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ABSTRACT 

In the past thirty years, long forgotten volumes of nineteenth-century 

woman's fiction have been exhumed, revived and examined. The primary focus of 

the examinations has been on the women who wrote them, the women who filled 

their pages, and the women who read them. Until now, the men who inhabit these 

works have received only cursory notice. The purpose of this study is to explore the 

male characters in nineteenth-century American woman's fiction, to unveil men as 

women saw them, as they created them, and as they wanted them to be. The works 

selected for this study are Catharine Maria Sedgwick's Hope Leslie, an historical 

romance, set in the Colonial period, depicting two unconventional heroines; Caroline 

Kirkland's A New Home. Who'll Follow?, a book of sketches portraying the life and 

the people on the Michigan fi^ontier; Fanny Fern's Ruth Hall, a bitter sweet story of a 

woman's quest for success; and Elizabeth Stuart Phelps' The Story of Avis, the story 

of a promising woman artist, who sacrifices her career for the love of a man. 

Prototypes used as a basis for the examination of the male characters include the 

patriarchal male, the poseur, the valiant male, and the new man. The patriarchal 

system prevailed in the nineteenth century, and ahhough all of the male characters are 

part of that system, the predominant male character type in woman's literature is the 

patriarchal male. A more malignant male is the poseur, who ranges from a mere 

dandy to a despicable miscreant. The valiant male performs heroic acts, some 

nominal and some profound, for the heroine. He may admire her, but he has no 

marital aspirations for her. The new man is the beau ideal of these novelists. This 
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character seeks equality in a marriage relationship, and he promotes independence in 

women. Though eagerly sought, the new man proves elusive. Sedgwick, Kirkland, 

Fern, and Phelps, through their male characters, condemn the oppression of the 

patriarchal system, indict the poseur, valorize the nobility of the heroic in men, and 

give birth to the concept of the new man. The task of developing the new man into 

maturity, they bestow on the next generation. 



CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Early in the nineteenth century, women began to make a place for themselves 

in the literary world. They wrote volumes that by their sales proved to be very 

popular. With only a few exceptions, however, their popularity or perhaps their 

value failed to survive the century. The majority of their writings falls into the 

category that Nina Baym calls "woman's fiction." Of this fiction, Baym asserts that 

all the novels tell the same story: that "of a young girl who is deprived of the 

supports she had rightly or wrongly depended on to sustain her throughout life and is 

faced with the necessity of winning her own way in the world. . . . The happy 

marriages with which most— t̂hough not all—of this fiction concludes are symbols of 

successful accomplishment of the required task and resolutions of the basic problems 

raised in the story."^ 

The woman's movement in the 1960s and early 1970s sparked a renewed 

interest in nineteenth-century "woman's fiction." As a result, long forgotten volumes 

have been exhumed, revived, and examined. The primary focus of these 

examinations has been on the women who wrote them, the women who filled their 

pages, and the women who read them. Until now the men who inhabit the pages of 

nineteenth-century woman's fiction have received only cursory notice. The time has 

^ Nina, Baym, Woman's Fiction: A Guide to Novels bv and about Women in 
America. 1820-1870 (Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1978) 11. 



come to explore the male characters who have been relegated to the periphery of 

woman's fiction. 

The books selected for this exploration cover a fifly-year span, from 1827 to 

1877, a period when nineteenth-century society remained in a state of flux. These 

novels fail to fit neatly into Baym's overplot; nevertheless, they are woman's fiction: 

9 • • • 

novels written under the same "social, political, and commercial" limitations as 

Baym's writers and all telling "her" story. Catharine Maria Sedgwick's Hope Leslie 

(1827) is an historical novel, set in the colonial period. In her tale, Sedgwick portrays 

two heroines who perform feats that are normally reserved for male characters. The 

second novel, A New Home. Who'll Follow? (1839) by Caroline Kirkland, depicts 

the life and people of the Michigan frontier in a collection of often humorous and 

sometimes touching sketches. Through Kirkland's personal experience she portrays 

the ruggedness of the frontier, the austerity of frontier life, and the idiosyncrasies of 

frontier people. Fanny Fern's novel Ruth Hall (1854), the third selection, follows the 

author's life very closely. Fern fills her story with parodies of the people who made 

her life miserable after her husband died, revealing such stark bitterness that 

Nathaniel Hawthorne made the following comment on Ruth Hall in a letter to his 

publisher: "The woman writes as if the devil was in her; and that is the only 

condition under which a woman writes anything worth reading." Finally, The Story 

^ Elizabeth Stuart Phelps, "The True Woman," Story of Avis, ed. Carol Farley 
Kessler (New Brunswick: Rutgers UP, 1995) 269. 

^ Nathaniel Hawthorne, Letters of Hawthorne to William D. Ticknor. 1851-
1864. ed. C. E. Frazer Clark, Jr. (1910; Newark: Cateret Book Club, 1972) 78. 



of Avis (1877) by Elizabeth Stuart Phelps [Ward] tells the story of an artist. Avis 

Dobell, who studies with the masters in Europe. She has a promising future, but after 

painting one masterpiece, she succumbs to the persuasive Philip Ostrander, who 

assures her that she can be an artist and a wife. Doomed by the demands of domestic 

life. Avis finds neither the time nor the seclusion necessary to express her talent and 

finally loses her touch. Nineteenth-century patriarchal conventions serve as a 

prototype for the context of each of the novels. Most of the writers of woman's 

fiction of the era worked within the confines of a patriarchal society. In a patriarchal 

society, men hold all the power. They have complete authority in the home, and they 

have control of the government and the law-making. The authors of the books chosen 

for this study confront their heroines with patriarchal restraints; then they allow them 

to challenge those restraints. 

A look at woman's role in nineteenth-century America will provide a better 

understanding of the climate in which these authors wrote. Between the 1830's and 

the 1860's, women began to organize to demand rights denied to them because they 

were women. Changes occurred, but they were slow. Late in the nineteenth century, 

a frustrated Elizabeth Stuart Phelps wrote the following on the status of women 

prevalent throughout most of the century: 

The "true woman," we are told, desires and seeks no noisy political existence. 
To the "true woman" the whirt and bustle of public life are unattractive. A 
"true woman" honors the homely virtues and appreciates the quiet dignities of 
household life. She is no "true woman" who cannot find in the "sweet, safe 
comer . . . behind the heads of children" scope for her activities and content in 
her adjustment to them. A "true woman" will shrink from the rough contact 
of the world. The "true woman" instinctively merges her life—social, 
political, commercial—in that of her husband. When this transient excitement 
is over, the "true woman" will outlive and outshine it—a testimony to the 



"reform against Nature" and herself There is something of the monotony of 
the refrains in the old ballads, or of the pathos contained in the chorus to the 
woes of those celebrated lovers, "Vilikens and his Dinah," in the regularity 
with which this phrase is chanted in our ears."* 

The chant of the "true woman" began as a quiet murmur when America's formerly 

agrarian society advanced into urbanization. Women who had been farmers, 

shopkeepers, "blacksmiths, innkeepers, silversmiths, tinworkers, shoemakers, 

shipwrights, tanners, gunsmiths, barbers, and butchers"^ as equal partners with their 

husbands or independently as widows gradually found their husbands employed in a 

world of business that did not include them and found themselves confined to the 

home—"woman's sphere." The patriarchal society that effected this division of labor 

accelerated the rhythm and volume of the chant by lauding the attributes of the "cult 

of true womanhood," "piety, purity, submission, and domesticity."^ Women, 

initially, embraced the concept, raising the chant to a high pitch in their acquiescence 

and in their writing. In the first half of the century, Catharine Maria Sedgwick, 

though she worked to expand woman's role, supported some of the popular 

restrictions on women: "I cannot believe that it was ever intended that women should 

lead armies, harangue in the halls of legislation, bustle up to ballot-boxes, or sit on 

^ Phelps, "The True Woman" 269. 

^ Ernest Earnest, American Eve in Fact and Fiction, 1775-1914 (Urbana: U of 
Illinois P, 1974)5. 

^ Barbara Welter, Dimity Convictions: The American Woman in the 
Nineteenth Century (Athens: Ohio UP, 1976) 21. 



judicial tribunals."^ Three decades later, Augusta Evans Wilson, in her novel St 

Elmo, wrote "that the borders of the feminine realm could not be enlarged, without 

rendering the throne unsteady, and subverting God's law of order. Woman reigned 

by divine right only at home."^ As the moralist of the family, women accepted the 

Christian tenet based on Ephesians 5:23-24 that "the wife was to defer to her husband 

as head of household": "The husband is head of the wife, even as Christ is head of 

the Church; therefore, as the Church is subject to Christ, so let the wives be to their 

own husbands in everything."^ Nineteenth-century conventions placed man as the 

breadwinner in the public world and woman as the "architect of the home" in the 

private world—her private domain or castle. ̂ ^ The "true woman" did not seem to 

mind that the castle under her reign was a fortress designed not so much to keep the 

world out, as to keep the woman in. Her enthusiasm for her sphere was so apparent 

that Tocqueville, after a lengthy visit to America, made the following observations 

about American women: "In America a woman loses her independence forever in the 

bonds of matrimony. . . . The Americans . . . demand much abnegation on the 

woman's part and a continual sacrifice of pleasure. . . ."̂ ^ He continued: 

Mary Kelley, "Sentimentalists: Promise and Betrayal in the Home," Signs 4 
(1979): 441-2. 

^ Kelley, "Sentimentalists" 442. 

^ Kelley, "Sentimentalists" 436. 

^̂  Kelley, "Sentimentalists" 436. 

^̂  Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America, trans. George Lawrence 
(Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1969) 592. 



I have never found American women regarding conjugal authority as a 
blessed usurpation of their rights or feeling that they degraded themselves by 
submitting to it. On the contrary, they seem to take pride in the free 
relinquishment of their will, and it is their boast to bear the yoke themselves 
rather than to escape from it.̂ ^ 

Along with woman's exercising her "free . . . will" to "bear the yoke," some societal 

elements kept the yoke firmly in place, all interwoven into a rein of inequality assured 

to hold her steadily in her sphere. 

By mid-century these inequalities were challenged by the few women of the 

era brazen enough to throw off the yoke of the cult of true womanhood and to take a 

public stand—not one of her rights—to improve the status of women. The 

inequalities women suffered included the right to an education equivalent to that of 

men, the right to choose whether or not to marry, the right to control her own 

financial and legal affairs as well as the right to vote, and the right to employment in 

her chosen profession with pay equal to that of a man in the same profession. 

Because one or all of these rights touched the hearts of even the most devoted "true 

woman," a few of them took up the banner for "women's rights." Jean V. Matthews, 

in her book Women's Struggle for Equality, claims that the "woman's movement 

involved only a very small minority of unusual women."^"' "A peripheral group of 

women writers" chose not to become involved in women's rights organizations, but 

they made a significant contribution to "spreading feminist ideas."^"^ Lydia Maria 

^̂  Tocqueville 602. 

^̂  Jean V. Matthews, Woman's Struggle for Equality: The First Phase. 1828-
1876 (Chicago: Ivan R. Dee, 1997) vii. 

14 Matthews 61, 



Child, an antislavery writer and journalist, Grace Greenwood, a journalist, Caroline 

Kirkland, Fanny Fern, and Elizabeth Stuart Phelps, all novelists and journalists were 

advocates for the advancement of women. Phelps "remarked in a letter to Whittier 'I 

am, as perhaps you may suppose, almost invested in the 'Woman Cause.' It grows 

upon my conscience, as well as my enthusiasm, every day."^^ Both Fern and Phelps 

had opportunities to speak publicly but preferred to defer to the might of their pens. 

Others made a public stand, devoting their lives to improving woman's place. 

Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Lucretia Mott were staunch leaders of the woman's 

movement, whose Declaration of Sentiments based on the Declaration of 

Independence forced Americans to explore the inequalities women experienced. 

They introduced their document in Seneca Falls, New York, 1848, at the "first 

convention ever called to agitate the rights of women."^^ Lucy Stone, Susan B. 

Anthony, and Ernestine Rose also took public stands for the woman's cause. Lucy 

Stone endorsed the right for "women . . . to find their sphere" that the women's rights 

convention of 1851 appropriated: "We deny the right of any portion of the species to 

decide for another portion . . . what is and what is not their 'proper sphere'; that the 

proper sphere for all human beings is the largest and highest to which they are able to 

'̂  Lori Duin Kelly, Life and Works of Elizabeth Stuart Phelps, Victorian 
Feminist Writer (Troy, NY: Whitston Publishing Company, 1983) 12. 

16 Matthews 53. 



attain." These and other notable reformers fought for the right of women to choose 

their own sphere and to be prepared to assume their choice. 

Abigail Adams, a staunch advocate of women's rights, took her stand 

privately as she pressed her husband, President John Adams, for improved education 

for women: "If you complain of Education in sons. What shall I say in regard to 

daughters, who every day experience the want of it? . . . If we mean to have Heroes, 

Statesmen and Philosophers, we should have learned women."^^ Children were under 

the care and tutelage of women during their formative years. If women were not well 

educated, who would prepare the boy child for the endless opportunities that awaited 

him? In most "female academies" the curriculum "stressed those 'ornamentals' that 

were supposed to enhance girls' chances for matrimony," not to enable her to prepare 

a boy—or a girl—for the world. ̂ ^ These "ornamentals" prepared women to make 

"advantageous familial alliance[s] through the marriage contract." Hannah More, a 

British educator, believed that the education available to young women treated them 

"as little more than commodities bought and sold on the marriage market." ̂ ° Jean-

^̂  Ellen Carol DuBois, Feminism and Suffrage: The Emergence of an 
Independent Women's Movement in America 1848-1869 (Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1978) 
36-7. 

^̂  L. H. Butterfield, Marc Friedlaender, and Mary-Jo Kline, Book of Abigail 
and John: Selected Letters of the Adams Family 1762-1784 (Cambridge: Harvard UP, 
1975) 153. 

^̂  Nancy Woloch, Women and the American Experience (New York: Alfred 
A. Knopf, Inc., 1984) 126. 

Lora Romero, "Domesticity and Fiction," Columbia Historv of the 
American Novel, ed. Emory Elliott (New York: Columbia UP, 1991) 118. 
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Jacques Rousseau "captures the spirit of the patriarchal view of womanhood" when 

he describes the difference in male and female education "as the difference between 

'the development of strength' and 'the development of attractiveness."'^^ He goes on 

to say that "a woman's knowledge and powers of reasoning should be developed only 

enough so as to prevent her from being tedious in conversation with her husband." 

Caroline Kirkland demonstrates the pervasiveness of Rousseau's thinking in a satire 

she wrote entitled "Literary Women": 'Svhat made the most distinct impression on 

our memory was the question, repeated in various forms as different branches of 

knowledge were examined with reference to their fitness for female use—'Will it 

render her more alluring?'" She suggested as a solution establishing schools 

"specially fitted for that age [forty], in which the remains of a lovely woman might 

have an opportunity of some education suited to the thirty years which may be 

supposed still to lie before her. . . . It would be irksome to pass so long a period in 

silence, and mortifying to continue to talk nonsense without rosy lips to set it ofF."̂ "* 

To accomplish the "attractiveness" Rousseau deems vital, the courses available to 

young women in "female academies" were French, religion, penmanship, poetry, 

embroidery, sketching, dancing, and piano, not a very substantial agenda for even a 

^̂  Romero 118. 

^̂  Romero 119. 

^̂  Caroline M. Kirkland, "Literary Women," A New Home. Who'll Follow?, 
ed. Sandra A. Zagarell (New Brunswick: Rutgers UP, 1990) 199. 

^̂  Kirkland, "Literary Women" 200-01. 



"true woman." When girls and boys were supposedly receiving equal education, as 

in the Leicester Academy in Massachusetts, "female pupils studied the classics in 

translation while boys learned Latin and Greek, and only boys could enter the Upper 

School, with its college-preparatory curriculum that stressed the classics, advanced 

mathematics, and philosophy."^^ Elizabeth Stuart Phelps, who received an unusually 

advanced education for women in her period, describes her education in her 

autobiography: "with the exception of Greek and trigonometry—thought, in those 

days, to be beyond the scope of the feminine intellect—we pursued the same 

curriculum that our brothers did at college."^^ Phelps's experience exemplifies the 

differences in men's and women's educational opportunities as late as the second half 

of the century. 

In this atmosphere, Emma Willard and Catharine Beecher began their 

individual crusades for improved education for women, justifying their efforts with 

the assurance that better educated women would make better "housekeepers and 

mothers." Willard and Beecher were conservative proponents of women's rights, 

attempting to improve women's place within her sphere. In her appeal to the New 

York Legislature for funds to open a "female institution of advanced study," Willard 

Gerda Lerner, Woman in American History (Reading, MA: Addison-
Wesley Publishing Company, 1971) 32. 

^̂  Cathy N. Davidson, Revolution and the Word: The Rise of the Novel in 
America (New York: Oxford UP, 1986) 63. 

^̂  Elizabeth Stuart Phelps, Chapters fi-om a Life (Cambridge: H. O. Houghton 
and Company, 1896) 60-61. 

^̂  Woloch 126. 
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cited these goals of instruction: "First, moral and religious; second, literary; third, 

domestic; and fourth, ornamental."^^ Her argument won a charter but no subsidy. 

The city of Troy gave credence to her suit and provided the necessary fiinds: "in 1821 

the Troy Female Seminary opened its doors, the first institution in the United States 

to offer a high school educafion to girls."^° Determined that her "female seminary" 

should truly allow young women to acquire an advanced education, she enhanced her 

four goals for instruction to include "such 'male' subjects as algebra, trigonometry, 

history, and geography."^^ Willard believed that women held the key to the doors of 

education and challenged her graduates to devote a few years to educating others. 

