.” Thus, on the one hand, the greatest philosophical challenge that freedom-loving, rule-breaking genius faced in its comparison with taste was to demonstrate that it obeyed some law, even if it were a law of its own. The fact that it was liberated, rare, and original made it difficult to conceive how its processes could be predictable and virtuous or how its artistic achievements could finally speak a common language, appeal widely, and discern truth as well as beauty. Taste, on the other hand, faced the opposite dilemma. It sought both to define the pleasures of individual perceivers and provide universal principles of pleasure without becoming what Blair calls an imposer of “unnatural shackles and bonds.”12

One way theorists sought to address the latter problem was to define taste as an autonomous faculty of the imagination, energized in its receptivity to objects and free from the constraints of reason, interest, particularity, and passion. Hutcheson argues that taste is an “internal sense,” through which pleasure in beautiful objects or virtuous acts arises just as it does in the external sense from which it is metaphorically derived: immediately, necessarily, and without “Knowledge of Principles, Proportions, Causes, or of the Usefulness of the Object.” Although some writers, like Burke and Gerard, question whether taste is a distinct faculty of the mind or a combination of emotional or cognitive responses, most view it as a formidable, independent, even disinterested power. Archibald Alison has such a power in mind when he describes the sensibility by which one responds to objects with pleasure as “freedom of the imagination,” which because it involves the free play of association is not unlike Hume’s “liberty of the imagination.” For the imagination to function “in its fullest perfection,” Alison insists, it must be “at liberty” or not preoccupied with any contrary or inhospitable feelings. Given this relative autonomy, taste was widely believed to provide a range of public and private benefits that fostered moderate liberty. It improved morals and manners, facilitated sympathy and social harmony, controlled passions, inhibited luxury, consoled misfortune, encouraged learning, exercised the mind, and even heightened pleasure for its own sake. To enjoy the highest pleasures of taste was akin to bridging the unbridgeable gaps between the sensible and the intellectual and between the individual and the sociopolitical. To cultivate a refined taste through education, practice, and criticism was synonymous with becoming more fully and ideally human.13

As this brief summary suggests, aesthetic theory consistently expressed liberty’s ineluctable contradictions by giving emotionally palpable form to its extension and limitation. But liberty of the imagination plays more than a merely instrumental or expressive role in American politics, and its metaphors are never reducible to political discourse. If it represents fundamental oppositional but mutually constitutive forces in revolutionary culture, these forces are also discernable in many of that culture’s literary texts.14 Elsewhere I have argued that tensions between freedom and constraint inherent in idealist and materialist theories of the imagination help to explain the formal qualities and thematic concerns of Charles Brockden Brown’s novels and that the dialectical opposition of genius and taste gives rise to a highly politicized valorization of the imagination in Federalist-era literary criticism.15 But the text that perhaps most succinctly exemplifies this rhetorical phenomenon is Phillis Wheatley’s lyric, “On Imagination” (1773), whose primary aim is to enact the conflicts at the heart of aesthetic and political liberty. Wheatley’s legal status as a slave renders her poem a poignant representation of the aesthetic freedom that was not hers politically: the capacity to navigate what in “On Recollection” (1773) she calls “the unbounded regions of the mind.” Yet it also discovers in the language of aesthetic theory a means of representing liberty’s acute arcs and unsteady rhythms, voicing the timbre of its invitations and injunctions and thereby registering Trumbull’s sense of dignity and debasement in its personal immediacy and historical particularity.16

Invoking the idea of imagination in terms of the authority of monarchy and the deferential address of an admiring royal subject, the first lines of the poem are deceptively obsequious:


THY various works, imperial queen, we see,

How bright their forms! how deck’d with pomp by thee!

Thy wond’rous acts in beauteous order stand,

And all attest how potent is thine hand.



By suggesting the grandeur of court, the disciplining “order” of monarchy, and the absolute submission of the subaltern, Wheatley celebrates the “potent” ability of the imagination to command the rational self. The “various” range of its “works” and the brightness of their “forms” describe not only the infinite diversity of sensible impressions and the elaborate trains of associations that await the perceiver but also the abundant artistic output of genius. The speaker’s relation to such subjectivity and creativity, however, is complicated by both the assertiveness of her expression and the fact that it is a form of self-submission, more an affirmation of her autonomy than of her subservience. In the next quatrain, then, she demands of the muses “my attempts befriend” and “triumph in my song,” thereby claiming both authorship of the poem and authority over its subject. Yet this gesture too is qualified by her description of the act of imagination as both an expansive articulation of self and a loss of individuality:


Now here, now there, the roving Fancy flies,

Till some lov’d object strikes her wandr’ing eyes,

Whose silken fetters all the senses bind,

And soft captivity involves the mind.



In replacing imagination with the less conceptual and reliable “Fancy,” the speaker maintains the poem’s third-person address but trades the commanding power of the former for the liberating potential of the latter to rove spontaneously and erratically through trains of associations.17 The ambiguous status of such imagining is fully realized in its phenomenology of sensuous perception, as the forceful striking of the eye by “some lov’d object” initiates an internal struggle between subjective desire and objective sensation whose outcome is the voluptuous double metaphor of the “silken fetters” of a “soft captivity.” As the fetters of aesthetic captivity “bind” and “involve” the mind, they adorn and caress as much as they enslave, leaving the speaking subject quite as “deck’d with pomp” as the queen of imagination herself.18

If the metaphor of soft captivity hints at Wheatley’s privileged status as a literate and internationally famous slave, it also resonates with the ironic structure of the poem as a whole and thus deserves further attention. Like the “silken reins” of mild government she celebrates in “To the Right Honourable Earl of Dartmouth” (1773), it appears to invoke a conventional ideal of British liberty, a symbol of comity between the beneficent rule of monarchs and the willing consent of free subjects. But the tension implicit in the phrase is perhaps even more complex. Wheatley appears to have borrowed it from Addison’s 1713 play, Cato, A Tragedy, according to Kenneth Silverman the most quoted Whig literary work in America at the time, an edition of which appeared in Boston in 1767. In a key line from the play, Portius, the more moderate of Cato’s sons, offers his wilder brother Marcus cautionary advice about the irresistible power of romantic love: “the Strong, the Brave, the Virtuous, and the Wise / Sink in the soft Captivity together.” At the time of this warning, Cato and his sons are threatened with capture and retaliation by Caesar, and thus the “soft Captivity” of love, when not “well tim’d,” is not only an explicit threat to a warrior’s mental readiness and martial virtue but may also lead to actual physical captivity. Yet because Cato rejects imprisonment as a craven option—he commits suicide instead—soft captivity actually threatens an ultimate self-undoing, both emotionally and physically. Wheatley’s use of the phrase, then, suggests the enormous political stakes of figuring liberty of the imagination so stoically and brazenly in terms of its antithesis. It realizes the aesthetic “wandr’ing” of a slave as continuous with capture, oppression, and the imminent prospect of death.19

Wheatley’s understanding of the reflexivity of aesthetic experience, however, also draws her away from the destructive impossibility of Cato’s dilemma toward a more dialectical apprehension of her political status. Insofar as aesthetic pleasure enables unfettered liberty of imagination, it might be read as a dangerous form of self-authorizing individualism, especially for a slave. But since Wheatley’s poem emphasizes the imagination’s authoritative role as the “ruler” of her “subject-passions,” it functions as precisely the kind of Cato-like bracketing of selfhood demanded by elite republican ideals of disinterestedness. As such, her soft captivity also echoes the mode of political submission John Quincy Adams calls “soft compulsion,” which Jay Fliegelman describes as oratorical persuasion that “manipulated the passionate springs of human motivation in such a way as to avoid violating human freedom.”20 Wheatley’s metaphor thus signals both radical protest and republican consensus, registering her anomalous legal status at the margins of American culture and her rightful place in its very center.21

Accordingly, the poem on imagination enacts its powers as it describes them, limning in vigorous neoclassical diction what her imagined citizenship might look like. Indeed, Wheatley defines poetic power in such emphatically spatial and kinetic terms that, as the perception of objects becomes a “mental train” of images, her soft captivity is realized as unfettered mobility:


We on thy pinions can surpass the wind,

And leave the rolling universe behind:

From star to star the mental optics rove,

Measure the skies, and range the realms above.

There in one view we grasp the mighty whole,

Or with new worlds amaze th’ unbounded soul.