Catharine Beecher subscribed to much the same philosophy as Emma Willard: "to 

her, housewifery and motherhood were the chief functions of woman's life, and 

teaching was merely an extension of the childraising flinction." Teaching was also 

one of the few professions allowed to a "true woman." Beecher, who remained single 

throughout her life, hoped to advance that profession to one "equivalent to the noble 

vocation of motherhood but, at the same time, comparable to the male professions of 

law, medicine, and ministry." Both women had a tremendous impact on education 

for women nationwide. They personally opened academies for women; they 

29 Woloch 126. 

°̂ Lerner 41. 

^̂  Lerner 40. 

2̂ Lerner 43. 

"Woloch 132. 
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expanded the curriculum from "ornamental" to what one dissenter termed as "too 

highly" educational (opponents of advancing women's education feared that those 

"too highly" educated would not choose to marry)"̂ "*; they both included physical 

education, encouraging exercise for young women; and they attempted to insure the 

future education of young women by training them to be teachers. Fanny Fern 

received her advanced education under Catherine Beecher at the Hartford Female 

Seminary. Fern had already sat under the tutelage of the Reverend Joseph Emerson, a 

second cousin of Ralph Waldo Emerson, who believed that women were capable of 

logic. Beecher, whose "methods were neither oppressive nor repressive," continued 

what Emerson had begun by stretching and stimulating the minds of her students "in 

an institutionalized setting that revolutionized the concept of education for women." 

Sarah Josepha Hale, whose forty-plus years as editor, first for the Ladies 

Magazine and later for Godey's Lady's Book, promoted improved education for 

'X'7 

women from a different vantage point. As editor of the magazine and author of 

much of the content. Hale published an article on education for women in the first 

issue under her direction. Late in her career. Hale asserted that her "first object in 
-> o 

assuming [her] new position was to promote the education of [her] own sex." Her 

^"^ Earnest 90. 

^̂  Joyce W. Warren, Fanny Fern: An Independent Woman (New Brunswick: 
Rutgers UP, 1992)16, 17. 

^̂  Warren, Fanny Fern 42. 

^̂  Earnest 95. 

38 Earnest 95. 
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brother, Horatio, and later her husband, David Hale, were her educators. She 

followed her brother's studies under his instruction while he was at Dartmouth; then 

she continued a regular regimen of study with her husband after her marriage.^^ 

Frequently, fathers or brothers directed the education of their daughters or sisters, 

providing them with instruction superior to that available in "female academies." The 

fathers of all the authors selected for this study supervised the education of their 

daughters. Sedgwick received the best education available to women at the time, yet 

she discredited her formal education, saying she owed her true education to her 

father. She remembered listening as her father read aloud and attributed her love for 

reading to him."^ Kirkland also learned to enjoy reading from her father, who with 

his sister, Lydia P. Mott, provided her formal education."̂ ^ Phelps, as did Sedgwick, 

felt she owed "the most important portion of what one calls education" to her father. 

He talked with his children about "[t]ime and eternity, theology and science, literature 

and art, invention and discovery." He even had a part in her formal education, 

serving as an advisor of curriculum for Mrs. Edwards' School for Young Ladies that 

Phelps attended.'̂ ^ Fern's father showed more concern for her soul than her mind, but 

he hoped education in carefiilly selected schools would benefit both. Disconcerted 

39 Earnest 94. 

'̂ ^ Catharine Maria Sedgwick, Power of Her Sympathv: The Autobiography 
and Journal of Catharine Maria Sedgwick, ed. Mary Kelley (Boston: MA Historical 
Society, 1993) 74. 

"^^ William S. Osborne, Caroline M. Kirkland (New York: Twayne Publishers, 
1972) 17. 

42 Phelps, Chapters 58, 59. 
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with her refusal to conform to Calvinism, he sent her to be educated under Catharine 

Beecher, who was known to have successfully conducted a religious awakening 

among her pupils.""*^ These authors along with Hale received above average 

educations for women, under the direction of their fathers and brothers. 

During her career as an editor. Hale supported Emma Willard's school and 

published the educator's views. She encouraged women to stretch their minds by 

reading such works as "Butler's Analogy. Irving's Life of Columbus. Bancroft's 

Historv of the United States. Cooper's Naval Historv. Marshall's Life of Washington. 

Sparks's series of American biographies. . . . Plutarch, Homer, Herodotus, Xenophon, 

Thucydies, Aeschylus"; she influenced Matthew Vassar to remove the "female" from 

Vassar Female College; she endorsed Elizabeth Blackwell's pursuit of a medical 

degree; and she was instrumental in the opening of the first women's medical school. 

Women's Medical College of Philadelphia."^ Hale believed that the practice of 

medicine was a logical extension of woman's sphere, and though she may have 

enlarged the sphere somewhat, she did not rebel against it. In fact, she "always 

defended domestic life as the proper sphere for women." She concurred with 

Catharine Beecher's thought that "homemaking required skill and training (she is 

credited with coining the term 'domestic science'); above all, like Beecher, she was a 

promoter of women's self-esteem and women's interests as she saw them.""*^ 

"̂^ Warren, Fanny Fern 25, 26. 

^̂  Earnest 93-9. 

45 Matthews 23. 
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Through the great efforts of these pioneers, education for women was greatly 

improved during the nineteenth century, but not yet equal to that of men. 

Another practice of society that held women under the yoke of her sphere was 

the need to marry. As has already been established, women were educated to enhance 

their opportunities to secure a mate, if not in "female academies," by their mothers or 

both. M. Farley Emerson quoted the New York Post as referring to marriage as "a 

business, an employment, a calling, a something that one class of people [women] 

follow as the means of livelihood; as the easiest, the most agreeable, the most 

convenient, and the very best profession for that class.""^ Emerson continued by 

stating that the Post implied that the only "profession" open to young women is 

marriage, so marriage should be handled as a business. "̂^ In spite of the Post writer's 

naivete, marriage for many nineteenth-century women was a business. Young girls 

were trained for their profession from birth. In her article "What Shall They Do?" 

Phelps poses what she believes to be a typical male response to a daughter's desire 

for a career: '"But a woman's place is at home, my dear,' he proses complacently. 

'At home; shielded and protected by the paternal care. You will be marrying before 

long, you know, and had better be fitting yourself to be a wife and a mother.'"^^ 

Fanny Fern, at the close of her extensive formal education, returned home to learn 

"^^ M. Fariey Emerson, "Woman's Sphere, Woman's Nature (1857)," Public 
Women, Public Words, ed. Dawn Keetley and John Pettegrew (Madison: Madison 
House, 1997) 113. 

47 Emerson 114. 

^̂  Elizabeth Stuart Phelps, "What Shall They Do?," Hanger's New Monthlv 
Magazine 35.208 (Sept. 1867): 522. 
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"bread-making and button-hole stitching" or, as her biographer Joyce Warren says, 

"to learn the domestic skills she would need as a wife and mother."^^ Besides 

learning domestic chores to prepare for marriage, young women received instruction 

on acceptable behavior. Reminders of what society called their nature and their 

sphere indoctrinated them into believing "this particular thing, and that particular 

thing she must not do, because she's a female; this way or that way that she must not 

look,— t̂his thought or that thought that she must not have,—this motion or that 

motion that she must not make, because she's a female"^^ and because she must 

prepare herself for marriage. Both Fern and Phelps indulged in activities not 

normally associated with young ladies. Fern endows her heroine in Ruth Hall with 

attributes she must have possessed herself Ruth's mother and father-in-law criticize 

her for "romping round the meadow" without a bonnet, climbing a cherry tree, and 

inviting the minister to join her atop a stone wall to visit.̂ ^ Phelps remembered being 

an "out-of-door girl," "walking fences, or coasting (standing up) on what [she] was 

proud to claim as the biggest sled in town, dovm the longest hills, and on the fastest 

local record."^^ 

Though some women flouted "acceptable behavior" for women, many took 

seriously the mandates of manners inflicted on them. If marriage was to be a 

'*̂  Warren, Fanny Fern 43, 44. 

°̂ Emerson 115. 

^̂  Fanny Fern, Ruth Hall and Other Writings, ed. Joyce W. Warren (1854; 
New Brunswick: Rutgers UP, 1994) 38, 39. 

52 Phelps, Chapters 60, 59. 
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woman's profession, preparation for it was important. As with any profession, 

remuneration was also important. Women were expected to marry well.̂ ^ Because 

their only choice—outside of needlework or teaching, which were normally just 

passing employments for ladies in waiting—was marriage, young women entered into 

their contracts expecting to be provided for. In return, the "true woman" was to 

"follow the fashions, adorn her home so as to display her husband's wealth to best 

advantage, and help raise her family's cultural standards,"^"^ and these were just the 

superlatives to the myriad of more menial tasks of meal preparation, sewing, laundry, 

childcare, acquiescence, and a happy countenance no matter what the situation. 

Those few women who chose not to enter the field of matrimony were stigmatized, 

usually finding themselves dependent on extended family. Sedgwick chose to remain 

unmarried, though never lacking respectable alliances. She had a very successful 

career and received warm welcomes into the homes of her brothers and their wives, 

yet she had periods of depression that caused her to doubt the wisdom of her choice. 

She wrote in her journal that she "would not advise any one to remain unmarried," 

but for her the "the blessings which Providence has placed first [those of marriage]" 

required the "dearest sacrifice"—her freedom. ̂ ^ Phelps delayed marriage until she 

was forty-four. She wrote to a friend saying she should have married earlier to "avoid 

^̂  Lucy Stone, '"Leave Women, Then, To Find Their Sphere,' Address to the 
Woman's Rights Convention in Cincinnati (1855)," Public Women. Public Words, 
ed. Dawn Keetley and John Pettegrew (Madison: Madison House, 1997) 111. 

^"^ Lerner 32. 

^̂  Sedgwick, Power 123. 
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later loneliness." When she decided to marry, she did not choose marriage as a 

profession. Instead, she became the support of her husband. Carol Fariey Kesseler, 

her biographer, asserts that for Phelps "[t]o maintain her unmarried status in a society 

valuing the married, [she] would have needed friends or relatives emotionally closer 

to her than was the case" at the time of her marriage." For a woman to be happy 

being single, she needed to have a meaningful occupation, not necessarily a career, 

and the support of family and friends. 

The "true woman" in need of employment, because of the mismanagement of 

funds by her father or her husband or the death of her husband or her choice to remain 

single or for any other unmitigated circumstances, found job opportunities limited and 

wages for women less than those for men doing the same work. To remain within the 

enforced boundaries of woman's sphere, a middle class woman could take in 

needlework, teach, nurse, or write. Women who expressed a desire to pursue other 

forms of work or, even worse, those who sought other forms of work met with 

resistance. John Elderkin, an editor for the Fireside Companion, expressed the 

prevailing opinion on jobs for women when he recommended that they fill the 

need for "housemaids and kindergartners" rather than "enter[ing] the field of 

masculine employment." Lucy Stone in her address to the Woman's Rights 

^̂  Carol Farley Kessler, Elizabeth Stuart Phelps (Boston: Twayne Publishers, 
1982)36. 

" Kessler, Elizabeth Stuart Phelps 78-9. 

^̂  Qtd. in Mary Noel, Villains Galore . . . The Heyday of the Popular Story 
Weekly (New York: Macmillan Company, 1954) 266. 
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Convention of 1855 revealed the financial dilemma of women who found themselves 

in need of employment: "Women working in tailor-shops are paid one-third as much 

as men. . . . [Wjomen make fine shirts for twelve and a half cents apiece; that no 

woman can make more than nine a week, and the sum thus earned, after deducting 

rent, fuel, etc., leaves her just three and a half cents a day for bread."^^ Women doing 

piece-work in their homes often enlisted their children to help them meet the 

demands. Even with this unpaid assistance, they worked from early morning until 

late at night, earning $1.25 a week or less.̂ ^ 

The invention of the sewing machine did not improve sewing as an 

occupation. In 1863, the New York Ledger published an editorial entitled "Sewing 

and Starving": 

We talk of women getting a living by the needle— t̂he truth is they get their 
death by it. . . . The sewing machine, ticking all day long and far into the 
night, is the death-watch that heralds their doom, and the merciless 
taskmasters for whom they toil, are, to all intents and purposes, their 
executioners.^^ 

Sewing, even with a sewing machine, was neither healthy nor profitable. Teaching 

paid only slightly more than needlework and required a certain amount of formal 

education. According to Lucy Stone, 'Temale teachers in New York are paid fifty 

dollars a year, and for every such situation there are five hundred applicants.' 

59 Stone. "Leave Women" 111, 

°̂ Lerner 52. 

^̂  Qtd. in Noel 276. 

" Stone, "Leave Women" 111, 
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Fanny Fern found that because the supply of teachers far out-weighed the demand, a 

prospective teacher needed an endorsement from someone in a decision-making 

capacity to secure a job. Her brother-in-law served on the school committee that 

selected teachers, and even though he knew how desperately the widowed Fern 

needed a job, he did not choose her.̂ ^ Catharine Beecher made giant strides in 

improving woman's education and in preparing large numbers of young women for 

the teaching field, yet she hobbled them in establishing their worth to the profession. 

In an appeal to Congress in the 1850s requesting funding for teacher training for 

women, Beecher asserted: "To make education universal, it must be at moderate 

expense, and women can afford to teach for one-half, or even less, the salary which 

men would ask, because the female teacher has only to sustain herself; she does not 

look forward to the duty of supporting a family, should she marry, nor has she the 

ambition to amass a fortune."^"^ Teaching may have been an acceptable occupation 

for women, but hardly a profitable one. 

Prior to the establishment of academic prerequisites early in the nineteenth 

century, women were medical practitioners and midwives.^^ Lacking the education 

required to become a doctor and denied access to that education, women were shut 

out of the medical field. Midwives were replaced by "obstetrically trained male 

^̂  Warren, Fanny Fern 83. 

^̂  Woloch 129. 

^̂  Lerner 45. 
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physicians." Nursing was the only opportunity open to any woman aspiring to go 

into medicine. Because nursing was part of the job description of the "true woman," 

most nursing jobs were unpaid. Educational requirements not allowed to women 

closed yet another profession. 

Many women, some out of desperation, turned to writing. Fanny Fern wrote 

out of desperation. Widowed and divorced with two children to care for, she had 

tried needle work with its starvation wages and had applied unsuccessfully for 

teaching positions. Having had experience "writing and reading proofs" for her 

father's newspaper, she decided to write for the newspapers.^^ Both Kirkland and 

Phelps believed they were born to write. In the preface of Western Clearings. 

Kirkland wrote, "when one is bom to write, it is impossible to refrain."^^ Phelps's 

mother was a writer, and she said, "it was impossible to be her daughter and not 

write."^^ Sedgwick, on the other hand, began to write at the prompting of her 

brothers: "They encouraged the initially reluctant author, applauded the novels and 

stories, and negotiated with the publishers." Writing was an acceptable occupation 

for women because they could remain in the seclusion of their sphere to write. As 

^̂  Lerner 46. 

67 Kelley, Fanny Fern 90. 

^̂  Caroline M. Kirkland, preface. Western Clearings (New York: Wiley and 
Putnam, 1846) v. 

^̂  Phelps. Chapters 15. 

°̂ Mary Kelley, introduction. Power of Her Sympathv: The Autobiography 
and Journal of Catharine Maria Sedgwick (Boston: MA Historical Society, 1993) 29. 
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with the field of teaching, women were competing with men for publication. 

Nathaniel Hawthorne may have voiced the opinion of other male writers in his letter 

to his publisher and friend William D. Ticknor: 

. . . America is now wholly given over to a d-—d mob of scribbling women, 
and I should have no chance to success while the public taste is occupied with 
their trash—and should be ashamed of myself if I did succeed. What is the 
mystery of these innumerable editions of the Lamplighter, and other books 
neither better nor worse?—worse they could not be, and better they need not 
be, when they sell by the 100,000."̂ ^ 

Women writers were prolific during the nineteenth century and their 

popularity was undeniable. Hawthorne was not the only man to express discontent 

with women writers. One man voiced his opinion in the American Whig Review 

(1851), recommending that "all lady scribblers be 'obliged by law to send half a 

dozen shirts and knitted stockings along with every contribution they make to a 

magazine.' Women should not write, he concludes. 'Women ought to mend their 

fathers', brothers', and husbands' stockings, and look after the domestic, instead of 

the POETIC fire.'" Women received continuous criticism from men, but they 

continued to write. They wrote for women and about women, usually within the 

constraints of "woman's sphere." That men did not consider women's writing to 

have great literary merit had no effect on the sale of novels by women. All of the 

novels selected for this study sold well. Copyright laws were almost nonexistent, and 

pirating, particularly in Europe, often kept a popular success from being a monetary 

71 Hawthorne, Letters 75. 

^̂  Qtd. in Linda Huf, Portrait of the Artist as a Young Woman: The Writer as 
Heroine in American Literature (New York: Frederick Ungar Publishing 
Company, 1983) 28. 
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success. In one of the few professions allowing women compensation equal or nearly 

equal to that of men, some women prospered, while others managed to eke out a 

living for themselves and their dependents.^^ Fern, who was also an astute 

businesswoman, moved from poverty to prosperity eariy in her career. She, as did 

Phelps, continued to write until her death. Phelps, determined to be independent, 

managed to maintain a comfortable lifestyle through her writing. Sedgwick and 

Kirkland both began their writing as an avocation rather than a profession. Sedgwick 

enjoyed the limited amount of freedom her own income provided, and Kirkland, after 

the death of her husband, turned her avocation into a viable income. Hawthorne may 

have been justified in his concern over the "mob of scribbling women." Many 

women wrote, and many were very successful. Fanny Fern encouraged women to 

write for other than monetary reasons. She instructed them to "[wjrite, if it will make 

that life brighter, or happier, or less monotonous. . . . It is not safe for the women of 

1867 to shut down so much that cries out for sympathy and expression. . . . One of 

these days, when that diary is found, when the hand that penned it shall be dust, with 

what amazement and remorse will many a husband . . . exclaim, I never knew my 

^ A. 

wife." Most women wrote, but many turned to writing for remuneration. 

Finally, the man-made laws of the new republic yoked women even more 

firmly in her sphere. The often meager income from the limited occupations allowed 

to woman did not belong to her if she were married. During the long process 

^̂  Susan Coultrap-McQuin, Doing Literary Business: American Women 
Writers in the Nineteenth Century (Chapel Hill: U of North Carolina P, 1990) 40. 

74 Fern. Ruth Hall 342. 343. 
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necessary to gain property rights for women, Caroline Kirkland wrote "that under the 

law 'a man who deserts his family, and obliges his wife to depend on her own . . . 

exertions, may return again and again and sweep off her hard earnings leaving her 

and her children destitute.'"''^ As these laws were being written, Abigail Adams sent 

out another unheeded plea for women: "I desire you would Remember the Ladies, 

and be more generous and favourable to them than your ancestors. Do not put such 

unlimited power into the hands of the Husbands. Remember all Men would be 

tyrants if they could.""̂ ^ 

If tyrants they chose to be, men certainly had the opportunity. According to a 

formal protest filed by Lucy Stone and Henry B. Blackwell mutually rejecting the 

marriage rights of man over woman, under the marriage contract the husband 

acquired the following: 

1. The custody of the wife's person. 
2. The exclusive control and guardianship of their children. 
3. The sole ownership of her personal, and use of her real estate, unless 

previously settled upon her, or placed in the hands of trustees, as in the 
case of minors, lunatics, and idiots. 

4. The absolute right to the product of her industry. 
5. Also against laws which give to the widower so much larger and more 

permanent an interest in the property of his deceased wife, than they give 
to the widow in that of the deceased husband. 

6. Finally, against the whole system by which "the existence of the wife is 
suspended during martiage," so that in most States, she neither has a legal 

"̂^ Qtd. in Noel 263. 

^̂  Kathryn Zabelle Derounian-Stodola, "Gendering of American Fiction: 
Susanna Rowson to Catharine Sedgwick," Making America: Making American 
Literature, ed. A. Robert Lee (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1996) 165. 
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part in the choice of her residence, nor can she make a will, nor sue or be 
sued in her own name, nor inherit property. ̂ ^ 

Fanny Fern in Rose Clark expresses just how pervasive, or invasive, the rights of man 

over woman actually were. Gertrude, married to a man who abuses her constantly, 

challenges him when she finds him reading her personal letters. He replies, "the law 

says you can have nothing that is not mine." Fern follows his comment with, "O, 

how many crushed and bleeding hearts all over our land can endorse the truth of this 

brutal answer."^^ In the hands of a despotic male, the laws of the land stripped 

women of all their rights and often their dignity. Brave, persistent women reformers 

accomplished the removal of some of these restraints state by state before the end of 

the century. But unable to vote, women had no voice in selecting the people who 

made the laws that bound them. 

As Phelps so aptly put it, the chant of the "true woman" echoed throughout 

the century. She was confined to her sphere, away from "the whirr and bustle of 

public life." She honored "the homely virtues." Educated for marriage, she 

"merge[d] her life—social, political, commercial—in that of her husband." Limited 

in career choices and discouraged from their pursuit, she found in the '"sweet, safe 

comer . . . behind the heads of children' scope for her activities and content in her 

adjustment to them."^^ 

^̂  Lucy Stone and Henry B. Blackwell, "Marriage of Lucy Stone Under 
Protest (1855)," Public Women. Public Words, ed. Dawn Keetley and John 
Pettegrew (Madison: Madison House, 1997) 205-6. 

'^^ Fanny Fern, Rose Clark (New York: Mason Brothers, 1856) 251. 

•̂^ Phelps, "The Tme Woman" 269. 
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As is obvious, woman did not live in a vacuum, there was man—man for 

whom the Declaration of Independence was written. White middle class man was 

free, liberated. He had the privilege of education to prepare him for the career of his 

choice. Lucy Stone quoted Wendell Phillips as saying, "The best and greatest thing 

one [man] is capable of doing, that is his sphere."^^ Because he was man, his sphere 

was his option. Education necessary to succeed in his sphere was also his option. He 

had the right to choose his marriage partner at whatever time of life he feh he was 

ready, or if he preferred to dedicate his life to a nobler cause, that too was his 

prerogative. Yet men who write about the period say that in the midst of his 

freedom—in the promise of equality—man was bound by anxiety. 

Theories on the ideology of manhood in nineteenth-century America take 

various shapes. David Leverenz asserts that women writers of the nineteenth century 

viewed manhood as patriarchy, but that male writers of the same period "portray 

manhood as a rivalry for dominance."^^ The ideology of manhood for the emerging 

middle class was "competitive individualism."^^ Leverenz describes American 

individualism as having an "ethic of hard work, self-control, and material rewards 

rest[ing] on the presumption that everyone would be successful." In Sons of 

Liberty. David Pugh writes that the early nineteenth century concept of manhood 

°̂ Stone 111. 

^̂  David Leverenz, Manhood and the American Renaissance (Ithaca: Cornell 
UP, 1989) 4. 

^̂  Leverenz 3. 

^̂  Leverenz 75. 
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stems from what he calls Jacksonian mystique, based on toughness, industry, and 

independence.̂ "* In their quest for "life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness," 

happiness is elusive. Tocqueville observed, "In America I have seen the freest and 

best educated of men in circumstances the happiest to be found in the worid; yet it 

seemed to me that a cloud habitually hung on their brow, and they seemed serious and 

almost sad even in their pleasures."^^ He goes on to say, "Apart from the goods he 

has, he thinks of a thousand others which death will prevent him for tasting if he does 

not hurry. This thought fills him with distress, fear, and regret and keeps his mind 

continually in agitation, so that he is always changing his plans and his abode." 

The insecurities of nineteenth-century men may stem from the mutable society 

in which they lived. A predominantly agrarian society was giving way to 

urbanization and industrialization. The unity of both family and neighbors in a 

farming community turned into rivalry in the competition and separateness of the 

city. The challenge and the promise of new land and new riches inspired many men 

toward westward expansion. In spite of his freedom and his "competitive 

individualism," man in living up to the ideal of nineteenth-century manhood 

experiences pangs of anxiety. Leverenz believes that the source of this anxiety is 

"male rivalry"; Pugh states, "the American male felt beleaguered by forces that would 

"̂̂  David G. Pugh, Sons of Libertv: the Masculine Mind in Nineteenth-Century 
America (Westport, CT: Greenwood P, 1983) 24, 35. 

^̂  Tocqueville 536. 

86 Tocqueville 537. 
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reduce, or even eliminate, his masculine independence";^^ and Tocqueville suggests 

that man's anxiety arises from fear that he will make the wrong choice or die before 

he accomplishes his goals, acquires all he dreams of 

But these are the opinions and observations of men about men. The women 

who lived with them, who supported them in their dreams and their pursuits, how did 

they view the men in their lives? Women writers provide a partial answer. Gerarda 

Maria Kooiman-Van Middendorp in The Hero in the Feminine Novel believes, "As 

an author is a child of his time, he will instinctively make his hero express the ideas 

of that time, the ways of thought, the 'mental atmosphere' dominant in the period, 

and the particular stage of development which the life of a nation has reached."^^ She 

qualifies her assertion by adding, "At the same time his readers will become familiar 

with the author's own outlook on and conception of things."^^ In light of Kooiman-

Van Middendorp's theory on authorship, the portrayal of the men in women's fiction 

should provide some insight into the nineteenth-century male as women interpreted 

him. An exploration of the male characters that fill woman's fiction should be 

revealing, if perhaps a little subjective. 

That man was a major force in restraining, cajoling, loving woman into the 

constraints of the "cult of domesticity" cannot be overlooked. That the man who 

dominated her life was patriarchal is also important. However, even the confined 

^^Pugh 110. 

^̂  Gerarda Maria Kooiman-Van Middendorp, Hero in the Feminine Novel 
(Middelburg: Firma G. W. Den Boer, 1931) 1. 

^̂  Kooiman-Van Middendorp 1. 
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lives of nineteenth-century women were populated by men who, under the umbrella 

of patriarchy, chose to use the power granted them to serve and to liberate as well as 

to oppress. The character types selected for this study to explore the male characters 

in Hope Leslie, A New Home, Who'll Follow?, Ruth Hall, and The Storv of Avis 

include the patriarchal male, the poseur, the valiant male, and the new man. All of 

these characters operate within the boundaries of a patriarchal society. In that 

respect, all are patriarchal. They all hold the power bestowed on them by the system. 

The difference in the conventional patriarchal male and the other male characters 

stems from the way they choose to use or abuse that power. As has already been 

established, woman's fiction told a woman's tale, but for each female character in 

these novels there is a male. The counterpart to the "true woman," frequently the 

heroine, is the ever-present, sometimes dominant, sometimes docile patriarchal male. 

The term patriarchy and its derivatives, unless otherwise stated, are used in this study 

as they relate to the family. To grasp the essence of the patriarchal male, an 

understanding of the connotations implicit in the term patriarchy proves vital. 

Leverenz asserts that "in patriarchy of the home the assumption of father's 

primacy as father remains unquestioned."^^ In Public Man, Private Woman, Jean 

Bethke Elshtain expands Leverenz's definition by describing the concept of a 

patriarchal authoritarian society as one in which "no authority but the father's is 

recognized within the family Within the patriarchal authoritarian family system, 

the 'parent not only has a natural right but acquires a political right to command them 

90 Leverenz 81. 
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(i.e., children); he is the author and the support of his family, but he is also its 

constituted ruler.'"^^ In his role as "support of his family," the patriarchal father had 

complete authority over the money, including his wife's: "men had all the control— 

the power to make it, to disburse it, to keep it, and the terrifying power to lose it."^^ 

Amy Thompson McCandless adds another aspect to this list of patriarchal 

responsibilities in a quote from George Fitzhugh's 1854 Sociology for the South : 

"women, like children have but one right, and that is the right to protection. . . . The 

right to protection involves the obligation to obey."^^ This "system of authority and 

obedience [became] the most reliable basis for a well-ordered family."̂ "* By 

deduction, the schema of patriarchy assumes the father is authority and the family is 

obedience. Patriarchy, though firmly in control in the nineteenth century, began to 

change early in the life of the new republic. Although many men adhered to 

patriarchy in the stricter sense of its construct, some became more companionate, 

allowing an equality between husbands and wives in the home not prevalent in earlier 

relationships. Karen Lystra, in Searching the Heart, quotes Daniel Blake Smith as 

saying: 

^̂  Jean Bethke Elshtain, Public Man. Private Woman: Women in Social and 
Political Thought (Princeton: Princeton UP 1981) 130. 

^̂  Baym, Woman's Fiction 40. 

^̂  Amy Thompson McCandless, "Concepts of Patriarchy in the Popular 
Novels of Antebellum Southern Women," Studies in Popular Culture 10.2 (1987) 3. 
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30 



a movement away from the well-ordered, father-dominated family of the 
colonial era—with its emphasis on parental control, obedience, and restraint 
of emotions—toward a strikingly affectionate, self-consciously private family 
environment in which children became the center of indulgent attention and 
were expected to marry for reasons of romance and companionship rather than 
parental design and economic interest.^^ 

Both extremes and some degrees of patriarchy in between find a voice in the men in 

woman's fiction. Sedgwick and Kirkland develop a variety of male patriarchs from 

the despot to the benevolent. Fern polarizes her patriarchs, creating them to be nearly 

perfect or clearly despicable. Phelps, on the other hand, presents a benevolent male 

and a companionate one. 

The true woman serves as the companion or subject or at least the relational 

"other" to the patriarch. According to Barbara Welter, author of Dimity Convictions, 

"The attributes of True Womanhood . . . could be divided into four cardinal virtues— 

piety, purity, submissiveness and domesticity. Put them all together and they spelled 

mother, daughter, sister, wife—woman." ^̂  Of these attributes, submission inspires 

the most diversity in the works of Sedgwick, Kirkland, Fern, and Phelps. Except for 

her two heroines, Sedgwick adheres to submission for her true women; Kirkland 

subdues her; Fern satirizes her; and Phelps allows her heroine to defer to her. 

An aberration of the patriarchal society, the poseur ranges from the mere 

dandy to the despicable miscreant. As part of the conflict, he often affects the life of 

the heroine, while serving as the counterpart to the belle. John Mortimer, in his book 

^̂  Qtd. in Karen Lystra, Searching the Heart: Women, Men, and Romantic 
Love in Nineteenth-Centurv America (New York: Oxford UP, 1989) 227. 

96 Welter 21. 
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The Oxford Book of Villains, asserts, "If villainy hadn't existed it would have been 

necessary for the creators of the world's literature to invent it. In most stories villains 

[poseurs] provide the plot and make virtue interesting."^^ In writing fiction, the 

tension in the plot often derives from the villain or the poseur. Phelps is the only one 

of the four authors discussed who chose not to include a poseur in her story, although 

Avis's husband reveals some challenging attributes. Mortimer claims that "the true 

villain never thinks he's going to be caught."^^ To be villainous, however, does not 

necessarily mean to break the law. Mortimer continues by saying, "much of villainy 

is perfectly legal. The domestic tyrant who makes family life intolerable . . . and the 

uncaring sexual manipulator commit no crimes, nor does the man, like Gilbert 

Osmond in The Portrait of a Lady, whose aloof and negative attitude to life can 

amount to a positive evil."^^ Clarence Valentine Boyer defines the villain as "a man 

who, for a selfish end, willfully and deliberately violates standards of morality 

sanctioned by the audience or ordinary reader."^^^ On the lighter side, the poseur may 

only possess the egotistic traits of a dandy or fop. Thomas Carlyle considers a dandy 

"a Clothes-wearing Man, a Man whose trade, office and existence consists in the 

wearing of Clothes. Every faculty of his soul, spirit, purse and person is heroically 

^̂  John Mortimer, ed., introduction, Oxford Book of Villains (New York: 
Oxford UP, 1992) vii. 

^̂  Mortimer xi. 

^̂  Mortimer xi. 

°̂° Clarence Valentine Boyer, Villain as Hero in Elizabethan Tragedy (New 
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consecrated to this one object, the wearing of clothes wisely and well: so that as 

others dress to live, he lives to dress."^^^ For the poseur the obsession for clothes and 

the lack of conscience involved in attaining them extends to other accoutrements of 

wealth, such as homes, land, and a fashionable wife. The poseur examined in these 

works range from the criminal in Sedgwick's Sir Philip Gardiner to the mere fop in 

Fern's self-centered Hyacinth Ellet. 

The belle, who sometimes plays the pawn to the poseur, appears in Hope 

Leslie. A New Home. Who'll Follow? and The Storv of Avis, but only Sedgwick's 

Rosa merits discussion. Nina Baym describes the belle as one "who lived for 

excitement and the admiration of the ballroom in the mistaken belief that such self-

gratification was equivalent to power and influence." She defends the belle's actions 

explaining that "behind her behavior lay a sadly defective system of women's 

education that encouraged her feelings at the expense of her reason, gave her mind no 

objects worthy of its own powers, and accustomed her to the sense of her own trivial 

and superficial nature."^^^ Sedgwick's Rosa falls from innocence more as a result of 

naivete than from misguided aspirations. 

The direct opposite of the poseur, the valiant male exhibits the positive traits 

of patriarchy. As he selflessly, even bravely, serves the heroine, he resembles the 

order of knighthood. He may admire the heroine, but he has no marital aspirations 

and makes no sexual overtures toward her. He acts out of honor, demonstrating 

°̂̂  Thomas Cariyle, Sartor Resartus and On Heroes and Hero Worship, ed. W. 
H. Hudson (1836, 1841; London: Dent, 1964) 204. 
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valor, earning the right to be called valiant. He uses his power to protect rather than 

to control. Part of Dorothy Norman's image of a hero apfly describes the valiant 

male: "The role and quest of the potential hero in man perpetually involve[s] both 

confrontation with and transformation of the negative elements. "̂ ^̂  The "negative 

elements" may be as menial as Mr. Jennings rescuing Mrs. Clavers by starting a fire 

in a rain-drenched log cabin, in Kirkland's novel, or as courageous as Johnny Gait in 

saving Ruth Hall and her children from a burning building in Fern's work. 

Helpless and unredeemable in her plight, the lady stands the antithesis to the 

valiant male who bravely serves the heroine. The lady does not serve as recipient to 

the deeds of the valiant male, but rather as the victim of other male characters. She is 

similar to Baym's passive woman in that she is "considered an anachronism from an 

earlier time.''̂ ^"^ The lady, usually a remnant of American aristocracy, possesses 

intelligence and compassion, both of which are stifled by her circumstances. She 

may appear passive, but the helplessness of her situation has the greatest impact on 

her role. Kirkland's Mrs. B was bom into wealth, but her husband's 

mismanagement left them destitute. In spite of her circumstances, Mrs. B 

remains very much the lady. Mary Leon, in Ruth Hall, married a wealthy man. 

Through his cold neglect, he crushed the life out of his intelligent and compassionate 

wife. 