Such star-roving hyperbolizes both liberty of the imagination and the physical freedom Wheatley lacks as a slave. Just as the “pinions” of the imagination are a technology of the mind whose use implies the autonomous agency of the perceiving subject, her “mental optics”—an allusion to Newton’s invention of the reflecting telescope a hundred years earlier—invoke precisely the same inventive powers of imagination Wheatley attributes to Harvard students in her poem “To the University of Cambridge in New England” (1773). This exalted mobility and vision realize in the poem’s speaker the highest forms of aesthetic perception, imagination, and judgment. To “grasp the mighty whole” is to take the comprehensive view of an object that most aesthetic philosophers held as necessary to disinterested judgments of taste. To perceive “new worlds [that] amaze th’ unbounded soul” is to employ the creative powers of association free from the constraints of objective reality. Such refined and robust powers thus allow her to transcend all natural and political obstacles, even slavery itself: “Though Winter frowns to Fancy’s raptur’d eyes / The fields may flourish, and gay scenes arise; / The frozen deeps may break their iron bands.”22

At this moment in the poem, the contrary impulses of liberty and constraint seem to have reached an ideal balance. The benign despotism of the autonomous imagination enacts the speaker’s sovereignty “o’er the realms of thought” and confirm her in the very agency to which she submits. But as Wheatley’s poetic subject travels in her imagination, and the distance between her political and aesthetic liberty increases, their strained homology finally becomes untenable, at which point she removes herself abruptly from the world she has created:


But I reluctant leave the pleasing views,

Which Fancy dresses to delight the Muse;

Winter austere forbids me to aspire,

And northern tempests damp the rising fire;

They chill the tides of Fancy’s flowing sea,

Cease then, my song, cease the unequal lay.



The speaker’s sudden expulsion from the “pleasing views” of imagination performs the conventional gesture of self-effacement that marks many of the period’s poems of sensibility. In the context of Wheatley’s slavery, however, the denial of aesthetic liberty produces a more profoundly unsettling effect. The cold north wind—not of objective reality but racial tyranny—reminds the speaker of her enslavement by refusing her poetic aspiration, restricting her liberty, and calling her back from her now-illicit roving. If the violence of this subjugation parallels the bold self-realization it checks, her “reluctant” act of leaving and her departing salute to “delight” and the “rising fire” of imagination give full measure to the injustice of her oppression. Such a moment suggests the very reverse of “soft compulsion”: not internalized consent but cruel coercion.23

The sudden ceasing of Wheatley’s song creates the pathos of the poem whose peripeteia juxtaposes the liberating power of imagination against the aching discipline of its constraint. But it is precisely through this pathos that the poem makes its political argument. For the speaker’s removal from the “pleasing views” of imagination she has herself created functions simultaneously as punishment and remonstration. It emphasizes the fact of her having already traveled the “realms of thought” of her own free will. As she withdraws rhetorically, her absence and the resulting poetic artifact implicitly pronounce an identity between the capacity for aesthetic judgment and political equality, in this way anticipating Thomas Jefferson’s summary rejection of Wheatley’s poetry and African intelligence in Notes on the State of Virginia.24 Wheatley calls her lay “unequal” not because her political status renders her unequal to the demands of imagination but because her capacity for aesthetic self-submission claims the rights of political self-determination that her enslavement denies. Such reflexive rhetoric thus gives “On Imagination” a resonance that locates aesthetic theory within the contested sociopolitical context of eighteenth-century race slavery without ever becoming reducible to that context.25 Conversely, Wheatley’s poem apprehends the problem of political liberty in terms of the processes of aesthetic perception without rendering it a mere exercise in philosophical didacticism. By deploying a theoretical vocabulary that foregrounds liberty of the imagination and the politics of aesthetic subjectivity, its most emotionally compelling, structurally significant, and formally complex moments—an ambivalent relation of power, a liberating gesture of self-expansion, and a tragic capitulation—stage dramatic conflicts in which the language of aspiration and agency confronts the forces of law and power.26

In this way, “On Imagination” offers itself as a representation of liberty, an affirmation of its importance, and a figuration of its complex truth. Like the imported, reprinted, and redacted aesthetic theory that informs it, its language of liberty of the imagination appeals to the social identities and deeply held beliefs of revolutionary Americans. Like Trumbull’s Essay, its rhetoric of self-determination implicitly puts the claims of imagination in the service of a politics of colonial resistance, even as it articulates its allegiance to a British cultural heritage. But as a “fine Poem”—as a work of art—it also aims to provoke in its readers morally illuminating feelings of aesthetic pleasure. In Trumbull’s words, it invites readers to feel liberty’s dignity or to be jealous of its debasement or perhaps to feel something of both—the ironies of liberty inherent in the sensible perception of aesthetic objects and the pleasures of the imagination.
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The Writing on the Wall

Revolutionary Aesthetics and Interior Spaces

IVY G. WILSON

At a symbolic moment in Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man (1952), the nameless protagonist finds himself glancing at the images on the wall in one of the Brotherhood field offices. They include a map adorned with a heroic Christopher Columbus and a poster, “The Rainbow of America’s Future,” depicting a romanticized picture of a multicultural U.S. But the most symbolic image on the wall is the portrait of Frederick Douglass. Perhaps more than any other African American, Douglass has been made an icon and lionized equally by both radicals and moderates alike as the embodiment of an American democratic potentiality. As social texts, the three images limn different, if not competing, visions of America; thus when the protagonist later walks into the field office only to find it empty and the Douglass portrait missing, the scene becomes a harbinger of the impending revolution about to erupt on the streets of New York City.

Ellison’s use of visual images in Invisible Man evinces a wider concern with aesthetics and interior spaces as represented in U.S. literature. In a novel that keenly and self-consciously foregrounds art—from Lucius Brockway’s making paint to Mary’s cast-iron figurines, from the bronze statue of the college founder to Clifton’s paper Sambo dolls—the question of aesthetics is central to the meaning of the story. If, as Lena Hill contends, different episodes of the novel can be seen as museums, many of these should be understood as the private gallery spaces of interior black life.1

Thinking about how African Americans conceived of interiority—its possibility, its elusiveness, the dimensions of its conceptual privacy that allowed it even to be imagined—illuminates the necessity of such a space when its physical correlative was often denied, unavailable, or being torn asunder. Here interior spaces are conceptualized in two specific ways. One way is to consider the forms of materiality: rooms, garrets, anterooms, and hideaways that emphasize the relationship between the exterior and the interior. The other way is to conceptualize interior spaces as the imaginative precincts of the mind; the innervision as the domain of the inside. These spaces were especially important for antebellum African Americans—as with, for example, the wooded area where Douglass and his counterparts plan their escape, Henry “Box” Brown shipping himself to freedom in a container, and Harriet Jacobs concealed in a garret—where interiority also signaled a kind of privacy. The dimensionality of these interior spaces, whether physical or psychological, allowed African Americans to imagine representations of themselves that counteracted their depictions in the public imaginary.

The three Brotherhood office images from Invisible Man not only accentuate the idea of interiority, they also underscore broader questions about how political dissent is captured in or represented as art. While the removal of Douglass’s portrait is meant to intimate a coming revolution in Ellison’s mid-twentieth-century U.S., throughout the nineteenth century writers and orators frequently invoked the iconography of George Washington to illuminate contemporary national crises. Washington’s image is taken up, in varying degrees and for different ideological purposes, by the poet Phillis Wheatley, the short story writer Washington Irving, and the novelists Herman Melville and Harriet Beecher Stowe. If the image of Washington was conjured to reassess a given crisis through the lens of the American Revolution, then so too was the image of Toussaint L’Ouverture and the Haitian Revolution. L’Ouverture was invoked by the poet John Greenleaf Whittier, the orator Wendell Phillips, the novelist Frank J. Webb, and the writer William Wells Brown, among others. Through the mid nineteenth century, both leaders were reiterated and refashioned again and again, making their iconography an example of a revolutionary aesthetic.

The term revolutionary aesthetic is used here to outline two primary definitions. In the most immediate sense, the revolutionary aesthetic suggests the composite cultural production in various art forms that take the historical event of a revolution as their topic, such that, for example, Emanuel Gottlieb Leutze’s 1851 painting Washington Crossing the Delaware and Robert Colescott’s 1975 George Washington Carver Crossing the Delaware are both concerned with (re)interpreting the American Revolution. But, equally important, the revolutionary aesthetic is meant to evince an approach to the radical formal stylistics of art that self-consciously erupts former accepted conventions, such that, for example, the base, exaggerated caricaturing of Colescott’s oil painting is a profound departure from the luminous romanticism of Leutze’s work.

What follows is a consideration of how political subtexts are illustrated through the use of a revolutionary aesthetic that stages questions about the relation between iconography and interiority. Beginning with a reading of Phillis Wheatley and Scipio Moorhead, this essay underscores a particular relationship between interiority, visuality, and political revolution that is heightened further when one considers the various permutations in the iconography of George Washington and Toussaint L’Ouverture from the late eighteenth to mid nineteenth centuries. The permutation of these iconographies traces Washington’s image from Wheatley, Irving, Stowe, and Melville as well as a parallel series on L’Ouverture by Phillips, Webb, and James McCune Smith. By examining a number of different simulated portraits of Washington and L’Ouverture, this essay investigates the ways that writers and orators engaged the processes of visualization through literary and oratorical portraiture—a particular concern for African Americans who were preoccupied with the processes of visualization as an operation that allowed them to imagine themselves as part of the U.S. or, conversely, to fantasize about different alternative socialities altogether.