°̂̂  Dorothy Norman, Hero: Mvth/Image/Svmbol (New York: Worid 
Publishing Company, 1969) 10. 

^^"^ Baym, Woman's Fiction 28. 
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Finally, the "new man" valorizes the independence and intelligence of the 

"new woman," galvanizing her development through his support. The new man 

character appropriates some of the characteristics Baym assigns to the "conventional 

hero." He is "solid, ethical, generous, frank, hard-working, energetic, an admirer and 

respecter of women who likes the heroine as much or more than he lusts for her."'°^ 

The new man is willing to flout convention by encouraging the heroine to exercise the 

freedom to think and act independently. Glenda Riley, in Divorce: An American 

Tradition, claims that the "patriarchal structure was increasingly challenged by an 

emerging ideal of companionate marriage—a union based on a partnership of friends 

and equals." She continues by adding that the qualities necessary to accomplish such 

a marriage—qualities necessary to the new man—are "respect, reciprocity, and 

romance."^^^ The concept of a husband being a friend was not new. Abigail Adams 

wrote to her husband following the American Revolution saying, "such of you as 

wish to be happy willingly give up the harsh title of Master for the more tender and 

endearing one of Friend." Being a friend and equal would encompass the qualities 

of respect and reciprocity and would be vital attributes in the new man. Sedgwick 

mentions in her journal "that romantic imaginative persons formed a beau ideal to 

which nothing in life approximated near enough to satisfy them." Her "beau ideal" 

°̂̂  Baym, Woman's Fiction 41. 

*°̂  Glenda Riley, Divorce: An American Tradition (New York: Oxford UP, 
1991)55. 

^̂"̂  Butterfield 121. 

^̂ ^ Sedgwick, Power 142. 
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materialized in Everell Fletcher, the new man to Hope Leslie's new woman. What 

she could not "approximate" in life she imagined in her fiction. 

The new woman is "brave, intelligent, strong-willed, independent," blurring if 

not erasing the line of demarcation that separates man's and woman's roles. °̂̂  Often 

described by what she is not—submissive, domestic, pious—the new woman 

undermines the legitimacy of the true woman. Fanny Fern creates a strong and 

determined new woman in her heroine Ruth Hall. Ruth begins as a perfect true 

woman, but tested by the fire of the death of her husband and the experience of 

poverty, she becomes a woman of steel, employing her intelligence and strong-will to 

gain total independence. 

The lives of each of the authors under discussion were shaped by the 

conventions of true womanhood. Catharine Maria Sedgwick, who began her writing 

early in the century, conformed most readily to the demands of society. Though she 

never married, she excelled in domesticity, delighting her friends with delicious 

meals she prepared herself She had strong ties to her brothers, who served as her 

protectors. Her fidelity to the traditional role for women did not hinder her ability to 

create female characters who flout convention. Her new-woman heroines, Hope 

Leslie and Magawisca, are doubles in the novel, connected by their mothers' being 

buried in the same cemetery, by being sent to live with the same guardian, and by 

loving the same man. In her depiction of the male characters in Hope Leslie, 

Sedgwick condemns old world patriarchy in Sir William Fletcher, touches on the 

Cheri Louise Ross, "(Re)Writing the Frontier Romance: Catharine Maria 
Sedgwick's Hope Leslie." CLA Journal 39.3 (1996): 333. 
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more companionate male in William Fletcher, and creates a new man in Everell 

Fletcher. 

Caroline Kirkland, as did Sedgwick, also remained within in the bounds of 

nineteenth-century conventions for women. She refers to her domestic 

responsibilities in A New Home, Who'll Follow?. Her love for writing enabled her to 

establish a career as an author before the death of her husband made an occupation 

necessary. She devoted her pen to promoting the abolition of slavery, the 

rehabilitation of women convicts, and improving woman's position. She showed a 

particular interest in woman's dress, discouraging tight lacing. In her frontier 

sketches, Kirkland valorizes the true woman in Mrs. Clavers. Through Polly 

Doubleday she exaggerates the domestic chores so necessary to the true woman, but 

softens her whole character with the birth of a child. She also explores the 

possibilities of the new woman in Cora Hastings. Through her male characters, she 

portrays a benevolent, if sometimes inept, patriarch in Mr. Clavers. She adds humor 

to Philo Doubleday's patriarchal role, while harshly judging old worid patriarchy in 

Mr. B . She glorifies the rustic frontiersman in the Frenchman and in the 

neighborly Mr. Jennings by their valiant deeds. She even has a new man who adopts 

his wife's dream of frontier life. 

Of the four authors, Fanny Fern probably had the most extensive formal 

education. At the completion of her course of study, she went home to be trained in 

the domestic skills so necessary to the true woman. Although she was selective in her 

domestic education, she had a flare for interior decorating and did not hate sewing as 

Phelps did. Her heroine in Ruth Hall, patterned after her own experiences, begins as 
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a true woman, but forced into earning her own living, she becomes completely 

independent. Mrs. Hall harbors bitterness toward the talented Ruth, demeaning her 

daughter-in-law as she boasts of her own true woman accomplishments. Fern reveals 

the waste of a lady in the life of Mary Leon. Except for Harry Hall, and she creates 

some doubt in him, she presents a dim view of patriarchy. She has more poseurs than 

any author mentioned in this study. A rather ruthless cast of manhood predominates 

throughout the novel. However, she redeems them to some degree as the unnamed 

gentleman befriends Katy, John Walters provides compensation equivalent to Ruth's 

talent, Horace Gates admires and defends Ruth, and Johnny Gait rescues Ruth and her 

daughters from a fire. 

Elizabeth Stuart Phelps, perhaps more than the above authors, grew up in a 

period of flux. Bom four years before the Seneca Falls Convention and seventeen 

years before the Civil War, she witnessed, and through her writing participated in, the 

woman's rights movement, moumed over a divided nation at war, and rejoiced in the 

abolition of slavery. However, having lived in conservative Andover, home of the 

Andover Theological Seminary, most of her life, she received, along with her formal 

education, instmction in domesticity. She disliked household chores intensely. She 

endows her favorite heroine. Avis, with the same dislike. In her novel. The Story of 

Avis, she did not indict tme womanhood entirely. She portrays a positive picture of a 

tme woman in Avis's friend Coy. Through her male characters, she renders a kind, 

but unsure, patriarch in Hegel Dobell, Avis's father. John Rose presents the more 

companionate side of patriarchy, while Philip Ostrander attempts to be the new man 

but succumbs to being a poseur. 
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Although the character types described previously, both female and male, are 

not present in each novel, each character provides insight into women's view of men 

in the nineteenth century. An examination of the male characters, particularly in 

relation to the female characters, in woman's fiction will reveal nineteenth-century 

women's commentary on the "Lords of Creation."^ ̂ ^ This close investigation, along 

with a glimpse into the lives of the authors, will seek to unveil men as women saw 

them, as they created them, and as they wanted them to be, providing women with an 

editorial on the men in their lives, usually within the limits of their sphere. With 

possibly the exception of Fanny Fern, the authors under consideration would not 

openly criticize, condemn, or even blatantly praise men, but wrapped in the tales of 

women, they quietly and unassertively do all of the above, while chasing the elusive 

shadow of an ideal man. 

*̂ ° Woloch 119. 
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CHAPTER II 

CATHARINE MARIA SEDGWICK'S HOPE LESLIE 

In her autobiography, Catharine Maria Sedgwick claims as her heritage, "a 

love of freedom" and "a habit of doing [her] own thinking."^ In context, she is 

referring to her male predecessors, who, beginning with Robert Sedgwick in 1636, 

served as one of the leaders in settling New England, but her life and her works 

exemplify both the love of freedom and the habit of independent thinking. Historian 

Mary Kelley says of Sedgwick's autobiography that she defines herself "in relation to 

others." Sedgwick associates the formation of her character with her caregiver 

Mumbet, she attributes her education to her father, and she accredits her writing to 

her brothers who encouraged her, supported her, and negotiated for her. As she pens 

the pages that represent her life, she does so as each event relates to the people she 

loves and admires. In fact, the very act of writing her autobiography serves as a love 

gift for her adored grandniece Alice at the request of the child's father. The 

discussion of her male characters later in the chapter is also relational, for as women 

define themselves, they also define the men around them. 

^ Catharine Maria Sedgwick, Power of Her Svmpathv: The Autobiography 
and Joumal of Catharine Maria Sedgwick, ed. Mary Kelley (Boston: MA Historical 
Society, 1993) 45. 

^ Mary Kelley, "Negotiating a Self The Autobiography and Journals of 
Catharine Maria Sedgwick," New England Quarteriv 66 (1993): 369. 

40 



Sedgwick was bom on a bitterly cold night in Stockbridge, Massachusetts, 

December 28, 1789, to Theodore and Pamela Dwight Sedgwick.^ Theodore, a young 

widower and aspiring attomey, had married Pamela, who was from a prominent 

Connecticut family, in 1774."* Pamela's family had some reservations over the 

marriage, Sedgwick recalls hearing, because of the difference in their social 

standing. However, Theodore quickly allayed their apprehension by becoming a 

successful attomey as well as an influential political leader. Nationally, he served in 

both houses of Congress. When the Federalists lost out to the Democrats in the 

presidential election of 1800, he resigned his Congressional post in Philadelphia and 

became a Supreme Court judge for Massachusetts, a state still controlled by the 

Federalists.^ 

Although Sedgwick attempts to enshrine her parents' "union [as] a very 

perfect one," her childhood memories and her mother's letters tell another story. 

The memory of Theodore's first wife, Eliza Mason, cast an annual shadow on their 

relationship. Eliza was eight months pregnant when she died of smallpox 

communicated to her by Theodore. Longing to see her one last time, he lay on their 

marriage bed and dreamed of her standing at the foot of the bed. He remembered 

^ Sedgwick, Power 67. 

'' Kelley, "Negotiating a Self 369. 

^ Sedgwick, Power 57. 

^ Kelley, "Negotiating a Self 372. 

Sedgwick, Power 57. 
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every detail of her presence. The dream recurred each year. Sedgwick recalls "the 

sweet, tender expression of [her] father's face when he used to say, 'I have had my 

o 

dream.'" In spite of the pain Pamela must have experienced from Theodore's 

lingering love for another woman, she named their first daughter Eliza Mason in 

memory of his first wife.^ Sedgwick illustrates her mother's selfless love throughout 

her writings. 

Theodore's political career kept him in Philadelphia, two hundred eighty 

miles away, about six months each year, many of which included the long, bitterly 

cold winter months. ̂ ° Pamela, who suffered from ill health, had the full 

responsibility of managing seven children and a large household on a limited budget. 

Away from the daily stmggle of household cares, Theodore, whose duty to his 

country outranked his duty to his family, made lofty legislative decisions to guide this 

young country and engaged in intimate dinners with President Washington and his 

family. ̂ ^ At a crossroad in his life when he was trying to decide whether or not to 

remain in public office, Pamela wrote an insightful letter to him, pleading both 

intellectually and emotionally for him to choose family over career. She concluded 

by saying she would never ask that he "sacrifice [his] happiness to [hers]," and he did 

^ Sedgwick, Power 56-57. 

^ Sedgwick, Power 58. 

°̂ Gladys Brooks, "Catharine Maria Sedgwick," Three Wise Virgins (New 
York: E. P. Dutton, 1957) 158. 

'̂ Sedgwick, Power 61. 
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not. The patriarchal father continued to serve his country at the expense of his wife 

and children. With Theodore's choice, Pamela, the submissive "tme woman," could 

not even claim second place in the life of her husband. Eliza Mason and the 

management of an infant government both preceded her. Sedgwick's repeated 

defense of her father's preference for political prestige over domestic responsibilities 

suggests that she spent much of her life trying to reconcile his proclaimed dedication 

to his family with his absence. 

As Sedgwick recalls her childhood, time is marked by "Papa's going away," 

"Papa's coming," and "Mama['s]" bouts of ill health. ̂ ^ In need of a parent, she 

tumed to Elizabeth Freeman (Mumbet), a former slave who gained her freedom 

through the efforts of Theodore. '̂* Mumbet worked for the Sedgwicks until 

Theodore's third marriage, when she retired to "the little place that she had eamed 

with the sweat of her brow."*^ Sedgwick attributes Mumbet with providing her with 

the basis for her moral development: 

I believe, my dear Alice, that the people who surround us in our childhood, 
whose atmosphere infolds us, as it were, have more to do with the formation 
of our characters than all our didactic and preceptive education. Mumbet had 
a clear and nice perception of justice, and a stem love of it, an 
uncompromising honesty in word and deed, and conduct of high intelligence, 
that made her the unconscious moral teacher of the children she tenderly 
nursed. ̂ ^ 

^̂  Sedgwick, Power 59. 

^̂  Sedgwick, Power 68. 

"̂̂  Sedgv^ck, Power 70. 

^̂  Sedgwick, Power 126. 

^̂  Sedgwick, Power 70. 
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Mumbet could neither read nor write, but she was a wise, intelligent, honest woman, 

who loved and nurtured Sedgwick into adulthood. 

Sedgwick loved and revered her father in spite of his long absences. She 

accredits him with educating her. Theodore allowed his daughter of eight to stay up 

until nine o'clock "to listen to him while he read aloud to the family Hume, or 

Shakespeare, or Don Quixote, or Hudibras." At her father's knee, she learned to love 

reading, which was to her "education."^^ Besides reading to his daughter, Theodore 

also encouraged her as a child to "devote [her] mornings to reading," advice she not 

only put into practice, but passed on to others. ̂ ^ Concern for the limited education 

available to women prompted Sedgwick to instmct women in her 1840 conduct book. 

Means and Ends or Self Training, in "self education"—primarily devoting part of 

each day to reading. ̂ ^ Her interest in women's education derives its basis from her 

own experience. She attended school in Stockbridge, in Bennington, Vermont, New 

York City, Albany, and "any other school a little more select or better chanced." 

But even the "more select" failed to challenge her intellectually. Of her education, 

she remembers, "Our minds were not weakened by too much study—reading, 

spelling, and Dwight's Geography were the only paths of knowledge into which we 

^̂  Sedgwick, Power 74. 

^̂  Kelley, "Negotiating a Self 383. 

^̂  Maria LaMonaca,'" She Could Make a Cake as Well as Books . 
Catharine Sedgwick, Anna Jameson, and the Constmction of the Domestic 
Intellectual." Women's Writing 2.3 (1995): 240. 

^̂  Sedgwick, Power 72. 

44 



were led. Yes, I did go in a slovenly way through the four first mles of arithmetic, 

and learned the names of the several parts of speech, and could parse glibly."^* Her 

father and brothers filled the gaps in her education both by example and by support. 

They all possessed what Sedgwick termed "uncommon mental vigor. . . . [and] their 

daily habits, and pursuits, and pleasures were intellectual."^^ She learned from their 

example as well as their instmction. 

Theodore Sedgwick died in January 1813. Ten days prior to his death, he 

converted to Unitarianism, with William Ellery Channing officiating.^^ Sedgwick 

and Penelope, his third wife, had accompanied Theodore to Boston when he became 

ill. He told his daughter of his desire to become a Unitarian, and she made the 

arrangements. Sedgwick too had been wrestling with the Calvinistic dogma her 

family embraced. Almost seven years later, she exercised the "love of freedom" and 

"habit of doing [her] own thinking" that was her heritage when she and her brother 

Harry joined the Unitarian church.̂ "* The religious tract, "on the joys of freedom from 

Calvinism," that Sedgwick developed into her first novel, A New England Tale, is a 

direct result of her conversion. 

^̂  Sedgwick, Power 72-3. 

^̂  Sedgwick, Power 76. 

^̂  Brooks, Three Wise 169 

^"^ Brooks, Three Wise 171. 

^̂  Brooks, Three Wise 181. 
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Sedgwick was the third daughter and the sixth of seven children in the 

Sedgwick family. She had strong ties to all of her siblings. Her eldest sister, Eliza, 

took care of her when she was an infant. Sleeping in the room with baby and mother, 

she got up during those cold winter nights in an unheated room to feed her baby 

sister. Her self-sacrifice was the beginning of a life-long bond between the two 

sisters. Sedgwick remembers her "first tragedy," when seven years old, as being 

Eliza's marriage. Realizing during the wedding that Eliza was leaving her, 

Sedgwick cried inconsolably. She was crying for her loss, but her tears may have 

been portentous for Eliza. Of her sister, she says, "dear faithftjl, humble, gentle 

Eliza—had I think rather a hard life of it—indifferent health and the painful dmdgery 

of bearing and nurturing twelve children. "̂ ^ She was equally concerned for her sister 

Frances. In her marriage to a man Sedgwick considered "bmtal." "oppressive," and 

"diabolical," Frances "endured much heroically."^^ Marriage may have separated the 

sisters physically, but they remained close emotionally. Sedgwick called her 

relationship with Eliza the "tenderest of unions." In spite of this "union" 

Sedgwick, Power 67 

"̂̂  Sedgwick, Power 87. 

^̂  Sedgwick, Power 87. 

^̂  Kelley, "Negotiating a Self 385. 

°̂ Sedgwick, Power 85. 
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maintained at a distance, Sedgwick always viewed marriage as "rather a sundering 

than a forming of ties."^^ 

The strongest sibling "union" was between Sedgwick and her brothers, Harry 

and Robert in particular. Of their relationships, Kelley notes, 'Tlayfulness, 

remarkable wit, and shared sensibilities marked the intimacy Sedgwick shared with 

Harry. The attachment with Robert was charged with passion."^^ Harry suffered from 

mental illness, and, the last few years of his life, his illness greatly aUered his 

relationship with his sister, as well as other family members, causing her to 

experience loss before his death.̂ ^ Robert's marriage threatened her relationship with 

him, and in an effort to steel herself against losing him, she withdrew from the 

intimacy they had shared.̂ "̂  Not until the last months of his life did that intimacy 

retum. Her relationship with Charles intensified following the loss of Harry and 

Robert.^^ 

Sedgwick remained single throughout her life, but with each of her brother's 

marriages and ultimately with their deaths, she reevaluated her choice. Kelley 

observes that "[o]fifering care, affection, and companionship, Theodore, Harry, 

^̂  Sedgwick, Power 84. 

^̂  Kelley, "Negotiating a Self 387. 

" Kelley, "Negotiating a Self 387. 

^̂  Kelley, "Negotiating a Self 388. 

^̂  Kelley, "Negotiating a Self 389. 
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Robert, and Charles provided their sister with a familial base and made it possible for 

Sedgwick to create a marriage of circumstance."^^ But this "marriage of 

circumstance" provided only temporary homes, shared affection, and in Sedgwick's 

own words, "no separate, individual existence."^^ The status of "second best" that 

was the role of nineteenth-century women who chose not to marry caused periods of 

depression for Sedgwick. During these moments she lamented her choice, knowing 

that her singleness was not from lack of opportunity, while justifying her decision by 

enumerating the blessings of her single state. In one joumal entry, she recalled 

having read "that romantic imaginative persons formed a beau ideal to which nothing 

in life approximated near enough to satisfy them."^^ A more poignant factor could 

have been her vicarious experience with marriage from a woman's point of view, as 

she recalled the monumental burden her mother carried alone on her frail shoulders, 

plus the pain of not being first in her husband's eyes, the "hard life of it" that was 

Eliza's fate, and all that Frances "endured . . . heroically." In her final 

analysis, she felt that marriage exacted too high a price—"the dearest sacrifice."^^ 

That sacrifice was her autonomy. Though superficially dependent on her extended 

family, Sedgwick was uhimately in control of her life. Tenaciously maintaining her 

grip on her heritage that instilled in her a "love of freedom," she remained free, free 

^̂  Kelley, "Negotiating a Self 386. 

^̂  Kelley, "Negotiating a Self 366. 

^̂  Sedgwick, Power 142. 

^̂  Sedgwick, Power 123. 
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to handle her own eamings, free to travel, free to make her own choices, and though 

not ahogether free from domesticity, free from domestic burden. Nonetheless, she 

never overcame the desire to be first in someone's life. 

Even though her brothers could not offer Sedgwick first place in their hearts, 

they certainly offered her equality intellectually. Harry launched his sister's writing 

career when as the new editor of Boston's Weekly Messenger he printed part of a 

letter he had received from her on "the sacred character of a pastor."^ In a culture 

that confined women both physically and intellectually to the domestic domain, Harry 

believed in the genius of women and planned to promote "their precocity of intellect," 

starting with his sister."̂ ^ He continued his support of her writing career ten years 

later by encouraging her to develop a religious tract she was working on into a 

novel. Theodore and Robert seconded his suggestion. The result was A New 

England Tale, the first of six novels and almost one hundred shorter works she was to 

write during her lifetime. 

Sedgwick's early works brought her immediate success. In a time when the 

new republic was attempting to establish a literature of its own. The Literary World 

says that Miss Sedgwick's works are "in every sense of the word, American." 

Rufus Wilmot Griswold in his 1852 Prose Writers in America writes "Miss Sedgwick 

^ Kelley, "Negotiating a Self 391, 

^̂  Kelley, "Negotiating a Self 391. 

42 Kelley, "Negotiating a Self 391. 

"̂^ Rev. of Clarence, by Catharine Maria Sedgwick, Literary World 6 Oct. 
1849:297. 
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was one of the first Americans of her sex who were distinguished in the republic of 

letters," claiming that "[a] tmly American spirit pervades her works."^ The 

Athenaeum places her on equal footing with eariy American male writers such as 

James Fenimore Cooper, Washington Irving, and William Cullen Bryant, all as 

authors of "American books . . . which the Americans read.""̂ ^ In the midst of the 

throng of nineteenth-century American women writers, Catharine Sedgwick "stood 

nearly alone as a prominent American writer who happened to be a woman.""^ Her 

international acclaim was relatively unchallenged until Harriet Beecher Stowe's 

Uncle Tom's Cabin. Edgar Allan Poe praises her by saying, "Miss Sedgwick is not 

only one of our most celebrated and most meritorious writers, but attained reputation 

at a period when American reputation in letters was regarded as a phenomenon."^^ 

He tempers his praise with the following disclaimer: "She is an author of marked 

talent, but by no means of such decided genius as would entitle her to that precedence 

among our female writers which . . . seems to be yielded her by the voice of the 

public.""^^ No matter how reserved the comments on Sedgwick's work, no one would 

have argued her success. During her lengthy career only her last novel Married or 

"̂"̂  Rufus Wilmot Griswold, Prose Writers of America (Philadelphia: A. Hart, 
late Carey & Hart, 1852) 357. 

"̂^ "Literature of the Nineteenth Century: America," Athenaeum 3 Jan. 1835: 
9. 

^ Kelley, "Negotiating a Self 395. 

"̂^ Edgar Allan Poe, Edgar Allan Poe: Essays and Reviews, ed. G. R. 
Thompson (New York: Library of America, 1984) 1200. 

^̂  Poe 1204. 
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Single?, published in 1857, received little notice. The twenty-year lapse between her 

fifth and sixth novels may have caused the fickle public to stray or the plethora of 

women's works then on the market may have diluted her appeal. Nevertheless, 

Sedgwick had made her mark in helping to establish American literature. 

In spite of the magnitude of her contribution to the literary world, Sedgwick 

separates her authorial life from her personal life. In her joumal, she writes: "My 

author's existence has always seemed something accidental, extraneous, and 

independent of my inner self . . . But they [her books and acclaim] constitute no 

portion of my happiness—that is of such as I derive from the dearest relations of 

life." She values her relationship with her extended family and her numerous 

friends as the source of her happiness. However, in a letter to the clergyman William 

Ellery Channing, Sedgwick reveals her sense of a higher calling: "With the great 

physical world to be subdued here to the wants of the human family, there is an 

immense moral field opening, demanding laborers of every class. . . . Neither pride 

nor humility should withhold us from the work to which we are clearly 'sent"'^° She 

must have felt that her "work" was to minister to the poor—especially women. She 

served from 1848 to 1863 as president of the Women's Prison Association of New 

York City. She believed that "universal education and sustenance" were the answer 

to rehabilitating these women. ̂ ^ She also had a heart for children. In a letter to her 

49 Sedgwick, Power 151. 

°̂ Mary E. Dewey, ed.. Life and Letters of Catharine M. Sedgwick (New 
York: Harper and Brothers Publishers, 1871) 271. 

^̂  Dewey 307. 
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niece, she writes that two little boys have tumed to her for help, whom she hopes "to 

get provided with a pleasant summer home with the children on Randall's Island."^^ 

In Daughters of the Puritans. Seth Curtis Beach says of Sedgwick, "Always a 

philanthropist. Miss Sedgwick was not a 'reformer' in the technical sense; that is, she 

did not enlist in the 'movement's of her generation,... but she was never slow in 

striking a blow in a good cause."^^ She believed in abolition, she believed that 

women should have a larger sphere, but not the vote, and she believed in improved 

education for women. To these and other causes she devoted a portion of her time 

and talent. Following her death, July 31, 1867, William Cullen Bryant concluded a 

tribute to the author with the following evaluation of her work and her life: 

Admirable as [her literary life] was, her home life was more so. . . . Her 
unerring sense of rectitude, her love of tmth, her ready sympathy, her active 
and cheerful beneficence, her winning and gracious manners the perfection of 
high breeding, make up a character, the idea of which . . . I would not 
exchange for any thing in her own interesting works of fiction. ̂"̂  

Famous, during the nineteenth century, for her contribution to American literature, 

she receives honor and praise from Bryant for her character. 

Her character cannot be separated from her fiction, however, and Hope Leslie. 

1827, reveals some of the strength of that character. Set in the seventeenth century. 

^̂  Dewey 308. 

^̂  Seth Curtis Beach, "Catharine Maria Sedgwick, 1789-1867," Daughters of 
the Puritans: A Group of Brief Eicgraphies ( 1905; New York: Books for Libraries 
Press, Inc., 1967)35. 

"̂̂  William Cullen Bryant, "Reminiscences of Miss Sedgwick," Life and 
Letters of Catharine M. Sedgwick, ed. Mary E. Dewey (New York: Harper and 
Brothers Publishers, 1871)446. 
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her third novel was her most popular. She writes in the preface of her book that she 

designed Hope Leslie to encourage others to "investigate the eariy history of their 

native land." In preparation for this historical romance, Sedgwick spends time in 

"patient investigation"^^ of her own, studying William Hubbard's Narrative of the 

Indian Wars in New England John Tmmbull's Complete Historv of Connecticut. 

John Winthrop's Joumal. and Cotton Mather's Magnalia Christi Americana.^^ These 

men, "dominated by legal, political, and diplomatic concems,. . . dealt almost 

exclusively with a realm in which women had no voice."^^ The only women they 

mention by name earn their acknowledgement by carrying a title, as in the death of 

Lady Arabella, or by committing a crime against the moral or legal colonial laws, as 

did Mary Latham, who was executed for committing adultery. ̂ ^ Other women 

remained invisible, referred to only as "his wife" or "the wife o f in the annals of 

New England. Mary Kelley asserts " that was exactly as it should have been, so far 

^̂  Catharine Maria Sedgwick, Hope Leslie: or. Early Times in the 
Massachusetts, ed. Mary Kelley (1827; New Bmnswick: Rutgers UP, 1993) 6. 

^̂  Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 5. 

^̂  Edward Halsey Foster, Catharine Maria Sedgwick. (New York: Twayne, 
1974) 74. 

^̂  Mary Kelley, introduction, Hope Leslie: or. Eariy Times in the 
Massachusetts, by Catharine Maria Sedgwick (New Bmnswick: Rutgers UP, 1993) 
xxi. 

^̂  John Winthrop, Winthrop's Journal: Historv of New England. 1630-1649. 
ed. James Kendall Hosmer, vol. 1 (1908; New York: Bames and Noble, 1959) 2 vols., 
52. 

^̂  Winthrop, vol. 2, 163. 
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as the historians were concemed. The 'helpmeet' labored for husband and children in 

the private realm of the household."^^ Perhaps the invisibility of women in New 

England history had an impact on Sedgwick's choice "to illustrate not the history, but 

the character of the times."" 

Some modem critics tend to take issue with Sedgwick's interpretation of the 

"character of the times." Ann Douglas goes so far as to say that "Hope Leslie [the 

persona] suggests counter-history."^^ Rather than "counter-history," the author 

questions history. Sedgwick questions the authority of a patriarchal society that 

requires uncompromising submission from women and children. In compliance with 

the expectations of the period, Margaret Tyndal Winthrop writes to her husband 

saying, "I shall always submit to what you shall think fit."̂ "̂  As a wife in a 

patriarchal system, she knew that submission was her duty. Children do not escape 

the authority of the founding fathers either. Winthrop records in his joumal that he 

witnessed a magistrate "openly whip" his daughter; he does not give a reason. 

Sedgwick questions the early settlers' right-to-expansion that displaced or destroyed 

entire tribes of Native Americans. Winthrop chronicles the dispersion and destmction 

of the Pequods, the Indians Sedgwick champions in her novel. He tells of the 

^̂  Kelley, introduction xxi. 

" Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 5. 

^̂  Ann Douglas, Feminization of American Culture (New York: Anchor P, 
1988) 185. 

"̂̂  Kelley, introduction xxi. 

^̂  Winthrop, vol.2, 93. 
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devastation of disease communicated to the Indians by the Europeans: "the small pox 

was gone as far as any Indian plantation was known to the west, and much people 

died of it," seven hundred at Naragansett. He relates his concern for the Indians as it 

affects the colonists, "by reason whereof they could have no trade."^^ He lists the 

arrivals of ships carrying settlers, causing "divers new plantations" to expand 

Colonial land holdings, each group infringing further into the homeland of the 

Indians. Sedgwick also questions power and freedom purchased at so dear a price 

being used to oppress others. The Colonists left England to escape oppression. Even 

though the Colonial officials were elected, the laws were strict and the punishment 

severe. The people were bound with laws from the most menial, such as woman's 

dress and the length and frequency of church assemblies, to the most unjust, such as 

those regarding witchcraft.^^ Many of them emigrated from England for religious 

freedom, but they had no tolerance for any who deviated from their beliefs. Winthrop 

states that "the French were like to prove ill neighbors (being Papists)." In like 

manner, Anne Hutchinson and her followers were cast out of "this jurisdiction" for 

Antinomianism.^^ Finally, Sedgwick questions the traditional marriage. She has 

witnessed in her own family the price of marriage for the tme woman. She has read 

the accounts of New England history that say woman should attend "her household 

^̂  Winthrop, vol. 1,118. 

^̂  Winthrop, vol. 1,308. 

^̂  Winthrop, vol. I, 279, 326-7. 

^̂  Winthrop, vol. 1,97,265. 
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affairs, and such things as belong to women, and not [go] out of her way and calling 

to meddle in such things as are proper for men.""̂ ^ She even draws from her own 

choice to remain single, the sacrifice required by marriage being too great. Through 

her questioning, Sedgwick does indeed capture the "character of the times." 

To broach her questions, she chooses the romance, a medium she believes 

provides the most effective method of communicating one's thoughts to another.^^ 

Sedgwick interweaves the story of life among the Puritans with the displacement of 

the Indians through two unconventional heroines, Hope Leslie, "foster daughter of a 

prominent Puritan, and Magawisca, daughter of a Pequod leader."^^ The Athenaeum 

extols these strong young characters: "her heroines . . . are not surpassed in the 

literature of the language. 'Hope Leslie' is the first of ideal women, and 

'Magawisca,' the maimed and noble Indian girl, stands forth to the memory like a 

piece of immortal sculpture."^^ Kelley, more than a century later, attributes Hope and 

Magawisca with being "[sjtrong, independent, and articulate," and she goes on to say 

that the author refuses to accept the popular opinion that women were inferior to 

men. Judith Fetterley includes all of Sedgwick's women in her critique, saying that 

°̂ Winthrop, vol. 2, 225. 

^̂  Mary Kelley, Private Woman. Public Stage: Literary Domesticity in 
Nineteenth-Century America (New York: Oxford UP, 1984) 286. 

Kelley, introduction xxi. 

73 "Literature of the Nineteenth Century" 11 

"̂̂  Mary Kelley, "Legacy Profile: Catharine Maria Sedgwick (1789-1867)," 
Legacv 6.2 (1989): 44. 
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the author's "fictional world centered on women and contained a variety of female 

characters, often both interesting and realistic but always larger and more complex 

than the current literary stereotypes."^^ To communicate her romance, Sedgwick 

creates two heroines who refuse to conform to traditional roles. 

There is no doubt that Sedgwick breaks the mold of the "current literary 

stereotypes" in her heroines, but many of her characters including her male characters 

are conventional. Some of them are based on historical figures. She pattems the 

patriarchal leader, John Winthrop, very closely after the man recorded in history. 

Magawisca's father in the novel receives his name from the Pequod sachem, 

Mononotto. These two, along with Sir William Fletcher and his namesake and 

nephew William Fletcher, characters original with Sedgwick, fall into the category of 

the patriarchal male. She borrows the name of her villainous poseur, Sir Philip 

Gardiner, from Sir Christopher Gardiner, who did not meet the same end as Sir 

Philip, but was an irritation to the colonists. For her valiant male, she creates a man 

named Digby, who works first for William Fletcher and later for Govemor Winthrop. 

Everell Fletcher fills the role of the new man—Sedgwick's "beau ideal." Not all of 

her male characters have historical predecessors, but all of them have strong, defining 

characteristics. Rufus Wilmot Griswold, in Prose Writers of America, writes of 

Sedgwick's portrayals, "Her characters are nicely drawn and delicately contrasted."^^ 

Suzanne Gossett and Barbara Ann Bardes praise the men and women roles equally by 

^̂  Judith Fetteriey, ed.. Provisions: A Reader from 19^-Centurv American 
Women (Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1985)44. 

^̂  Griswold 358. 
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saying that "[t]he characters, male and female, are models of valor, self-sacrifice, 

individual commitment, and chastity,"^'' with a few exceptions, such as Gardiner. 

Sedgwick places her characters, both real and fictional, in Colonial America, where 

male authority prevails. 

Societal conventions during the Colonial period would be what Jean Bethke 

Elshtain, in Public Man. Private Woman, refers to as historical patriarchy. Under this 

form of patriarchy "the father's power was absolute and, sanctioned by religious or 

official authority"; women and children were required "to be dutiful and obedient 

subjects." Amy Thompson McCandless adds another aspect to this list in a quote 

from George Fitzhugh's Sociologv for the South : "women, like children have but one 

right, and that is the right to protection. . . . The right to protection involves the 

obligation to obey."^^ This "system of authority and obedience" was accepted "as the 

most reliable basis for a well-ordered family."^^ Unfortunately, not all authority is 

accompanied with wisdom or compassion, which causes obedience to be punishment 

rather than pleasure. 

77 

Suzanne Gossett and Barbara Ann Bardes, "Women and Political Power in 
the Republic: Two Early American Novels," Legacy 2.2 (1985): 19. 
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Jean Bethke Elshtain, Public Man. Pnvate Woman: women in Social and 
political Thought (Princeton: Princeton UP, 1981) 214. 