Kindred Spirits: Phillis Wheatley, Visuality, and a Revolutionary Aesthetic

We might do no better in a discussion of revolutionary aesthetic and interior spaces than by beginning with one of the earliest writers in the African American literary canon: Wheatley. Wheatley has too often been at the center of a debate over whether her poetry was too deferential, too imitative, and, alas, too conciliatory about her condition as a slave in the U.S. But Wheatley’s poetry itself has been too little studied for its poetics, for its prosody, for its formal conventions as a work of art. Even the poem that has caused the greatest amount of consternation, “On Being Brought from Africa to America” (1773), for its ostensible capitulation to a bifurcated social logic of black/white, Christian/pagan, when visualized, when imagined, presents us with a different picture from what might be registered if we were only listening to the poem.


Remember, Christians, Negros, black as Cain,

May be refin’d, and join th’ angelic train.2



When restricted to the realm of the sonic, to the world of sound, it may seem as if Wheatley’s narrator is making a plaintive gesture to Christians that, although Negroes are black as Cain, someday they may be redeemed. But when we look at the poem as a visual artifact, its sublimated functionality as artifice—a sublimated operation of radicalism, no less, that structurally depends upon an act of envisioning—becomes all the more recognizable, all the more legible. The typographical use of italics, her stylization of the letter, to the atom, if you will, alters the relationship between the poem’s visual demarcation and its subsumed political meaning. The prefigured image of the “train” is created precisely by the insertion of a caesura between “Remember” and “Christians,” a caesura that fabricates a litany and produces the figurative cars of the “train,” “Christians” and “blacks” who are now linked together on an equivalent plane, indeed heading in the same direction on the same itinerary.

To claim such equality between black and white in 1773 would have indeed been radical; but the particular distinction I am drawing here is one that differentiates between the poem’s aural resonance and its visual resonance. When these two aspects are considered, the image of the poem yields a different meaning, perhaps even of Wheatley herself. By attending to Wheatley as a poet who self-consciously uses her genre to stylize a form of subversive art, we can better uncover a political aesthetic. But can this be extended to a revolutionary aesthetic? And, given our received image of Wheatley, would we be able to identify it?3 What would such a revolutionary aesthetic look like? What would it sound like? And, perhaps more important, upon what grounds would we be able to define the criteria for a revolutionary aesthetic?

An early articulation of a revolutionary aesthetic is intimated in “To S.M. a young African Painter, on Seeing his Works” (1773). The poem is written as an ekphrasis; that is, a poem about another form of art, most often painting. The opening couplet begins, “To show the lab’ring bosom’s deep intent, / And thought in living characters to paint” (The Poems, 104). Ekphrasis usually works in one of two ways: to explain or analyze what is happening in the painting or, alternatively, to derive meaning from the painting to influence a new (literary) work. But it is essential to recognize that there is a visual basis for ekphrasis that is enhanced by things only the mind can see.

Scipio Moorhead, the “S.M.” of the poem, was a slave of the Reverend John Moorhead and a fellow Boston artist. The ink drawing upon which the engraved frontispiece of Wheatley’s Poems on Various Subjects, Religious and Moral (1773) is based is commonly attributed to Moorhead, although the original has been untraced and no other works with his signature have been discovered.4 Moorhead had been trained as a painter by the reverend’s wife, Sarah Moorhead, who was well known in Boston as an art instructor.5 Although little is known of Moorhead, much of what is known has been filtered through his association with Wheatley; turning to her then might not only tell us about the formation of the early traditions of African American poetry and poetics but yield information about the field of early African American art. Wheatley’s decision to note Moorhead’s paintings of Aurora and Damon and Pythias, of all his works, suggests that they were versed in Greek and Roman mythology. If her poem “On Imagination,” also included in Poems on Various Subjects, is an early theory of poetics, then “To S.M. a Young African Painter” is more specifically an early history, if not theory, of an African American aesthetics.

Although Wheatley’s poem has the appearance of being merely the literary companion to Scipio Moorhead’s paintings, the image it generates depicts a different picture altogether. The poem does not describe the paintings themselves; that is, while Wheatley’s poem does not offer an interpretation of the scenes, it does take notice of the paintings’ animation, their almost genesis-like quality—“When first thy pencil did those beauties give, / And breathing figures learnt from thee to live” (104–5). In the middle of the first large stanza, Wheatley moves beyond the merely radical and into perhaps the revolutionary.


Still may the painter’s and the poet’s fire

To aid thy pencil, and thy verse conspire!

(105)



Wheatley makes a trope of the word conspire here, moving the word into a circular orbit within the domain of the poem. The contextual meaning of the word conspire as it relates to the dominant theme of the poem reveals that Wheatley is speaking of a shared corporeality between her and Moorhead, the painter and poet “breathing together.” This representation of Wheatley and Moorhead might be thought of as a precursor to Asher B. Durand’s later painting, Kindred Spirits (1849), with its depiction of William Cullen Bryant and Thomas Cole, only in living color.

Wheatley ensconces the more revolutionary impulse of what could be called a proto-black cultural nationalism—an early form of cultural nationalism that (somehow) simultaneously makes overtures to the notion of an elite class of artists and to the black diaspora—by making the express political import of her poem secondary to the ostensible primary one of aesthetics as the alchemy of his pencil and her verse. The common definition of the word conspire is to “combine privily for an evil or unlawful purpose; to agree together to do something criminal, illegal, or reprehensible; especially in the form of a plot,”6 reflecting a deeper connection for Wheatley and Moorhead beyond simply their bond as artists. Her recognition in the second stanza of Damon and Pythias reiterates the sense of communion she feels with Moorhead; in Greek mythology Damon offered himself as collateral for punishment by death as a guarantee that Pythias would return to receive his sentence. Damon and Pythias may have been examples for Wheatley’s ideas about loyalty and fidelity and also archetypes for her notions about transposition and transubstantiation, for what could communicate the idea of an interior space more profoundly than the idea of sharing the same psychology and corporeality as someone else? If Wheatley’s poem, then, can be said to have a revolutionary subtext, that subtext might best be identified as, after James Baldwin, the fire next time.

The latent revolutionary aesthetic of “To S.M. a Young African Painter, on Seeing his Works” is further heightened when one speculates about the publication history of the poem itself. The poem was not listed in the original 1772 proposal for Poems on Various Subjects, and one wonders if Wheatley imagined the volume as having a kind of physicality itself, a dimensionality where her own revolutionary aesthetic could be privily secreted between the manuscript pages as an interiorized space only to be later revealed in public at printing.7

Head of State

Indeed, one of the earliest examples in the iconography of Washington came from the hand of none other than Wheatley herself. The “Poetical Essays” section of the Pennsylvania Magazine: or American Monthly Museum of April 1776 features Wheatley’s poem and letter to Washington.8 The magazine’s editor, Thomas Paine, wrote: “The following LETTER and VERSES, were written by the famous Phillis Wheatley, the African Poetess, and presented to his Excellency Gen. Washington” (Wheatley, The Poems, 164). In her accompanying letter, Wheatley wishes his “Excellency all possible success in the great cause [he is] so generously engaged in” (165), an indication of her keen awareness of the American Revolution and its potential significance to the condition of U.S. blacks both free and enslaved. Invoking the muse for inspiration and imploring the “celestial choir” (166) to echo her call, Wheatley exalts Washington as military general as well as his efforts to liberate the American colonies from England.


Shall I to Washington their praise recite?

Enough thou know’st them in the fields of fight.

Thee, first in place and honours,—we demand

The grace and glory of thy martial band.

Fam’d for thy valour, for thy virtues more,

Hear every tongue thy guardian aid implore!

(167)



But Wheatley’s poem is actually less a consecration of Washington himself than it is a panegyric on the epochal turn toward “freedom’s cause” (166). In the poem, Wheatley mentions Eolus and Columbia, invoking the latter in both its classic sense and as the personification of America. As she had with “To S.M. a Young African Painter,” Wheatley’s use of classical references was a way for her to limn a revolutionary aesthetic, figured here as something embodied by America but not contained by it.9

While Wheatley offers her poem in the midst of the American Revolution, when the iconography of Washington as a heroic or national figure is not foregone, Washington Irving’s “Rip Van Winkle” furnishes an example of the varied use of literary portraiture in the iconography of Washington. Published in 1819, Irving’s tale tells the story of Rip Van Winkle, a quaint villager of the Catskill Mountains, who, after stumbling off and falling asleep under a tree, wakes up twenty years later to find that his wife has died. Unaware that the American Revolution has occurred, Rip piques the chagrin of the villagers when he declares his loyalty to King George III.

If “Rip Van Winkle” subsumes an ostensible uncertainty about the revolution, this uncertainty is translated through Irving’s depiction of the village’s new aesthetic. The former village inn was replaced by hotel with broken windows mended with old hats and petticoats. On top of a pole, the new flag of the stars and stripes remain strange and incomprehensible to Rip. But it is the portrait hanging on the hotel sign that denotes the shift in political sensibility. Far from an interior space, the placement of the image atop the hotel sign is meant to be inculcated by the public at large. “He recognized on the sign, however, the ruby face of King George, under which he had smoked so many a peaceful pipe, but even this was strangely metamorphosed. The red coat was changed for one of blue and buff, a sword was stuck in the hand of a scepter, the head was decorated with a cocked hat, and underneath was painted in large characters, GENERAL WASHINGTON.”10 The scene depends upon a certain presupposition that attire can be read as a sign of political affiliation; the blue coat replaces the red, the sword the scepter. As an emblem of royalty, the removal of the scepter signals to Rip that the country is no longer under monarchical rule. Irving’s story abbreviates the American Revolution by compressing its temporal spatiality, illustrating the transformation from colony to nation as a shift in dress with the metamorphosis of George III into George Washington.11

In Uncle Tom’s Cabin; or, Life Among the Lowly (1852), Stowe takes the experimentation with literary portraiture even further than Irving; where he uses the technique to compress national time, Stowe uses it to imagine a different national temporality. When we are first introduced to Uncle Tom and Aunt Chloe’s cabin and made privy to its interior and its contents, we notice something curious about the inventory. Stowe has her narrator ask that we enter the dwelling. “In fact, that corner was the drawing-room of the establishment. In the other corner was a bed of much humbler pretensions, and evidently designed for use. The wall over the fireplace was adorned with some very brilliant scriptural prints, and a portrait of General Washington, drawn and colored in a manner which would certainly have astonished that hero, if ever he happened to meet with its like.”12 Their cabin is, ostensibly, a proper home—only in miniature. What is the relationship here between the interior and the exterior, between the political and the aesthetic, indeed between the black and the white? For, as Edith Wharton will later announce in The Decoration of Houses (1898), “Rooms may be decorated in two ways: by a superficial application of ornament totally independent of structure, or by means of those architectural features which are part of the organism of every house, inside as well as out.”13 The disjunction between the inside of Aunt Chloe’s and Uncle Tom’s cabin and the outside produces, by Wharton’s criteria, an anomaly, an asymmetrical aesthetic—if, in fact, aesthetic is the term that one could use to describe the slave quarters. That is, if aesthetic is meant as the strict congruence of style, then Aunt Chloe’s and Uncle Tom’s cabin is not aesthetic; but, if the term signals the sensory capacities of affect, then their cabin could indeed have an aesthetic insofar as it expresses how they feel about their own state relative to the nation.

Perhaps the most conspicuous element about this scene is the description of Washington having been “drawn and colored” and retouched, as it were. Here, the notion that the architectural features of a home should have a complementarity both “inside as well as out” is abrogated, allowing for the imagining of a subversive politics that could be featured inside a black interiority separate from its external housing. It seems precisely here in the recesses of the innervision, in the interior spaces, where the revolution is indeed being imagined. For, like Frederick Douglass, who correlates Madison Washington in his short story “The Heroic Slave” (1853) to Patrick Henry and George Washington, the image of the first president in the “drawing-room” of Aunt Chloe’s and Uncle Tom’s cabin reinterprets the relationship of race to the birth of the nation, and, in this respect, Stowe advances a revolutionary aesthetic insofar as the scene contests the dominant understanding of art and politics.14

The manipulation of the iconography of Washington to reassess the meaning of racialization and nation formation is also depicted in Melville’s Moby-Dick (1851). In the early pages of the book, after Ishmael has fastened onto the idea of joining a whaling ship, he becomes acquainted with his roommate Queequeg. Simultaneously enthralled and frightened, intrigued and alarmed, Ishmael cannot help but stare at Queequeg; an ocular obsession all the more fixated by Queequeg’s fancifully tattooed body that is both an indication of his seeming savagery and a visible sign of stenciled artistry. But when Ishmael stares at Queequeg, he disaggregates the body from the head; for while the body may have the intricate markings of being from another world, Queequeg’s head reminds Ishmael of Washington. “It may seem ridiculous, but it reminded me of General Washington’s head, as seen in the popular busts of him. It had the same long regularly graded retreating slope from above the brows, which were likewise very projecting, like two long promontories thickly wooded on top. Queequeg was George Washington cannibalistically developed.”15 Ishmael’s vision of Queequeg as Washington hovers between an interpretation of the Pequod as a ship of state that promotes a radical democratic potentiality of equivalent subjectivity and an illustration of the nascent imperial designs of the early U.S.16

Furthermore, the association of Queequeg to Washington illuminates the ideological if not political meanings of interiority when one recalls it is precisely in the privacy of their shared quarters, in the chapter “A Bosom Friend,” that has Ishmael fancying an image contoured by a “queer” revolutionary aesthetic.17 While Stowe racializes Washington to intimate the revolutionary impulse underlining black political thought, even in a seemingly innocuous domesticated household, Melville’s depiction signals how the revolutionary aesthetic invoked here is precluded from yielding iconographic portraiture to liken Queequeg as a more permanent figurative head of state by the end of the novel when the Pequod is dashed into oblivion and only Ishmael remains.

Stately Portraits; or, The Iconography of Toussaint L’Ouverture

If Stowe and Melville redraw the image of the American Revolution’s most iconic figure to illuminate the mid-nineteenth-century slavery crisis as a political predicament endemic to the founding of the U.S., then other nineteenth-century writers and artists reconceptualized the Age of Revolution itself as a historical epoch by portraying Toussaint L’Ouverture as a competing icon. L’Ouverture was the leader of the Haitian Revolution (1791–1804) that liberated the then-colony of St. Domingue from French imperial rule to become the first black republic in the Western Hemisphere. As the slavery debate escalated in the 1850s, the Haitian Revolution was interpreted as a warning sign of what might happen in the U.S. should black slaves decide to revolt. Stowe stages this fear in a conversation between Augustine and Alfred in Uncle Tom’s Cabin, and Melville does much the same by naming the slave ship the San Dominick in Benito Cereno (1855). But the reinscription of the Haitian Revolution as a revolution proper, and not simply an insurrection, depended upon a certain shift in its various representations through the iconography of L’Ouverture as a figurehead.

Perhaps the most well-known attempt to depict L’Ouverture specifically as an icon was Wendell Phillips’s speech, which he delivered in 1861 on the eve of the Civil War. Phillips opens his speech by proclaiming that he will offer his audiences in Boston and New York a “sketch” of L’Ouverture that is at once a biography and an argument. Phillips contends that, when the record of history is set straight, L’Ouverture will rank above the Greek Phocion, the Roman Marcus Junius Brutus, the French Marquis de Lafayette, and the American George Washington. By comparing him to such figures, Phillips fashions L’Ouverture as a transhistorical figure, someone who is at once classical and modern.

The oratorical stylistics of his speech might be understood not simply as an example of the structures of classical rhetoric with a subsumed mode of argumentation but perhaps also as a mode of aesthetic embellishment that attempts to artistically portray L’Ouverture. “If I stood here tonight to tell the story of Napoleon, I should take it from the lips of Frenchmen, who find no language rich enough to paint the great captain of the nineteenth century. Were I here to tell you the story of Washington, I should take it from you hearts—you, who think no marble white enough to carve the name of the Father of his Country. I am about to tell you the story of a negro who has hardly one written line.”18 Phillips’s speech is almost too conspicuous in its efforts to make an icon of L’Ouverture. The aestheticization of this iconography depends upon a translation of Phillips’s verbal cues into the visual, from the oratorical arts into the material arts. L’Ouverture deserves, Phillips implies, language richer than that used to “paint” Napoleon and richer than that to carve Washington’s name upon white marble edifices. But Phillips’s speech can only have that iconography interiorized in the mind’s eye of his audience where the image of L’Ouverture can be envisaged.

While Phillips manipulated the oratorical arts as a proxy for the material arts, James McCune Smith’s lecture on L’Ouverture was perceptibly less adorned and more literal in its didactic intention. Twenty years before Phillips delivered his famous speech, McCune Smith delivered a lecture at the Stuyvesant Institute for the benefit of the Colored Orphan Asylum in 1841. A graduate of the local New York African Free School himself, and, later, the University of Glasgow, McCune Smith was one of the foremost African American intellectuals of the nineteenth century. Comparing L’Ouverture to “Leonidas at Thermopyae” or “Bruce at Bannockburn,” McCune Smith declares these events to be necessary study for “every American citizen.”19


Among the many lessons that may be drawn from this portion of history is one not unconnected with the present occasion. From causes to which I need not give a name, there is gradually creeping into our otherwise prosperous state the incongruous and undermining influence of caste. One of the local manifestations of this unrepublican sentiment is, that while 800 children, chiefly of foreign parents, are educated and taught trades at the expense of all the citizens, colored children are excluded from these privileges.20



His speech here extends a critique of the latent social formations promulgating the caste system in the U.S. as an antidemocratic or “unrepublican” practice. Slavery was not only unethical, a moral stain against the nation because, among other violations, it promoted a caste system; it was also anathema to the underlying political tenets of a professed democracy. It is only in the last line of Smith’s speech that it becomes something less of an anecdote and something more prophetic when he notes L’Ouverture had been taught to read while a slave—a suggestion that there may yet be a L’Ouverture among the ranks at the Colored Orphan Asylum if only they were afforded the opportunity to be educated.