Qtd. in Amy Thompson McCandless, "Concepts of Patriarchy in the 
Popular Novels of Antebellum Southem Women," Studies in Popular Culture 10.2 
(1987)3. 

°̂ Mary P. Ryan, Cradle of the Middle Class: The Familv in Oneida County, 
New York. 1790-1865 (New York: Cambridge UP, 1981) 33. 
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Sedgwick's most unpalatable patriarchal figure. Sir William Fletcher, having 

neither wisdom nor compassion, abuses his authority. In the first paragraph of the 

first chapter, the author establishes the character of Sir William: "effective zeal and 

pliant principle . . won his way to courtly favour and secured a courtly fortune."^^ 

By not remaining tme to his own principles, he compromises himself into aristocratic 

favor. Measuring others by his own moral yardstick, he teams his title and his wealth 

with his unquestionable authority to manipulate his nephew, William Fletcher, into 

renouncing his ideas of liberty and his belief in Puritanism and marrying his daughter 

Alice. Sir William has no doubt that Fletcher will choose position, money, and Alice 

over liberty, which he calls "[d]aughter of disloyalty and mother of all mismle," and 

Puritanism, which he refers to as "scurvy principles" and "spreading plague."^^ 

Exercising his "pliant principle," Sir William solicits the help of his brother, 

Fletcher's father, who refuses to interfere. Failing to gain control through his brother, 

he tums to the "controlling passion" of love—a sentiment he has not experienced.^^ 

When none of his ploys to manipulate Fletcher work, he employs his ultimate power 

over his daughter that grants him the privilege of telling her "when [she] could be 

married, and to whom."̂ "̂  "In less than a fortnight," he arranges a marriage between 

Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 7. 

^̂  Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 8. 

^̂  Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 10. 

^̂  Elshtain 215. 
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Alice and Charles Leslie.^^ Michael Davitt Bell aptly assesses the disastrous events 

by asserting that "sectarianism and patemal tyranny prevent the marriage of William 

and Alice." Sir William, as a "loyal subject," refuses to question the dictates of his 

monarch, and he expects the same response to his parental dictates.^^ He tragically 

interferes in the lives of Alice and Fletcher, resting in the assurance of his absolute 

authority. 

Alice becomes the victim of her father's tyranny and Fletcher's integrity. She 

falls into the character type of the lady. The lady as a member of aristocracy was an 

anachronism in nineteenth-century America, but in seventeenth-century England, the 

aristocracy thrived. The prototype of the lady possesses intelligence and compassion, 

but from oppression exerted by her father or husband, she often seems passive. The 

overriding characteristic of the lady is the helplessness of her situation. Alice, by 

birth, belongs to the aristocracy. She receives her education, "in retirement," from 

her mother, which suggests that her mother was well educated and capable of such an 

undertaking and that Alice had little contact with the world outside her home.^^ She 

nurses her mother "through a long and fatal illness," showing the love and 

compassion she felt for her. There is "little congeniality between the father and the 

^̂  Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 13. 

^̂  Michael Davitt Bell, "History and Romance Convention in Catharine 
Sedgwick's Hope Leslie." American Ouarteriv 22.2 (1970): 220. 

^̂  Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 7. 

^̂  Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 9. 
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daughter." Sir William wants a male heir. Rather than cherishing Alice as his only 

child, he probably resents her gender, which hinders any possible relationship 

between them. She has a "serious . . . nature," which may cause her to be more 

introspective, keeping to herself All of these characteristics make her vulnerable to 

the "serious temper" of her cousin Fletcher. Sir William takes advantage of Alice's 

vulnerability for his own gain. He uses her to entice Fletcher to pledge his allegiance 

to the king. When his plan fails, he marries her to someone else. The narrator relates 

that "in the imbecility of utter despair" Alice "submitted to her father's commands."^° 

Submission from women is required. That Alice submitted in "the imbecility of utter 

despair" only describes her state of mind at the time of submission. Emestine Rose, a 

nineteenth-century proponent for Women's Rights, captures the reality of Alice's 

situation in her writing: "Woman is a slave, from the cradle to the grave. Father, 

guardian, husband—master still. One conveys her, like a piece of property, over to 

the other."^^ Sir William passes his daughter to Charles Leslie, as if he were 

completing a business transaction. He sacrifices his daughter to ease his pride in 

misjudging Fletcher. Fletcher may suffer, but Alice is the victim. 

Alice does not fare much better with Fletcher. He lacks the courage to tell 

her in person that he cannot give up his beliefs for her, fearing his weakness rather 

than hers. Without consulting Alice, Fletcher decides to leave England, writing her of 

^̂  Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 9. 

^̂  Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 13-14. 

^̂  Norma Basch, In the Eyes of the Law: Women. Marriage, and Propertv in 
Nineteenth-Centurv New York (Ithaca: Comell UP, 1982) 162. 
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his decision. Fletcher rationalizes his actions by saying they were intended to 

"reconcile her to her father."^^ Alice did not have a congenial relationship with her 

father prior to falling in love with Fletcher; he could not believe that his leaving her 

because of her father's demands would cause it to improve. He underestimates 

Alice's love for him. Had he given her the opportunity, she would have been willing 

to plan an elopement. She demonstrates more courage than Fletcher when she leaves 

her father to be with him. She flouts the patriarchal conventions that bind her to her 

father until he decides her future. Physical strength backed up by the absolute 

authority of the father over his daughter win out, as Sir William forcibly retums her to 

his home. Had Fletcher allowed Alice the option of going with him, they might have 

achieved an escape. By ignoring her wishes, he seals her fate. Without Fletcher's 

help, even Alice's courage and determination lack the strength to overthrow the 

patriarchal system that controls her life. Together Fletcher and Sir William render 

Alice helpless. 

William Fletcher, having suffered from his uncle's abuse of patriarchal 

authority, soon marries and becomes the patriarchal head of his own household and 

Sedgwick's next patriarchal character. With Alice lost to him, he allows himself to 

be "persuaded to unite . . . with an orphan giri, a ward of Mr. Winthrop."^^ Fletcher 

may have felt as Sedgwick's father did: "marriage was essential to a man's life."̂ "̂  

^̂  Sedgv^ck, Hope Leslie 12. 

^̂  Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 14. 

"̂̂  Sedgwick, Power 57. 
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He also possesses the "love of freedom" and "a habit of doing [his] own thinking" 

that Sedgwick attributes to her predecessors. Fletcher's love of freedom takes him 

and his family to New England in 1630.̂ ^ The principles that Sir William tried to 

force him to renounce cause him to seek a refuge where he can exercise his freedom 

and can worship as he chooses. He believes the Colonies will provide that freedom. 

Soon after his arrival he begins to notice the misuse of power and the "out-break of 

heresies," and "his heart sickened when he saw those, who had sacrificed whatever 

man holds dearest to religious freedom, imposing those shackles on others."^^ The 

question that comes to mind is, "Why did Fletcher not try to eradicate these 

injustices?" He exudes a "lofty independence" that "awed" his uncle. He tenaciously 

adhered to his beliefs in the face of losing the woman he loved, demonstrating 

strength of character. When he moves to a new settlement, he receives a welcome as 

Q7 

"an important acquisition." He possesses the attributes of a leader, but he chooses 

not to lead. Susanne Gossett and Barbara Ann Bardes, in "Women and Political 

Power in the Republic," claim that Sedgwick places "individual liberty" as the 

"highest political value." They go on to say, "Over and over, characters must choose 

whether to act according to their personal principles or those upheld by the 

community."^^ Fletcher may have felt the same futility in face of the established 

^̂  Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 14. 

^̂  Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 16. 

^̂  Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 9, 12, 17. 

^̂  Gossett and Bardes 20. 
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Colonial law—"punish[ing] those members who claimed to act on individual 

conscience"—^that spurred him to leave England.^^ He has gone to the Colonies to 

escape political and religious oppression only to find it in a different form in New 

England. In pursuit of his personal liberty, which includes political and religious 

freedom, he moves again, this time to the frontier. Once more he fails to consult the 

woman in his life. Steeped in the tradition of patriarchy that gives men absolute 

authority, Fletcher does not consider discussing the move with his wife. He settles 

his family a mile from the village, calling their new home Bethel. The name means 

the house of God (Gen. 28.19). Fletcher may have selected that name to symbolize 

his right to worship God according to his beliefs, without the censorship of oppressive 

laws. He chose to make his home outside the protection of the settlement, believing 

the "incursions of the savages very slight" and the "inquiring neighbourhood a certain 

evil."^°° Erica Bauermeister asserts that "Sedgwick challenges Fletcher's right to 

endanger his family by removing them from civilization."^^^ His personal desire for 

freedom overrides his concern for his family's safety, causing him to place them at 

risk. Secure in his decision, he leaves his wife, five children, one ward and her aunt, 

two Indian captives, and four servants to manage on their own for three seasons. On 

the day of his retum, his wife and four of his five children are massacred by 

^̂  Gossett and Bardes 20. 

°̂° Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 17. 

°̂* Erica R.Bauermeister, "Lamplighter, Wide. Wide Worid and Hope Leslie: 
Reconsidering the Recipes for Nineteenth-Century American Women's Novels," 
Legacy 8.1 (1991): 20. 
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Mononotto, the father of the two Indian children Mrs. Fletcher has taken in as her 

own. He also takes Fletcher's son and his ward captive. Carol J. Singley claims that 

this scene demonstrates that "[w]omen . . . are poweriess pawns in masculine 

battles."^ ^ Fletcher moves his family into the wilderness without considering the 

consequences; then he leaves them unprotected for almost a year. As the patriarchal 

head of his family, Fletcher has neglected the primary obligation he has to his wife 

and children according to George Fitzhugh's Sociology for the South—the "right to 

protection." In the primacy of his position, Fletcher makes decisions as they relate 

to him. His family pays the price. 

Twice Fletcher has lost the ones he loves from choices he has made. These 

losses soften the stem mask of patriarchy, allowing him to indulge his ward, Hope 

Leslie. He acquiesces to her plea to accompany him "on an excursion to a new 

settlement on the river" twenty miles away. Her aunt thinks the decision is unwise; it 

is "very unladylike" for a young girl to go exploring. ̂ "̂̂  Fletcher feels remorse over 

the pressure the magistrates place on him to send Hope to be under the supervision of 

Mrs. Winthrop, the wife of his friend Governor Winthrop. Hope's exile results from 

helping Nelema, an old Indian woman convicted of witchcraft, escape from jail 

before being executed. Because of his affection for his ward, he prefers to believe 

°̂̂  Carol J. Singley, "Catharine Maria Sedgwick's Hope Leslie: Radical 
Frontier Romance," Desert. Garden. Margin. Range: Literature on the American 
Frontier (New York: Twayne, 1992) 115. 

^̂ ^ Qtd. in McCandless 3. 

'̂ ^ Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 98. 
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she could not be responsible for releasing Nelema. When Wintrhop broaches the 

subject of selecting a mate for Hope—one who will "put jesses on this wild bird"— 

Fletcher says, "Methinks . . . you are over-hasty in proposing to match Hope Leslie 

with this stranger [Gardiner]."^^^ In trying to protect Hope, Fletcher is not just 

apprehensive over how little they know about Gardiner, but he would like to postpone 

pushing her into marriage. It has been in his "daily reveries" a dream that he "might 

live to see these children [Hope and Everell] of two saints in heaven united."^^^ On 

another occasion, he tries to intervene for Hope when she has been asked to relate her 

adventures in relation to a secret meeting, arranged by Magawisca, to see her sister— 

worried "that she might, in her fearless frankness, discredit herself "^°^ And he 

rejoices when Hope and his son Everell are finally free to marry: "Sainted 

mothers! . . . look down on your children, and bless them!" With Hope, Fletcher 

exhibits a more lenient form of patriarchy that historian Daniel Blake Smith attributes 

to the next century: "a movement. . . toward a strikingly affectionate, self

consciously private family environment in which children became the center of 

indulgent attention."^^^ When the young intense William Fletcher unthinkingly 

wields his patriarchal power, he loses those he loves. As he grows older, he loosens 

^̂ ^ Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 155. 

*̂ ^ Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 152. 

^^'^ Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 269. 

^̂ ^ Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 347. 

°̂̂  Qtd. in Karen Lystra, Searching the Heart: Women. Men, and Romantic 
Love in Nineteenth-Centurv America (New York: Oxford UP, 1989) 227. 
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the reins on his own emotions and enjoys the affection he shares with his ward, Hope 

Leslie. 

The tme woman who submits to William Fletcher's will is Martha Fletcher. 

Christopher Castiglia suggests that Sedgwick pattems Mrs. Fletcher after her own 

mother. Fletcher's wife possesses all of the tme-woman attributes of purity, piety, 

submission, and domesticity, excelling in submission. When "the elders" urge the 

union between Martha and Fletcher, they extol her virtues: she has "all the meek 

graces that befitted a godly maiden and dutiftil helpmate."^^° Her "godly" nature 

assumes her purity and her piety. In her submission, she closely resembles Pamela 

Sedgwick, Sedgewick's mother. Pamela writes to her husband, saying, "Submission 

is my duty, and, however hard, I will try to practice what reason teaches me I am 

under obligation to do."^^^ Mrs. Fletcher feels much the same way when her husband 

announces that they are to move into the wilderness: "Mrs. Fletcher received his 

decision as all wives of that age of undisputed masculine supremacy . . . would do, 

with meek submission." She knows of the dangers of the outpost, but she also 

knows she must accept her husband's decision. In her obedience as the submissive 

wife, she expects protection in retum. Castiglia affirms that "[s]he has unwavering 

faith in the protection offered by men."^^^ Because the husband's patriarchal duty 

'̂° Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 14. 

^̂ ^ Sedgwick, Power 59. 

112 Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 16. 

^̂ ^ Christopher Castiglia, "In Praise of Extra-vagant Women: Hope Leslie and 
the Captivity Romance," Legacy 6.2 (1989): 7. 
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includes protection, her faith is not unwarranted. Unfortunately, her faith proves 

groundless. In another form of submission, Mrs. Fletcher must do as Sedgwick's 

mother did, submit to being second place in Fletcher's eyes. Mrs. Fletcher writes to 

her husband that she had "ever known that [hers] was Leah's portion—that [she] was 

not the chosen and the loved one."̂ *"̂  The Biblical allusion to Leah's portion stems 

from the story of Jacob, who works seven years to eam the right to marry his beloved 

Rachel. Her father switches his elder daughter Leah for Rachel the night of the 

wedding (Gen. 29.15-25). Mrs. Fletcher has told her husband previously that "it is 

the nature of a woman to crave the first place."^^^ Sedgwick also longed for "first 

place" in someone's life: "There is yeaming in my heart for a more intense feeling 

than I can ever call forth O this second best to all is a hard condition."^ ̂ ^ In her 

last correspondence with her husband, Mrs. Fletcher signs her letter, "thy ever faithful 

and loving and obedient wife," proving herself submissive to the end. 

Mrs. Fletcher also manages her domesticity with grace. Karen Lystra, in 

Searching the Heart, relates that "[t]ypically, women asserted themselves . . . in 

concems of childrearing, health and sickness, domestic purchases and household 

management, food preparation, and standards of morality and behavior within the 

^̂"̂  Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 35. 

^̂ ^ Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 20. 

^̂ ^ Sedgwick. Power 127. 

^̂ ^ Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 36. 
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home." Fletcher has left his wife with these responsibilities for three seasons, 

including the winter months. Within her domestic realm, she has over a dozen people 

under her care. Daily meal preparation, alone, for that many people would be a 

monumental task. The narrator assures the reader of Mrs. Fletcher's domestic ability 

in the following excerpt: 

Mr. Fletcher was detained,... and the fall, winter, and earliest months of 
spring wore away before he was able to set his face homeward. In the mean 
time, his little community at Bethel proceeded more harmoniously than could 
have been hoped from the discordant materials of which it was composed. 
This was owing, in great part, to the wise gentle Mrs. Fletcher . . . all were 
obedient to the silent influence that controlled, without being perceived. ̂  ̂ ^ 

The "discordant materials" included three small daughters and an infant son; Everell, 

their eldest child, and an Indian maiden, Magawisca, near his own age; her brother, 

Oneco; Mr. Fletcher's ward. Faith, and her aunt, Mrs. Grafton; a household servant. 

Jennet, and three men servants, Digby, Hutton, and Darby. Each presents a different 

problem, but in her gentle wisdom, she manages well—until the Indian attack. In the 

absence of the protection she deserves, Mrs. Fletcher dies with four of her children 

when Mononotto, Magawisca and Oneco's father, avenges his children's captivity. 

After the massacre, Magawisca berates her father for shedding "innocent blood": 

"Yonder roof. . . had sheltered thy children—the wing of the motherbird was spread 

over us."'^^ Mrs. Fletcher took the Indian children into her home treating them well, 

but Mononotto was filled with revenge for the loss of his family. As Gossett and 

*̂̂  Lystra 138. 

*̂ ^ Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 29-30. 

*̂ ^ Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 74. 
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Bardes assert, "Mrs. Fletcher's 'wing' is inadequate" to protect her children. ̂ ^̂  The 

protection she needs should come from her husband. Mrs. Fletcher is an exemplary 

tme woman, fiilfilling her role until her death. 

Another of Sedgwick's patriarchal characters, John Winthrop, also serves as 

the govemor of the Massachusetts Bay area. The character Winthrop is based on the 

historical John Winthrop, who wrote one of Sedgwick's sources for her novel. 