Both McCune Smith and Phillips use oratory as a form of illustration. Their illustrations almost invert the literal definition of iconography as “picture writing” into an aesthetic practice instead of “writing picture” in their attempts to offer a visual biography and narrative of L’Ouverture and the Haitian Revolution. While “picture writing” could be thought of as the didactic use of the visual arts to convey narrative meaning, “writing picture” underscores the use of the expository textures of oratory and narrative that more specifically attempt to craft the visual correlative of an image, an act that is especially perceptible in orations that seek to sketch “character.” Manipulating the aesthetic practice of iconography, these writers deployed this history as an allegory for the contemporary crisis of U.S. chattel slavery. U.S. intellectuals, as early as Smith’s speech, began depicting L’Ouverture as an exponent of the antislavery movement. The iconography of L’Ouverture compared him to a number of historical figures including Oliver Cromwell, the Duke of Wellington, and, sometimes, Napoleon Bonaparte.

If both McCune Smith and Phillips used the verbal cadences of speech to create auditory reverberations that would linger in the chambers of the mind, then Frank J. Webb used literature to approximate portraiture. Webb was an African American writer whose 1857 novel, The Garies and Their Friends, depicts the story of the Garies, a well-to-do interracial family comprising a white husband and his “mulatta” ex-slave-turned-wife, as they leave the South for Philadelphia. In the North, the Garies are situated between Philadelphia’s black and white communities, represented in stark terms by the white Stevens family and the black Ellis family. Joining McCune Smith and Phillips in trying to make an icon of L’Ouverture, Webb made particular use of literary portraiture.

While the speeches of McCune Smith and Phillips amounted to a kind of oratorical portraiture, Webb uses literary portraiture to deploy a doubly mediated moment of representation. Like Irving and Stowe, Webb’s novel calls attention to paintings and drawings specifically as visual artifacts simulated in narrative fiction. These moments are accentuated by their double mediation, one where readers not only visualize the characters of the story in their own mind but are compelled to see through the eyes of these characters to perceive what they are viewing.

At an important moment in the novel when the Garies are trying to reestablish their lives by resettling in Philadelphia, they rent a home from Mr. Walters, one of the city’s most affluent and wealthy African Americans. While walking through the home, Garie halts in the parlor, arrested by an image he sees on the wall.


“So you, too are attracted by that picture,” said Mr. Walters, with a smile. “All white men look at it with interest. A black man in uniform of a general officer is something so unusual that they cannot pass it with a glance …. That is Toussaint l’Ouverture and I have every reason to believe it to be the correct likeness …. That looks like a man of intelligence. It is entirely different from any likeness I ever saw of him. The portraits generally represent him as a monkey-faced person, with a handkerchief about his head.”21



Walters’s comments to Garie about representation, that he has “every reason to believe it to be the correct likeness,” circumscribes portraiture as an aesthetic form whose artistry is tied to its claim about authenticity and accuracy more than its embellishment. It is significant that it is a portrait with its focus on the head and the face, because the image functions to counteract the discourse stemming from contemporary phrenology about blacks as simians or a subspecies, intimated here in Walters’s note that portraits of L’Ouverture “generally represent him as a monkey-faced person.” But, in suggesting that the portrait “looks like a man of intelligence,” Walter’s comments also understand aesthetics as a mode of representation that can translate the interior domain and render it externally visible. Here attire designates social position—the uniform as a political emblem works against black caricature.

Equally important to the representation of L’Ouverture imagined in the portrait is its placement in the Walters house itself. The image is properly placed within the spatial logic of the home. The house in which the portrait exists is quite different from the image of George Washington in Aunt Chloe’s and Uncle Tom’s cabin; indeed, their class positions are altogether different, and, in some respects, the interior and the exterior of the Walters home have a congruence. As Edgar Allan Poe notes in “The Philosophy of Furniture” (1840), most paintings merely relieved “the expanse of [wall]paper,” and most of these paintings were merely “landscapes of an imaginative cast—such as the fairy grottoes of Stanfield, or the lake of the Dismal Swamp of Chapman.”22 Webb accentuates literary portraiture as a political strategy that attempts to contextualize U.S. abolitionism within a larger hemispheric framework of black resistance.

Paint the White House Black

A little more than 150 years after the publication of Uncle Tom’s Cabin, the image of a colored George Washington that could only be intimated in Stowe’s novel was conspicuously rendered on the cover of the New Yorker magazine. Drew Friedman’s drawing features a portrait of Barack Obama, on the eve of the presidential inauguration, in the likeness of Washington. Taking the image of Washington on the dollar bill as a cue, Friedman represented Obama in three-quarter profile wearing a wig similar to the ones associated with the Founding Fathers.

Appearing on newsstands on the week of the inauguration itself, the New Yorker cover was, in some respects, a correction to its earlier iconography of the Obamas, which figuratively placed them outside (at least politically) the nation. The July 21, 2008 cover, titled “The Politics of Fear,” featured a Barry Blitt drawing of the Obamas in the Oval Office as subversives—Michelle Obama as an Angela Davis–type black militant and Obama presumably as an Islamacist. Vanity Fair riffed the New Yorker in August 2008 with a cover of Cindy and John McCain in a similar setting and poses with noticeably less stereotypical, although equally caricatured, appearances. Blitt’s drawing, while seemingly meant as satire, invoked, in essence, the wrong series of icons. In drawing Michelle Obama as an Angela Davis figure, Blitt’s image resurrected a history of militant black nationalism in the U.S. associated with the Black Panther Party that many Americans would rather forget. Likewise, his representation of Obama as an Islamacist, perhaps most visibly associated in the U.S. with Osama Bin Laden, threatened to castigate the then-presidential nominee as unpatriotic. In both instances, Blitt’s drawing associated the Obamas with revolutions that have been interpreted as anathema to the nation.

But the politics of Blitt’s drawing were complicated, made especially so because of its focus on iconography. It may have seemed that Blitt was caricaturing the Obamas, but the image might also have been a critique of the innumerable misrepresentations propagated by the Republic right wing. In that respect, the cover was not a caricature at all but, rather, a deeply ironic commentary on right-wing attempts to caricature Obama.23

The cover for the January 26, 2009 issue of the New Yorker, where Obama is transfigured as Washington, then, is an example of how the semiotics of iconography can underwrite political representation, if not national subjectivity. It not only consecrates Obama as the first black president but likens his election to the (re)birth of the nation and essentially depicts him as a Founding Father immediately after the Revolution. It also harks back to Irving’s “Rip Van Winkle,” with Obama replacing George W. Bush (as Washington replaced King George III). Indeed, Obama himself invoked a kind of revolutionary aesthetic when developing the particular lexicon that formed the grammar of his political program. Importantly, this lexicon emphasized the word change, a necessary prefiguration of any political revolution, especially pronounced during the election when one recalls the discourse about the previous administration being a regime. If Obama’s election was indeed an ostensible revolution, then it was one where the aesthetics of idiomatic terms like hope, progress, and change came together in public as the writing on the wall of a reimagined America.
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Stephen Crane’s Refrain

MAX CAVITCH

Poetry’s liberation from the shackles of meter is one of the most important nonevents in late nineteenth-century literary history. It’s important because it is to this day so commonly invoked, not only to legitimate a particular way of reading poems, as if they were what Theodor Adorno calls “depositions of impulses,” but also to celebrate the human subject’s liberation from inauthenticity and expressive constipation.1 It’s a nonevent because the long and complex history of versification in English poetry is poorly suited to teleological narratives of liberation, despite a lot of early twentieth-century fanfare about breaking “new wood” and “insurgent naked throb[bings] of the instant moment.”2 Yet the perpetuation of such liberation narratives is powerfully motivated and deeply inscribed in our scholarship, our course syllabi, and our anthologies and editions. In the history of poetry in English, Walt Whitman is the foremost symbol of metrical iconoclasm, not least because he is also such a powerful symbol of personal idiosyncrasy asserting itself against many deeply entrenched social and sexual norms. The fictive isomorphism of poetry and person with which Whitman so dearly loved to play, and play off of and against, very understandably tends to get naturalized as the meaning of his achievement: free verse means a free subject.

This is a harder equation to derive from the spare, irrhythmic verses of Stephen Crane, alongside which Whitman’s seem reassuringly measured, lushly and extravagantly familiar. Turning from Whitman’s poetry to Crane’s, one may feel like a figure in one of Crane’s poems, searching for erotic opportunities in “the ashes of other men’s love.”3 Crane doesn’t deny the personal; he combusts it, like a fossil fuel, and lets the residue trail behind on the page, where it congeals into toxic, posthuman landscapes:


Behold, from the land of the farther suns

I returned.

And I was in a reptile-swarming place,

Peopled, otherwise, with grimaces,

Shrouded above in black impenetrableness.

I shrank, loathing,

Sick with it.

And I said to him,

“What is this?”

He made answer slowly,

“Spirit, this is a world;

This was your home.”

(P 17)



Like a David Maisel photograph of sewage flows or wasted mines, this untitled poem from The Black Riders and Other Lines (1895) conjures a world both industrial and primordial, a world that is uninhabitable, yet for which there is no alternative. And like a Maisel photograph, Crane’s poem exploits form as an index of human artistry in relation to a scene of degradation that makes scant place for the human (“This was your home”). Crane’s specifically poetic achievement, however, has less to do with aestheticizing visual blight than with figuring the effort to speak from beyond certain conventional limits of the self, the better to articulate the defamiliarized, depersonalized contexts of its communications.

This essay calls to account the sentiment of liberated and liberating free-verse artistry through a reading of Crane’s poetry that combines formal analysis (a counting or measurement) and ethical reckoning (a characterization of the lyric subject). More simply put, it is an effort to interpret, in the work of a very untraditional poet, his use of a very traditional poetic device—the refrain—to measure or mark out a timely sense of a depersonalized aesthetics. Timely, that is, not in terms of present critical anxieties about the aesthetic, but rather in terms of a late-nineteenth-century preoccupation, in literature, science, philosophy, and beyond, with the phenomenon of repetition, which is, of course, the precondition for any type of measurement and for any concept of the personal.

As Andrew Ford observes, the word measure has never shed its etymological origins in the Greek word metron—an evaluative term, Ford reminds us, with moral force.4 We still say a response is “measured” when it strikes us as proportionate and duly limited. When considering measurement in connection with literature, it’s natural to think of poetry, which actively displays, through versification, its competence to measure. Poetry, like Crane’s, that departs from conventional versification potentially calls prior evaluations into question, possibly defaces contemporary lineaments of what is called beautiful with disproportionate or excessive markings.

The response to such departures is often disapproving, and we in turn may find ourselves eager to vilify such disapproval as reactionism. A case in point is William Dean Howells’s response to the third untitled poem in Crane’s Black Riders, which he quotes in its entirety, after sharing his own engaged but ultimately disapproving perspective. “I cannot see how the thought in the following lines, which seems to me fresh, and fine and true, would have been any less so if it had been cast in the mould which need not have been broken to secure them the stamp of novelty”:


In the desert

I saw a creature, naked, bestial,

Who, squatting upon the ground,

Held his heart in his hands,

And ate of it.

I said, “Is it good, friend?”

“It is bitter—bitter,” he answered;

“But I like it

Because it is bitter,

And because it is my heart.”



Howells does not say what he takes to be the particular “mould which need not have been broken” in these lines, unless it is the general mould of verses he is prepared to call, as he puts it, “duly rhymed and measured.”5 Instead of vilifying Howells, however, one can simply underscore his own evident sense that something goes unrecognized and unarticulated in his disapproval of Crane’s prosodic unruliness, his “free verse,” as it would come to be called.

Insofar as anyone any longer remembers the 1890s as a time of important critical statements on prosodic innovation, it’s usually in connection with Stéphane Mallarmé’s 1897 essay “Crisis of Verse,” in which he announces that, with the advent of vers libre, the ear has finally been set free from normative versification and “the rigid and childish mechanism of its meter.” While acknowledging that “the recollection of strict verses”—in particular, for French poetry, the alexandrine—will continue to haunt prosodic innovators, he nevertheless crows that an unprecedented heterodoxy has taken hold of versification. “For the first time in the literary history of any people,” he writes, “anyone with his individual game and ear can compose an instrument, as soon as he breathes, touches, or taps scientifically.”6

Mallarmé’s emphasis on “anyone” seems to suggest that the “crisis of verse,” in one of its dimensions at least, is a crisis of democratization. Poetry, it would appear, is for Mallarmé “no longer a specialized activity,” as Leo Bersani puts it, suggesting that what Mallarmé refers to as “the ‘science’ of poetry is equivalent to a kind of self-possession through self-attunement”—a humanistic “science” grounded in the individuated authority of personal feeling.7 But Mallarmé’s essay also reveals itself, in the speculative mobility that Bersani identifies as its hallmark, to be the champion of something like a universalist program for linguistic depersonalization. It goes so far as to anticipate—even to dramatize—“the disappearance of the poet speaking,” thereby problematizing a common understanding of the poet’s encounter with language “as if,” to quote Paul de Man, “it were the expression of a subjective intent with which he could grow familiar … a tool that could be made to fit his needs.”8

De Man is worth briefly citing in this context, and by way of returning to Crane’s own problematics, because his interpretation of Mallarméan poetics as an ironization of liberal aesthetics helps clarify the terms of a fin de siècle “crisis of verse” that pertains to poetry in English as well as in French—to Crane as well as his Symbolist contemporaries. One problem, though, with de Man’s account is that it is too dismissive of the fact that prosodic experimentation is an index of historical forces to be reckoned with in any account of literary history and the shifting bases of aesthetic judgment. It’s true of course that the rhetoric of emergency informing Mallarmé’s announcements of unprecedented tamperings with the rules of verse is deeply ironic. But de Man misleads us when he alleges that this irony, while appreciated in Mallarmé’s Paris, would have “baffled his foreign audience.”9 Not at all. The history of metrical variation in English prosody, however it differed from the French, was not so ancient and so eclectic that the contemporary situation of experimental versification was without serious controversy. In English, the term free verse often was, and continued for some time to be, a derogatory term. More important, it came to be (and remains) a way of naming certain historical, motivated shifts in the degree and manner of intensity focused on norms of versification.

The question then is: What is the relation between the degree and manner of this intensity in Crane’s time and the more or less simultaneous cultural elaboration, corroborated here by the better-known example of Mallarmé, of a counterliberal, post-Kantian aesthetics in which the integrity and dignity of persons is no longer presumed to be the most important measure of artistic value and expressive decorum? Returning to the autocardiophagic creature of Crane’s poem “In the desert”—the poem that Howells accused of breaking the mold that need not have been broken—what, if anything, does that poem’s form have to do with its figure of depersonalization? The poem is both a literalization and an undoing of the idiomatic phrase “to eat one’s heart out.” Against a voided background—“the desert”—the creature appears as if out of the blankness of his own annihilation. He has literally become detached from his center, his “heart,” and is now perhaps seeking to reintegrate the lost or abandoned self by eating his heart, so to speak, back in. His presentness to the speaker (who sees and hails him) and the phenomenology of taste (he eats his heart and likes it) signify the restoration of the creature’s subjectivity. Indeed it may be the speaker’s presentness to the creature that is the first sign of this restoration.

Could it also be the last? As the creature eats his heart, reincorporating it in a way that makes personal involvement with others (subjectivity) once again possible, he also destroys the organ, consuming rather than restoring it. The heart makes its appearance on the stage of reintegration only to reveal subjectivity and the suffering that is its index (“I like it / Because it is bitter”) to be what Emerson calls “scene-painting and counterfeit.”10 The speaker, and the reader as his representative at the scene of reading, is perhaps being shown nothing more than an illusory glimpse of the interstices of nonconsciousness. The poem, that is, may count most as the description of an interlude in the speaker/reader’s own depersonalization, a mere phantasmic break in the nothingness that precedes and follows it. “Eat your heart out” may be the poem’s curse upon the reader, the curse of the illusion—the mirage—of individual consciousness.

This reading of the poem’s contents makes it rather easy to view its irregular form as another projection of the illusion of individual consciousness. Free verse is the term for a complex history of experimental versification that, at least since the eighteenth century, has been notoriously difficult to disengage from liberal-progressive accounts of expressivity. In these accounts, being free from the constraints of traditional forms means being personally free to give more intelligible shape to one’s own distinctive voice. From time to time, some canny poet or reader cries out “Hoax!”11 But antihumanistic readings of metrical and typographical irregularity are rare, and even those recent and contemporary prosodists at the furthest remove from patterns of sentimental expressivism often find it difficult to avoid the self-regard of avant-gardism. How remarkable then to recognize in the irregular form of Crane’s “In the desert” what may already be—in what was one of the first volumes of free verse ever published in the U.S.12—a kind of immanent critique of free verse as a manifestation of identity and personal freedom.

To pursue the possibility of this critique with Crane is to be driven back again and again on the problematics of repetition. Indeed, it is repetition, the fundamental precondition for all prosody, that links the fin de siècle’s intensified focus on norms of versification to contemporaneous moves toward a nonobjectivist depersonalized aesthetics. In the 1880s and 1890s, repetition was at the conceptual heart of existential (Nietzsche) and psychoanalytic (Freud), as well as aesthetic, reorientations of thinking about (and beyond) the human subject. During those same decades, more often associated with literary exhaustion than consequential experimentation, we actually find quite an impressive roster of poets in the U.S., England, France, and elsewhere who, along with Mallarmé and Crane, were doing their best not to flinch from the intuition that any simple equation between free verse and personal freedom was chimerical and that the anxious defense against, or promotion of, the analogy between aesthetic and social forms was symptomatic (one might call it a repetition compulsion) of spiritual, epistemological, and ontological anxieties far less well articulated.13

Like many of Crane’s poems, “In the desert” contains several words and phrases that recur at least once. In his short, metrically irregular poems, the force of such repetitions is especially strong, though the qualities of that force vary with the specific rhetorical figure constituted by the repetition. “In the desert,” with only fifty words unevenly divided into ten lines, exhibits multiple figures, including three I’d like to call by name. These are ploce (the repetition of a word after a significant interval—in this case, the two instances of the word “heart”), epizeuxis (the repetition of a word two or more times in immediate succession—in this case, the pair “bitter—bitter”), and anaphora (the repetition of a word at or near the beginning of successive clauses or sentences—in this case, the trio “I saw” / “I said” / “I like”). I’d maintain that the differentiation of these figures, despite the creeping desuetude of the classical terminology, is helpful inasmuch as it underscores their diversity of effect (a diversity that is often densely concentrated in the device of the refrain, to which I’ll come shortly). In the ploce “heart” / “heart,” for example, we hear the quoted voice of the creature echoing the principal speaker of the poem, forcing the question of their identity and relation as subjects. Whatever distinct range of symbolic values the heart may have for either subject, they share the same word for it. They conspire, as it were, to stabilize the signifier of those many values, even as the creature’s echoing of the principal speaker may augment the reader’s sense of its depersonalization, its creaturely subordination.