Another of her sources, Magnalia Christi Americana by Cotton Mather, provides 

insight into the man Sedgwick uses as a model for her character. Mather relates, 

"To teach them [the new emigrants from England] Fmgality necessary for those 

times, he abridged himself of a Thousand comfortable things, which he had allow'd 

himself elsewhere. . . . But at the same time his Liberality unto the Needy was even 

beyond measure Generous."^^^ He goes on to say that Winthrop was noted for 

"giving soft Answers." as well as for "his Gentleness, his Forbearance, and his 

Longanimity [patience]." In the portrayal of her character Winthrop, Sedgwick 

stays remarkably close to the man chronicled in the history of the Massachusetts Bay. 

She describes him as having "been a model of private virtue, gracious and gentle in 

1 ^A 

his manners, and exact in the observance of all gentlemanly courtesy," but as the 

novel develops, she places a little doubt in the minds of her readers as to her sincerity 

^̂ ^ Gossett and Bardes 21. 

^̂ ^ Cotton Mather, Magnalia Christi Americana. Books I and II. ed. Kenneth 
B. Murdock (1702; Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1977) 217. 

^̂ ^ Mather 219. 
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in this description. Gossett and Bardes state that "[t]he govemor is portrayed as a 

firm but kindly leader of impeccable moral character."^^^ The historical Winthrop 

demonstrates the "firm but kindly" in his dealings with Anne Hutchinson, accused of 

Antinomianism. Her belief in salvation by grace contradicted the Puritan belief in 

"justification by works."*^^ Although Hutchinson scomed legalism, she did not 

believe that saved-by-grace exempted a believer from moral obligation. However, 

Winthrop feared that her "ideas might be countenancing licentiousness."^ '̂̂  James 

Kendall Hosmer, editor of Winthrop's Joumal. said in a note that Hutchinson "carried 

with her the Boston church, hardly any but Winthrop and Wilson the pastor 

withstanding her." Winthrop, in his position as govemor, had the power to 

overmle any dissenters. He had to have a strong conviction of his theology to go 

against so many who had adopted Hutchinson's beliefs. As with Sedgwick's 

character, Winthrop seemed to hold steady once he set his course. Concemed "that so 

opposite parties could not contain in the same body without. . . hazard of min to the 

whole," Winthrop felt he had to consider the "public good."^^^ Hosmer states that 

Hutchinson and her followers were "people of the first distinction" and Winthrop 

"must have executed with acute suffering the sentences of the court" to banish 

125 Gossett and Bardes 19. 

^̂ ^ James Kendall Hosmer, ed., Wintrhop's Joumal: History of New England, 
by John Winthrop, vol. 1 (1908; New York: Bames and Noble, 1959) 195. 

^̂ ^ Hosmer 195. 

^̂ ^ Hosmer 195. 

^̂ ^ Hosmer 241. 
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them. In his firmness, he banished many of those who adhered to their saved-by-

grace beliefs, but in his kindness, its being winter, he provided for Hutchinson in a 

"private house."^^^ However, that he did not allow for beliefs that deviated from his 

own suggests a tyranny that belies his benevolence. Sedgwick's fictional Winthrop, 

who vacillates between firmness and kindness, attains much of his significance in the 

novel in his relationship with the two heroines. In the private home sphere, he 

becomes responsible for the spirited Hope Leslie. In the public sphere, as govemor, 

he must judge the noble Magawisca, daughter of Mononotto. 

Winthrop takes Hope into his home when she frees Nelema, the Indian 

woman who saved the life of Hope's tutor, Mr. Cradock. He did not judge Hope, but 

his residence became her place of exile for her suspected release of Nelema. The 

story of Nelema may have been inspired by an incident of assumed witchcraft 

recorded in Winthrop's joumal. Margaret Jones "of Charlestown was indicted and 

found guilty of witchcraft, and hanged for it." One of her offenses included 
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"practising physic" using "aniseed, liquors, etc.," "such things as were harmless." 

Similarly, Nelema uses herbs, made into a "liquor," and incantations to cure Mr. 

Cradock of his snakebite wound. The local magistrates pronounce Nelema 

"worthy of death; but as the authority of [the] magistrates does not extend to life. 

'̂ ° Hosmer 241. 

^̂ ^ Hosmer 240. 

'̂ ^ Winthrop, vol 2, 344. 

^" Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 104. 
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limb, or banishment, her fate is referred to the court at Boston."̂ •̂ '* Hope, convicted 

of the injustice of such a decision, helps the Indian woman escape. For her defiance, 

Hope is sent to live under the "pious instmction and counsel" of Mrs. Winthrop and 

the patriarchal mle of Govemor Winthrop. ̂ ^̂  As a member of his household, Hope is 

subject to his authority. During her stay in Boston, Winthrop tells Fletcher, Hope's 

guardian, that "she hath not. . . that passiveness, that, next to godUness, is woman's 

best virtue." Hope has an independent spirit and a strong feeling for what she 

views as injustice. In an effort to curtail her free spirit, Winthrop proposes to Fletcher 

that it is time for her to become betrothed. Christopher Castiglia claims, "John 

Winthrop himself stoops to matchmaking."^^"^ At this time in history, the father or 

guardian had the right and the power to tell their female children or wards "when they 

could be married, and to whom."^^^ Winthrop solicits Fletcher's help and his blessing 

in selecting a husband for Hope as part of his responsibility in a patriarchal society. 

He admits to being "impatient to put jesses on this wild bird of [Fletcher's], while she 

11Q 

is on [their] perch." In his impatience, he suggests Sir Philip Gardiner, who just 

arrived that day from England on the same ship as Everell, Fletcher's son. Winthrop 

'̂ '̂  Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 109. 

^̂ ^ Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 114. 

^̂ ^ Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 153. 

*̂ ^ Castiglia 9. 

^̂ ^ Elshtain 215. 
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Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 155. 
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does not know the man who wrote Gardiner's letter of introduction. And he glosses 

over how little he actually knows about Gardiner, being influenced by his "language 

and deportment," an oversight that leaves Hope unprotected. ̂ "̂^ Fletcher does not 

agree to Gardiner as a prospective husband to his ward; he agrees only to whatever 

"will promote the spiritual prosperity of those dear to [him] as [his] own soul."^^^ 

Another instance of Winthrop's control occurs when Hope arrives home late for 

evening devotions. She will not explain her absence, and Winthrop accuses her of 

taking" liberties unsuitable to [her] youth, and in violation of that deference due to the 

mle and observances of [his] household."^"*^ She knows the mles she must abide by 

in Winthrop's home, and one of them is attending family devotions. Because she 

fails to comply and offers no excuse, Winthrop, to maintain his authority, must voice 

his disapproval of her behavior. He loosens his hold on the "mle and observances" 

slightly, when Hope escapes from Mononotto and his son, Oneco. Winthrop 

expresses the "good will beaming in his benevolent face" by forgiving Hope of her 

secrecy. ̂ "̂^ His benevolence may stem from remorse for his part in the scheme that 

causes her to be abducted. Within the confines of patriarchy, Winthrop is just in his 

actions, but Sedgwick, by valorizing Hope in each incident that stretches the 

boundaries of patriarchal mle, seems to question these confines. 

^"^ Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 155. 

"̂̂^ Sedgwick. Hope Leslie 155. 

"̂̂^ Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 176. 

^̂ ^ Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 269. 
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As govemor, Winthrop serves in a patriarchal role over the community. In his 

omniscience as leader and advisor, he conspires with Gardiner to capture Magawisca 

and her father Mononotto. Rumors of discontent among the Indians cause Winthrop 

to believe "a renegade Indian, formerly one of the counsellors and favourites of 

Miantunnomoh," who tells "the Governor the secret hostility of his chief towards the 

English; which, he said, had been stimulated to activity by the old Pequod chief 

[Mononotto], and the renowned maiden Magawisca."^"^ Winthrop and Gardiner's 

conspiracy to capture Mononotto and Magawisca goes awry. Instead, they capture 

Magawisca and Faith, Hope's sister, but Mononotto and his son Oneco escape, taking 

Hope with them. Winthrop, believing, as he did with Anne Hutchinson, that "private 

feelings must yield to the public good," puts Magawisca in prison. ̂ "̂^ This Indian girl 

saved Everell's life, but her brave act has no bearing on her threat to "state affairs."^"^ 

Winthrop must now sit in judgement on Magawisca. In an effort to describe the 

compassion with which the historical Governor Winthrop judged, Mather relates that 

someone told Winthrop that "in an hard and long Winter, when Wood was very 

scarce at Boston.. . .a needy Person in the Neighbourhood stole Wood sometimes 

from his [Winthrop's] Pile." Telling the man who reported the offense that he would 

"cure" the offender of stealing, the Govemor called the offender before him and said 

to him, "Friend. It is a severe winter, and I doubt vou are but meanly provided for 

^^ Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 248. 

^̂ ^ Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 234. 

146 Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 264. 
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Wood: wherefore I would have you supply your self at mv Wood-Pile till this cold 

season be over."^^^ Sedgwick questions Winthrop's compassion by his indecision as 

he listens to Magawisca's plea: "to my dying mother, thou didst promise, kindness to 

her children. In her name, I demand of thee death or liberty." In her notes on her 

text, Sedgwick documents the interaction between Governor Winthrop and 

Mononotto's wife, who asked that "she might not be injured, either as to her offspring 

or personal honour." Winthrop agreed, taking responsibility for their care and 

promising "their protection and kind treatment."^''^ The character Winthrop, being 

reminded of his promise in addition to being surrounded by the emotional chant of 

"liberty" in the courtroom, is touched. He tums away "to hide tears more becoming 

to the man, than the magistrate."^"^^ For the first time, Winthrop must choose between 

his "private feelings" and the "public good." With the promise he made to 

Magawisca's mother ringing in his ears, he is not willing to pronounce judgment on 

her daughter, so he adjoums "the sitting of the court till one month from the present 

date."^^° In the midst of cries for her freedom, Winthrop sends Magawisca back to 

the dungeon that is worse than death to her. As with Nelema, he leaves Hope and 

Magawisca "no way to act within the system."^^^ T. Gregory Garvey says that 

^̂"̂  Mather 218. 

"̂̂^ Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 351. 

^̂ ^ Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 293. 

^̂ ° Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 292. 

^̂ ^ Gossett and Bardes 21. 
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"Sedgwick chooses legal trials as the settings in which she dramatizes the Puritan 

authorities' inability to cope with situations where moral and legal justice are in 

conflict." Tom between the majestic presence of Magawisca and the promise she 

represents and the unsubstantiated claim of wrongdoing against her, the court, with 

Winthrop as its head, cannot arrive at a decision. In a state of legal paralysis, he and 

the court send "Magawisca to languish in prison until she can be retried."^^^ Hope, 

who feels the moral injustice of their indecision, has no reservations as to 

Magawisca's innocence and sets her free. Gladys Brooks, in Three Wise Virgins, 

asserts that these two heroines "stand side by side to fight the rigid code of the 

Puritans as personified by Govemor Winthrop."^^"^ Winthrop, especially in relation to 

Hope and Magawisca, is a contradiction of benevolence and rigidity. Sedgwick tries 

to balance his stemness with glimpses at a softer side, but his unyielding authority 

conflicts with his compassion. The author implies sympathy with the persona, but 

she censures the patriarchy he represents. 

Mrs. Winthrop functions as the tme woman to John Winthrop's patriarchal 

male. Mary Kelley, in the introduction to Hope Leslie, notes that this character is 

based on the historical Winthrop's third wife, Margaret Tyndal, and that she "fulfilled 

' " T. Gregory Garvey, "Risking Reprisal: Catharine Sedgwick's Hope Leslie 
and the Legitimation of Public Action by Women," American Transcendental 
Ouarteriv 8 (1994): 293. 

153 Garvey 294. 

^̂"̂  Brooks 189. 
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the role prescribed for women" during the Colonial period.̂ ^^ As Winthrop's 

helpmeet, Mrs. Winthrop "recognised [sic] . . . the duty of unqualified obedience 

from the wife to the husband, her appointed lord and master," and "like a horse easy 

on the bit, she was guided by the slightest intimation from him who held the rein."^^^ 

Sedgwick uses animal imagery with Hope and Mrs. Winthrop. In each instance, the 

image involves hamessing as a way of controlling—with Hope, Winthrop wants to 

'put jesses on that wild bird" and with Mrs. Winthrop, she is "like a horse easy on the 

bit." As the controlling element, men view women as they do animals—all are 

subject to their authority. The harsher term of "jesses," a strap around the leg of a 

bird to which a leash may be attached,̂ ^^ suggests that Winthrop feels Hope needs 

restraints to keep her under control. As for Mrs. Winthrop, she is "easy on the bit," 

implying that she needs no restraint and little guidance, although she is still under her 

husband's control. In Searching the Heart. Karen Lystra quotes an excerpt from a 

nineteenth-century letter in which a young woman repeats her husband's view of 

women, a view that seems to apply to Mrs. Winthrop: "you didn't think women 

amounted to much except as an appendage."^^^ As an "appendage" to her husband, 

Mrs. Winthrop not only remains under his control but functions in accord with his 

1985). 

^̂ ^ Kelley, introduction xxi. 

^̂ ^ Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 144, 145. 

^̂ ^ Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 155, 145. 

^̂ ^ "Jess," American Heritage Dictionary, 2"'̂  ed. (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 

^̂ ^ Qtd. in Lystra 207. 
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wishes. At one point, she even assumes to speak for him—"I can answer for the 

Governor, that he will overlook the disturbance of this evening, provided you are 

discreet in future"—in order to diffuse a tense situation with Hope. Despite her 

presumption, she remains submissive to her husband. Leland Person, in his article 

"The American Eve," claims "Sedgwick is especially severe in depicting the status of 

women and their relationship to male authority."^^^ Mrs. Winthrop has been so 

indoctrinated into the patriarchal system that she accepts without question her role as 

the submissive, obedient wife. Sedgwick criticizes the society that oppresses women 

through the unquestioning acquiescence of characters such as Mrs. Winthrop and 

Mrs. Fletcher. 

Mononotto, another of Sedgwick's patriarchal characters, heads his household 

and a nation, a nation almost obliterated by white settlers. Elizabeth Dodson Gray, in 

her book Patriarchy as a Conceptual Trap, states that "a group of feminist 

anthropologists reported . . . that every culture they knew was, in their judgment, 

patriarchal."^^^ In view of their research, Mononotto can logically be considered a 

patriarchal figure. Mononotto and his brother Sassacus are based on the historical 

Peqoud chiefs by the same names. In her fiction, Sedgwick polarizes these two 

brothers, saying the "difference of feeling between the two chiefs, may account for 

the apparent treachery of the Pequods." Sassacus, violating "their treaties of 

^̂ ^ Leland S. Person, Jr., "American Eve: Miscegenation and a Feminist 
Frontier Fiction." American Ouarteriv 37 (1985): 680. 

^̂ ^ Elizabeth Dodson Gray, Patriarchy as a Conceptual Trap (Wellesley, MA: 
RoundtableP, 1982)22. 
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friendship" inflicts "on [the English traders] cmehies and death," while Mononotto 

receives them "with favour and hospitality."^" The "murders of Stone, Norton, and 

Oldham," possibly at the hand of Sassacus, cause the settlers to attack the Pequods.'^^ 

As Sedgwick relates it, the Pequod War consists of two battles; both initiated 

by the English. Not until she describes a bmtal massacre of primarily women and 

children does Sedgwick reveal that the attacks by the English are incited by the 

murders of three men by the Pequods. Dana Nelson, in "Sympathy as Strategy in 

Sedgwick's Hope Leslie," comments on the placement of the massacre of the 

Pequods before the massacre of the Fletcher family and Magawisca's waming that 

"when the hour of vengeance comes,. . . remember it was provoked."^^"* Mary 

Kelley, who wrote the introduction to Hope Leslie, states that "by preceding her tale 

of the murders with Magawisca's chronicle of the massacre, Sedgwick has effectively 

complicated readers' reactions and rendered a facile outrage against the Indians 

impossible." Sedgwick carefully arranges the events of the war and the ensuing 

massacre of the Fletchers to elicit sympathy for the Indians. The aftermath of the war 

between the Pequods and the English leaves Mononotto's authority over his family 

shaken and the respect of his race diminished. On the night that the English massacre 

^" Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 56. 
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Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 56. 

Dana Nelson, "Sympathy as Strategy in Sedgwick's Hope Leslie." Culture 
of Sentiment: Race. Gender, and Sentimentalitv in Nineteenth-Century America, ed. 
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the Pequods, Mononotto and Sassacus "had called a council of [their] chiefs, and old 

men" away from their home camp.̂ ^^ Left unprotected, all the women and children 

are murdered except for the wife and four young children of Mononotto, who hid in a 

"cavity" under a rock in their hut; two of the children die later.̂ '̂̂  His eldest son, only 

sixteen, is beheaded. The men who have been present at the council accuse 

Mononotto of being responsible for the bmtality because of his friendship with the 

English. In his absence, his tribe has been decimated. The second battle of the 

Pequod War does not come as a surprise, but Monoco, Mononotto's wife, urges the 

"fragments of [her] broken tribe" to "[g]o forth and avenge" them.̂ ^^ Monoco and 

her children are spared, when the English attack, because a soldier recognizes her, but 

they are taken captive. ̂ ^̂  Mononotto has lost his tribe to death and has lost his family 

to death and captivity, all at the hands of the English. To regain his lost esteem and to 

redeem his captive children, this patriarchal leader massacres much of the Fletcher 

family and takes the eldest son to sacrifice for the loss of his own. Dana Nelson 

justifies Mononotto's action as the result of the wrongs he receives. Gregory 

Garvey, on the other hand, sees Mononotto's plan to murder Everell Fletcher as a 

blatant misuse of "legal authority" in an attempt to repair his damaged reputation. 