The epizeuxis “bitter—bitter” is the poem’s most dramatic figure of repetition, the creature’s vehemence nicely sounded in those explosive trochees. At the same time, epizeuxis signals a kind of snag or catch in the flow of meaning, a cognitive stutter, a sensation of being stuck in place. The sensation, depending on how the words are voiced, might be perceived here as either deliberative or defensive. Is the creature testing the word, trying it out twice to make sure he has the right one? Does he repeat himself in fear of being misunderstood or disbelieved? Perhaps he is savoring not only the bitterness of his heart but also the word bitter itself, as a sign of the pleasure of articulate abjection. In his abjection, he has not only been seen by another but is also himself able to correct the other’s perception: no, not good, but bitter.

The anaphora “I saw” / “I said” / “I like” helps complicate the scene of recognition and individuation by conflating the subjects of enunciation—the principal speaker (“I saw,” “I said”) and the creature (“I like”)—while also sustaining the contrast between the principal speaker’s affective neutrality and the creature’s intensity. It’s tempting to treat this poem as an exceedingly compact and austere counterpart to Robert Browning’s and W. H. Auden’s lyrical readings—in “Caliban Upon Setebos” (1864) and The Sea and the Mirror (1944), respectively—of Shakespeare’s The Tempest, and especially of the creaturely Caliban, whom Browning describes as “a bitter heart that bides its time and bites.”14 For all three poets, the creaturely Caliban, or the Caliban-like creature, has a powerfully overdetermined relation to contexts of creation and becoming.

Noting the derivation of creature “from the future-active participle of the Latin verb creare (‘to create’),” Julia Lupton observes that “creature indicates a made or fashioned thing but with the sense of continued or potential process, action, or emergence built into the future thrust of its active verbal form …. The creatura is a thing always in the process of undergoing creation; the creature is actively passive or, better, passionate, perpetually becoming created, subject to transformation at the behest of the arbitrary commands of an Other.” But this Other, too, Lupton argues, following Walter Benjamin, is also creature, “is finally both sovereign and subject, mind and matter, tyrant and martyr, but he suffers the two modalities in a wildly disjunct form that refuses to resolve into a reciprocal or homogeneous economy.”15

The creature stands for the destabilization immanent to identity and for an expressivity that is neither personal nor universal, but always intersubjective. The creature is there to remind us that we are incapable of the authentic production of the same, of reproduction, or simple repetition, but that we are nonetheless constantly falling back on what seem to be the best rhetorical resources—the figures of repetition—enabled by our fictive lives of stable individuation.

In this light, it seems almost inevitable that Edgar Allan Poe would have chosen the refrain as the device on which to base the structure of his most famous poem of creaturely subjection, “The Raven” (1845). And, being Poe, he resolved also to improve upon this ancient and venerable device, to lift it out of what he refers to in “The Philosophy of Composition” (1846) as its “primitive condition.” “As commonly used,” Poe writes, “the refrain … depends for its impression upon the force of monotone—both in sound and thought. The pleasure is deduced solely from the sense of identity—of repetition. I resolved to diversify, and so vastly heighten, the effect, by adhering, in general, to the monotone of sound, while I continually varied that of thought: that is to say, I determined to produce continuously novel effects, by the variation of the application of the refrain—the refrain itself remaining, for the most part, unvaried.”16 Poe’s aim is to heap the refrain (another word for refrain is, after all, burden) with significance and to insist on instructing the reader (by way of varied “applications”) in gradations of that significance through the generation of suspense. As John Hollander puts it, “the ultimate story of modern poetic refrain is ‘What is it to mean this time around?’”17

In other words, every refrain is a little bit refractory. Like other figures of repetition, refrains may substantially allegorize the play of resistance and expectancy in relation to uncertain or unwelcome futures.18 This helps account for some of the strongly reactionary rhetoric leveled at the opening poem of Crane’s 1899 volume, War Is Kind:


Do not weep, maiden, for war is kind.

Because your lover threw wild hands toward the sky

And the affrighted steed ran on alone,

Do not weep.

War is kind.

Hoarse, booming drums of the regiment

Little souls who thirst for fight,

These men were born to drill and die

The unexplained glory flies above them

Great is the battle-god, great, and his kingdom—

A field where a thousand corpses lie.

Do not weep, babe, for war is kind.

Because your father tumbled in the yellow trenches,

Raged at his breast, gulped and died,

Do not weep.

War is kind.

Swift, blazing flag of the regiment

Eagle with crest of red and gold,

These men were born to drill and die

Point for them the virtue of slaughter

Make plain to them the excellence of killing

And a field where a thousand corpses lie.

Mother whose heart hung humble as a button

On the bright splendid shroud of your son,

Do not weep.

War is kind.

(P 45)



Some contemporary critics, including Willa Cather, hated the idea that Crane’s poem might be about imminence rather than retrospection—about the self-perpetuating militarism of modern life, perhaps, or even about what William James referred to as the coming “war against war.”19 Here is part of Cather’s remonstration: “Either Mr. Crane is insulting the public or insulting himself, or he has developed a case of atavism and is chattering the primeval nonsense of the apes. His Black Riders, uneven as it was, was a casket of polished masterpieces when compared with War Is Kind. And it is not kind at all, Mr. Crane, when it provokes such verses as these—it is all that Sherman said it was.”20 One has a sense of irony not simply lost, but anxiously defended against—a sense confirmed by another contemporary reviewer, Rupert Hughes: “It is Mr. Crane’s purpose to tell us that war is not kind in a thirty-line Walt Whitmian lyric, so why mislead us? To be ironical is all right, but why drive the iron in so far? We all know that war was brutal, that it killed lovers, husbands and sons, but we never thought of telling the sweethearts, wives and mothers that war, therefore, was kind.”21 To some extent, such reactions against Crane’s poem reflect a progressivist spirit of the age, represented importantly not only by William James but also by Jane Addams, who wrote at length in unremitting expectation of humankind’s finally “displacing the juvenile propensities to warfare” with the perpetual peace of “cosmopolitan affection.”22 But Crane drove readers to extremes with what they found to be the unbearableness of his irony, encapsulated, of course, in this poem’s refrain, “War is kind.” The refrain or repetend “War is kind,” appearing at the end of the first, third, and fifth stanzas, and also at the end of the initial lines of the first and third stanzas, has a coercive force—not only as part of the refrain against mourning but also as an obscene Orwellian slogan tending to overwrite and override, as Cather suggests, General Sherman’s legendary dictum, “war is hell.” Repetition solicits remembrance. But more than this, repetition is a figure of truth; it seeks to weary the clamor for persuasion with the self-evidence of iteration. And it may do still more. It may compromise the forces of intellectual and passional resistance by provoking defensiveness and by frustrating hopes for transformative engagement. Under such stress, reading ceases to be experienced as a collaborative field of invention and improvisation, and repetition becomes the rhetorical figure of despair. This is what makes the irony of “War is kind” unbearable to Cather and to many other readers.

This unbearableness has a context and a history. The exquisite sense of dramatic irony in Cather’s own fiction, for example, had already found its unsettling counterpart in the work of other nineteenth-century ironists, such as Heinrich Heine, with whom Crane shared a profound disillusionment with religion, a sense of immutable suffering absolutely unredeemed by religious significance, and a tendency to proclaim disillusionment in particularly unsympathetic forms of irony. A dramatic instance of this is the following poem from War Is Kind:


A little ink more or less!

It surely can’t matter?

Even the sky and the opulent sea,

The plains and the hills, aloof,

Hear the uproar of all these books.

But it is only a little ink more or less.

What?

You define me God with these trinkets?

Can my misery meal on an ordered walking

Of surpliced numbskulls?

And a fanfare of lights?

Or even upon the measured pulpiting

Of the familiar false and true?

Is this God?

Where, then, is hell?

Show me some bastard mushroom

Sprung from a pollution of blood.

It is better.

Where is God?

(P 47)



The reiterated insult of “a little ink more or less” conspires with ambiguous deixis (“these books,” “these trinkets”) to produce an effect of self-mockery, repelling sympathy, that is inseparable from the poem’s bitter rejection of religious texts. That is, the poem itself and the book of verse in which it appears are, like the scripture and dogma on which human misery is invited by the church to meal, “only a little ink more or less.” One might be disposed to hear a defiant allusion to the poem’s own nonmetrical verses in the contemptuous phrases “ordered walking” and “measured pulpiting.” It’s as if the very rhythms of orthodoxy offend the poet, and his response includes an offense against the regimented patterning of such rhythms. In their vehement reactions against Crane’s formal offenses, then, his early critics may have been unconsciously acknowledging the difficulty of responding directly to the substance of what sometimes amounted to Crane’s nihilistic irony.

But measure and order, as we’ve seen, aren’t simply anathema in Crane’s poetics. In fact he had recourse to them in his greatest poem of cosmic despair, devastating beyond irony, not yet published at the time of his death:


A man adrift on a slim spar

A horizon smaller than the rim of a bottle

Tented waves rearing lashy dark points

The near whine of froth in circles.

God is cold.

The incessant raise and swing of the sea

And growl after growl of crest

The sinkings, green, seething, endless

The upheaval half-completed.

God is cold.

The seas are in the hollow of The Hand;

Oceans may be turned to a spray

Raining down through the stars

Because of a gesture of pity toward a babe.

Oceans may become grey ashes,

Die with a long moan and a roar

Amid the tumult of the fishes

And the cries of the ships,

Because The Hand beckons the mice.

A horizon smaller than a doomed assassin’s cap,

Inky, surging tumults

A reeling, drunken sky and no sky

A pale hand sliding from a polished spar.

God is cold.

The puff of a coat imprisoning air.

A face kissing the water-death

A weary slow sway of a lost hand

And the sea, the moving sea, the sea.

God is cold.

(P 83)



The parallelism of clauses, the symmetry of the four shorter strophes around the central longer strophe, and above all the unvarying refrain serve to hem in the ocean’s vastness without in any way diminishing its lethalness. Just as the horizon’s diminutive rim (“smaller than the rim of a bottle”; “smaller than a doomed assassin’s cap”) holds in place the sea’s seethings and the “lashy dark points” of its waves, so does the diminutive refrain reduce speculation and hope (represented chiefly by the long central strophe, distended by irony and engrossed with conditionals) to the minuscule sentiment of God’s deadly indifference: “God is cold.”

Like his contemporary Nietzsche (they both died in the summer of 1900, though Crane was little more than half Nietzsche’s age), Crane felt acutely the persistent entropic chill of a world from which God was withdrawn. He was far less sanguine than Nietzsche, though, about the potential for reinvesting that once God-afflicted world with thoroughly revalued values. In Nietzsche the sea is one of the scenes of that reinvestment: “at long last,” he writes in a famous passage from The Gay Science, “our ships may venture out again, venture out to face any danger; all the daring of the lover of knowledge is permitted again; the sea, our sea, lies open again.”23 But Crane’s sea voyagers—the four men adrift in the short story “The Open Boat,” the wrecked sailor in the poem “To the maiden,” and the “man adrift on a slim spar”—founder amid waves that are, as Crane puts it, like “dead grey walls / Superlative in vacancy / Upon which nevertheless at fateful time, / Was written / The grim hatred of nature” (P 47). As in many other motifs of writing in Crane’s work, the uncertain legibility here of the wave-walls (they are “Superlative in vacancy,” yet bear the trace of their inscription) also suggests the revelation of historicity (“at fateful time, / Was written”).24 The phrase “at fateful time” (in these lines from “To the maiden,” as well as in the poem “God fashioned the ship of the world carefully” [P, 5] where the phrase also occurs) means, chiefly, at a consequential, decisive moment. It is fate understood ironically as chance, the fortuitousness upon which history pivots, which is anthropomorphized by Crane’s wrecked sailor as “The grim hatred of nature.”

The wrecked sailor could easily be taken as one of Crane’s recurring figures for the heroically isolated individual, for the imperiled subject that may yet prevail—figures that would include the narrator of his short story “The Open Boat.” Daniel Hoffman, in what remains after half a century one of very few readings of the poem “A man adrift,” argues for the close relation of the story and the poem as similar narratives of a prevailing subject, a survivor-interpreter. In the poem, Hoffman discovers two clearly differentiated points of view, corresponding to two clearly differentiated subjects: that of the drowning man and that of “another who survives.” The refrain, he argues, is “the despairing lament of the dying man betrayed by his God”—until, that is, the final strophe, where it becomes “a judgment made by another who survives to interpret his death to the living.”25 This maneuver grants the reader what may be a more readily satisfying sense of thorough individuation than the text itself supports or than the “fateful time” of its inscription—a time characterized by the emergent historicity of the subject and thus the beginnings of its philosophical deconstruction—is able to bestow upon it.

Indeed, there is no good reason to insist on investing the refrain with the sentiment of personal voice. There never has been. Traditionally, the refrain is precisely the device that interrupts monophonic lyric discourse, either with choral polyphony or with phatic, often subverbal, reassurance. And, no matter how modern and untraditional the poem, a refrain always asserts the disruptive power of the conventional—the power, that is, to disrupt the fiction of the unique voice. In “A man adrift,” the refrain “God is cold” doesn’t so much consolidate or interpret as interfere with the coalescence of meaning. The poem’s grammar suggests as much. None of the four shorter strophes has a nonparticipial verb. They are impressionistic accumulations of detail that suggest a scene just coming into view—a scene repeatedly disrupted and displaced by the simplest of declarative sentences: “God is cold.” The scene could be characterized as a scene of pity—thus, “God will not be importuned.” Or it could be characterized as a scene of anger—thus, “God will not be denounced.” Or we could find pity and anger united in the indecorum of resentment, suggested perhaps by the engrossed and ironic central strophe. Yet this is the only strophe that does not evoke the repressive force of the refrain.

It is, however, the only strophe to detour us away from the immediate scene of drowning and thus from its possibly too gratifying aesthetic transvaluation in the surrounding shorter strophes, where a lulling pace is ensured by the absence of enjambment; where frequent sibilance gently—and, of course, ironically—figures the delicacy of fluidic movements; where the impersonal (“A man,” “A pale hand,” “a coat,” “a lost hand”) helps ennoble through universalization the pathos of individual helplessness; where death’s violence is rendered mild and sensuous (“weary slow sway”), even sensual (“kissing the water-death”). Indeed, these may be among the loveliest verses ever written about drowning, verses in the company not only of near contemporaries Whitman (on the death of the gigantic swimmer in “The Sleepers”) and Melville (on the death of Billy Budd in “Billy in the Darbies”) but also of Shakespeare (on the death of Ophelia in Hamlet). What need do such verses have of a refrain, unless it be to check, curb, or reprove that sentiment of beauty? Perhaps the spectatorial relation to suffering is opened to critique in this way: we are at risk for dehumanization in our own sublime detachment from or disinterest in the suffering of the drowning man. Or it may be that the drowning man’s own objectification—his own dehumanization—is the extreme toward which the refrain curbs us from tending. Or perhaps it is the uneasy pleasure of reflexiveness as experienced by the poet—or the poet-identified reader—in images that evoke the activity of writing: the sea referred to as “Inky” and the pun on “hand.” The antepenultimate line—“A weary slow sway of a lost hand”—is hard not to hear as an allusion to the hand that writes and to handwriting that trails away inconclusively, as inconclusively, as unemphatically, as the poem itself would trail off, exquisitely, without the strong punctuating refrain.

Such speculation on the problematics of enjoyment is not without its own fin de siècle history. Later nineteenth-century elaborations of the socialist critique of the relation between aesthetics and capitalism, for example, percolated through the ersatz socialist world of New York’s Art Students’ League, in which Crane found his first artistic home and allies and developed his own style of social realism. And around the same time, in its more genteel Boston precincts, the Atlantic Monthly (which reviewed but never published Crane’s work) complained that “aesthetics is still the vaguest and most fantastic branch of psychology.”26 That was overstating the case, of course. But it makes a good deal of practical and also political sense if, for “most fantastic,” we hear “riskiest,” and if, for “psychology,” we hear “the psychology of freedom.” “A man adrift” is a poem about the problematics of enjoyment in that it poses the most basic of existential questions (“Am I alone?”) through a figure of extreme attenuation of selfhood: not just the figure of a dying man, but the figure of a subject in the process of relinquishing, or forfeiting, or being confronted with the sheer illusoriness of its differentiation as a subject. That such a process might be experienced as something other than traumatic is a possibility afforded by the terrible beauty of the poem’s four short strophes, even as that possibility seems repeatedly to be threatened with repressive closure by the refrain. At the end of the final strophe, the path of what one might characterize as the refrain’s strong verticality—its movement from top to bottom of the page, like a heavy thing crashing through the floors of a building—is elegantly crossed by the sibilant, horizontal ploce of the penultimate line: “The sea, the moving sea, the sea.” That, within earshot of this juxtaposition, the conventional refrain might sound more like a paroxysm of the antiaesthetic than a reassuringly conventional poetic device is no mean index of the place Crane’s poetry ventures to occupy in the history of poetic decorum.
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