*̂ ^ Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 47. 

^̂"̂  Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 49. 

^̂ ^ Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 51, 52. 

^̂ ^ Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 53. 

170 Nelson 197. 
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Garvey goes on to point out the irony of Mononotto's choice for avenging the death 

of his son: Everell "is the most sympathetic to the Pequod cause."^^^ Everell has also 

proven himself worthy, through his defense of his mother and his lack of fear in the 

face of death, to be sacrificed for his son. As Everell and Mononotto stand before the 

sacrificial rock, the chief yells to the spectators, "My people have told me I bore a 

woman's heart towards the enemy. Ye shall see. I will pour out this English boy's 
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blood to the last drop and give his flesh and bones to the dogs and wolves." 

Magawisca, the chiefs daughter, in disobedience to Mononotto the father and 

Mononotto the chief, becomes the sacrifice as she intervenes to save Everell from his 

unjust fate. Magawisca, treated as a family member by Mrs. Fletcher and a friend and 

confidante by Everell, begs for mercy from her father at the time of the Fletchers' 

massacre. On the ttail as she pleads for Everell's release, she tells her father, 

"Mononotto has found his daughter, but I have not found my father."*"̂ ^ She feels the 

injustice and the fiitility of her father's actions, which, in her heart, release her from 

her obligation to obey. While attempting to regain his lost status, Mononotto maims 

his daughter and fails to effect revenge. In one act, he demonstrates his impotence 

both as a father and a leader. In a sense, the English have stripped Mononotto of his 

power and his freedom. They killed most of his people, an act he must avenge to 

redeem his honor, and they forced him from his land. Through Mononotto, Sedgwick 

"̂̂^ Garvey 291, 295. 

^'^^ Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 92. 

173 Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 92. 
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does not so much judge patriarchy as she quesfions the rights of the English that 

supersede those of the Indians. 

The author reveals little of Mononotto's wife, Monoco, other than her nobility 

and her bravery. Because Magawisca and Mononotto interact more frequently than 

the chief and his wife, Magawisca seems a more ideal counterpart to the patriarchal 

figure of Mononotto, even though she is his daughter instead of his wife. Magawisca 

does not serve as a tme woman, however, nor, as has been established, does she serve 

as an obedient daughter. In her introduction to Hope Leslie. Mary Kelley asserts that 

Magawisca "is the only Indian woman in early American fiction invested with 

substance and strength."^"^^ She parallels Hope in her "substance and strength." They 

both have an innate sense of moral good over man-made laws and the independence 

to follow their consciences. Kelley claims that they have the "same reliance upon 

conscience." She quotes Sedgwick as having given Hope a conscience "inscribed by 

the finger of God." During her trial Magawisca makes the same claim: "the Great 

Spirit hath written his laws on the hearts of his original children." Magawisca 

stmggles with her conscience when she must decide between allegiance to her father 

and allegiance to Mrs. Fletcher and her family. Knowing that waming the Fletchers 

would put her father in danger, she tries to find Mononotto to avert any possibility of 

harm to the Fletchers. Unsuccessful in her attempt, she then begs her father to stop 

'̂ "̂  Kelley, introduction xxvi. 

^̂ ^ Kelley, introduction xxvi. 

^̂ ^ Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 287. 
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when he attacks the unprotected Fletcher family. Finally, she stands as a shield 

before Mrs. Fletcher, saying, "You shall hew me to pieces ere you touch her." That 

1 77 

she fails to save the life of her "benefactress" does not diminish her bravery. In 

the most heroic act of the novel, Magawisca defies her father and actually becomes 

the shield that saves Everell's life. She would have given her life for him and thinks 

she has: "I have bought his life with my own."^^^ The Indian people gathered to 

watch the sacrifice "[a]ll—the dullest and coldest paid involuntary homage to the 

heroic girl, as if she were a superior being, guided and upheld by supematural 

power."^^^ By following her conscience, Magawisca tries to save Mrs. Fletcher and 

loses her arm to save Everell, while unintentionally gaining the admiration of her 

people. 

Carol J. Singley, in "Catharine Maria Sedgwick's Hope Leslie: Radical 

Fronfier Romance," says "Magawisca represents the integrity of the Native American 

woman."^^° The Indian maiden takes pride in her heritage. Sedgwick valorizes this 

Magawisca by pairing her with a traditional heroine with similar traits. She also 

endows her with intelligence and beauty. Mrs. Fletcher writes to her husband of 

Magawisca's "rare gifts of mind, and other and outward beauties."^^^ In relation to 

^'''^ Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 63. 

"̂̂^ Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 93. 

"̂̂^ Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 93. 

^̂ ° Singley 116. 

181 Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 32. 
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her "integrity" as a "Native American woman," she possesses what Cheri Louise 

Ross, in "(Re)Writing the Fronfier Romance," terms "ethnic pride." This pride 

"surfaces as Hope reacts negatively to Faith [Hope's sister] and Oneco's 

[Magawisca's brother's] marriage."^" Hope's exclamation—"My sister married to 

an Indian!"—incites the following rebuff from Magawisca: 

Yes—an Indian, in whose veins mns the blood of the strongest, the fleetest of 
the children of the forest, who never tumed their backs on friends or enemies, 
and whose souls have retumed to the Great Spirit, stainless as they came from 
him. Think ye that your blood will be conupted by mingling with this 
stream?^^^ 

Hope's initial reaction to her sister's marriage reflects the reaction typical during 

Sedgwick's era. James Fenimore Cooper, who wrote The Last of the Mohicans the 

year before Sedgwick wrote Hope Leslie, kills off his heroine Cora rather than have 

her marry an Indian. Two Indians love her: "Magua, an enemy of the English, and 

Uncas, 'the last of the Mohicans' who is sympathetic to the British cause."^ '̂̂  To 

resolve the problem of miscegenation. Cooper eliminates Cora, Magua, and Uncas. 

Three years before Sedgwick published Hope Leslie. Lydia Maria Child wrote 

Hobomok. A Tale of Early Times, depicting a marriage between her heroine, Mary 

Conant, and an Indian, Hobomok. The couple has a child, but the author does not 

allow the marriage to last. Mary's first love, Charles Brown, having been reported 

dead, retums. In a note in her joumal article, Ross states that when Brown retums 

^̂ ^ Cheri Louise Ross, "(Re)Writing the Frontier Romance: Catharine Maria 
Sedgwick's Hope Leslie." CLA Joumal 39.3 (1996): 337. 
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Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 188. 

^̂ ^ Foster 91. 
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"Hobomok relinquishes his wife and fades into the forest; the child later goes to 

Harvard, and all traces of his Indian heritage are erased."^^^ Child permits marriage 

between an English woman and an Indian man, yet she not only replaces the Indian 

with an Englishman, but she also submerges Mary's half-Indian child into English 

society, eradicating the other half of his heritage. Of these three authors, Sedgwick is 

the only one to portray a lasting "mutually loving, gentle, and respectfiil" marriage 

between an English woman and an Indian man.̂ ^^ Kelley believes that the marriage 

must have met with "repugnance" from "neariy all of Sedgwick's contemporaries."^^'^ 

However, Sandra Zagarell says that Sedgwick has Hope "come to honor " the 

marriage between her sister. Faith, and Oneco.̂ ^^ After her first reacfion to their 

marriage, Hope begins to see that her sister has become a part of Oneco's culture, and 

she accepts their union. 

The same "ethnic pride" that causes Magawisca to recoil over Hope's first 

reaction to Faith and Oneco's marriage provides her strength when she faces the 

judges at her trial. She stands before her accusers bravely and majestically, saying, 

"I am your prisoner, and ye may slay me, but I deny your right to judge me. My 

people have never passed under your yoke—not one of my race has ever 

^̂ ^ Ross 322-3. 

*̂ ^ Singley 121. 

Kelley, introducfion xxxiii. 

^̂ ^ Sandra A. Zagarell, "Expanding 'America': Lydia Sigoumey's Sketch of 
Connecticut. Catharine Sedgwick's Hope Leslie. Tulsa Studies in Women's 
Literature 6.2 (1987): 238. 
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acknowledged your authority." ^̂ ^ She refiises to confess or deny her guih. 

Magawisca even takes charge of the proceedings when she presents Gardiner's 

cmcifix and accuses him of deception. When the trial is postponed for a month to 

await Gardiner's testimony, she asks for death rather than more rime in prison. To 

assure her death, she confesses: "Take my own word, I am your enemy; the sunbeam 

and the shadow cannot mingle. The white man cometh—the Indian vanisheth. Can 

we grasp in friendship the hand raised to strike us?"*^° Kelley claims that with these 

words Magawisca "signaled the fate of the indigenous population."^^^ She is proud of 

her heritage, but she knows from the near extinction of her own tribe that when "the 

white man cometh— t̂he Indian vanisheth!" 

Another similarity between Magawisca and Hope is their willingness to 

challenge "established authority." Kelley notes that "even with the difference in 

cultures, Magawisca . . . has to confront a patriarchal order."^^^ Her father rebukes 

her and tells her to be silent when she begs him to release Everell unharmed. She 

openly defies her father by preventing his execution of Everell. Kelley refers to 

Magawisca's intervention as her "ultimate act of resistance" against the patriarchal 

1 Q1 

order and her most heroic act. During her trial, she challenges the court, denying 

^̂ ^ Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 286. 

^̂ ° Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 292. 

'̂ ^ Kelley, introduction xxxiv. 

^̂ ^ Kelley, introduction xxvii. 

'̂ ^ Kelley, introduction xxvii. 
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them the right to judge her. Magawisca and Hope challenge a patriarchal society that 

valorizes legal over moral justice. T. Gregory Garvey, in "Risking Reprisal," aptly 

describes Hope and Magawisca: 'As agents of crisis resolution, they work to reassert 

the primacy of moral justice over political expediencey."^^"^ Magawisca, in her 

majestic countenance and her eloquence, strikes awe in own people as well as in the 

settlers, as she rebels against the patriarchal system. 

The next character type designed for this study to examine the men in 

Sedgwick's novel is the poseur. As part of the conflict, the poseur may be villainous 

or tyrannical or egotistically dandified, or he may be all of these. The conflict he 

creates usually involves the heroine. Sedgwick's poseur has some of the traits of a 

dandy but has the heart of a villain, targeting his treachery at both of her heroines. 

The author bases her poseur and villain on "the historical Sir Christopher Gardiner 

who came to New England before Winthrop" with his mistress, Mary Groves. ̂ ^̂  In 

his joumal, Winthrop records that Sir Christopher was "accused to have two wives in 

England."^^^ Hosmer, editor of Winthrop's joumal, amplifies the historian's entry by 

adding, "[Gardiner's] life was not reputable nor did he avoid giving occasion for 

suspicion."^^^ Although Sedgwick did not have the advantage of Hosmer's note, her 

research provided enough about Gardiner's character to support her decision to 

^̂ ^ Garvey 292. 

^̂ ^ Bell 217. 

*̂ ^ Winthrop vol. 1,63. 

^̂"̂  Winthrop vol. 1,63. 
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pattem her villainous poseur after him. She does, however, change his name to Sir 

Philip Gardiner and that of his mistress to Rosa. Sedgwick may have chosen the 

name Philip from the Spanish kings who reigned during the sixteenth and seventeenth 

centuries. Philip II championed the Roman Catholic faith. ̂ ^̂  Gardiner is a Catholic 

posing as a Puritan. In this role, he represents "the dangers of European 

cormpfion." Winthrop made clear in his joumal the feelings of the Puritans toward 

Catholics, whom they termed Papists, by referring to them as "ill neighbors."^°^ 

Sedgwick surely has this prejudice in mind when she creates her poseur. The author 

reveals the first clue of deceit in Gardiner by his dress: "elaborately puritanical, still 

there was a certain elegance about it, which indicated that his taste had reluctantly 

yielded to his principles. . . . [A]mong the puritans, he looked much like a 'dandy 

quaker [sic].'" This description suggests that "Clothes-wearing Man" Thomas 

Carlyle refers to in his definition of a dandy—"A Man whose trade, office and 

existence consists in wearing Clothes." Even as he poses as a Puritan, his clothes 

belie his sincerity. To further accomplish his deception, he forces his mistress, Rosa, 

to dress as his page. Rather mnning from than mnning to, Gardiner left England 

under a cloud to join his "old friend and patron, Thomas Morton," notorious for 

^̂ ^ "Philip," Worid Book Encvclopedia (Chicago: Field Enterprises 
Educational Corporation, 1977). 

'̂̂  Bell 219. 

^̂ ° Winthrop vol. 1,97. 

^̂ ^ Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 124-5. 
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"Merry Mount."^^^ Morton took over the leadership of the settlement that is now 

Quincy, Massachusetts, which he named Ma-re-Mount around 1625. Because of his 

"licentious practices," the town became known as "Merry Mount." Morton also 

"violated the frontier code by trading gunpowder and liquor to the Indians for furs." 

An Anglican unwilling to abide by the Puritan laws, he was retumed to England more 

than once and spent one year in the jail in Massachusetts Bay.̂ "̂* Sedgwick's 

fictional Thomas Morton, at the time of Gardiner's arrival, resides in the Boston jail. 

Finding Morton in jail, Gardiner alters his plans to include taking control of the Leslie 

fortune and title, by marrying Hope Leslie. In his pursuit, his posture is so effective 

that he wins the blessing of the Winthrops, who are anxious to see her under the 

"authority of a husband." Of the threat to which this blessing exposes Hope, 

Leland Person, in "The American Eve," says, "Hope Leslie has far more to fear from 

the white, civilized male than her sister has to fear from her Indian abductor (whom 

she has known since childhood)."^^^ Cheri Louise Ross, in her joumal article, 

expounds on Person's assertion by describing Gardiner as the "epitome of the 'white 

civilized male'" and the author of "the only threats to Hope's chastity."^^^ Gardiner 

vows to "win [Hope's] heart" if he can, but, if she resists, he will abduct her. While 

°̂̂  Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 198. 

^̂ "̂  "Morton, Thomas," Oxford Companion to American Literature. 5^ ed. 
(New York: Oxford UP, 1983). 

Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 154. 

^̂ ^ Person 680. 

^̂ ^ Ross 332. 
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planning her abduction, he adds that if he cannot subdue her "before the end of the 

voyage, . . . she must then submit to stern necessity, which even a woman's will could 

not oppose."^^^ As Gardiner's plans develop, his threat to Hope becomes more 

imposing. His interference in her plan to see her sister exposes her to "risk among 

Chaddock's men."^^^ Chaddock, a disreputable ship's captain, has the reputation in 

the colonies as a "notorious contemner of ordinances," to which Gardiner adds in a 

letter to a friend in England, "he is the same bold desperado we knew." When 

Hope escapes from Oneco, she encounters Chaddock's men, who pursue her, "all, 

hooting and shouting." She "felt that death was her only deliverance." Gardiner 

not only poses as a threat to Hope, but he also creates a more devastating threat to her 

from Chaddock's men by his interference. 

Cheri Ross observes that "Hope is not [Gardiner's] first victim."^^^ Rosa, 

posing as his page, falls victim to Gardiner before the novel begins. With Rosa, 

Gardiner takes advantage of her innocence. He courts her, seduces her, and then 

discards her. Fanny Fem describes his type well in her article, "Hour-Glass 

Thoughts": "The polluted libertine, with foul lips, hackneyed heart, but polished 

manners, finds smiling welcome at the beauteous lips of Virtue; while, from the brow 

208 Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 202, 317. 

°̂̂  Ross 332. 

^̂ ° Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 202. 

^ '̂ Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 240. 

212 Ross 332. 
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on which that libertine has ineffaceably written 'Magdalen,' 'beauteous Virtue' tums 

scornfully away."̂ *"̂  Gardiner stamps Rosa's brow with Magdalen, the mark of a 

"reformed and repentant prostitute,"^ '̂̂  and now she has no acceptable place in 

society. Finding Rosa difficult to get rid of, Gardiner compounds his deception by 

disguising her as his page and bringing her with him from England. He then tries to 

bargain with Magawisca, promising her freedom in exchange for taking Rosa with 

her when she retums to her people or, if the Indian maiden prefers, for delivering "her 

[charge] to a Romish priest, who will guide her to the Hotel Dieu" in Canada. 

Magawisca replies, "And dost thou think . . . that I would make my heart as black as 

thine, to save my life?"^^^ Frightened that he has revealed too much of his duplicity, 

Gardiner perjures himself at Magawisca's trial to hide his black heart. To cover his 

deceit, he concocts tales about the innocent Magawisca of "devil-worship" and 

"invocations to the Evil-one to aid her in the execution of her revenge on the 

English."^^^ He changes places with the accused when Magawisca produces his 

cmcifix and asks that Rosa leave the courtroom. Gardiner has victimized Rosa, 

endangered Hope, and tried to victimize Magawisca. However, his final and most 

^̂ ^ [Fanny Fem], Sara Payson (Willis) Parton, Fem Leaves From Fannv's 
Port-Folio Second Series (1854; Freeport, NY: Books for Libraries P, 1971) 124. 

^̂ "̂  "Magdalene," Webster's New World Dictionary. 3'*̂  ed. (New York: 
Simon and Schuster, 1988). 

'̂̂  Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 257. 

^̂ ^ Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 257. 

217 Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 288. 

92 



villainous act costs him his life. In a foiled attempt to kidnap the heiress, Gardiner 

assists whom he presumes to be Hope into the lower regions of the ship. Rosa, in 

jealous resignation, makes "one desperate leap forward, and . . . [throws] the lamp 

into the barrel" of gunpowder, blowing up the ship that was to take them to 

O 1 o 

England. Winthrop records in his journal a similar incident: "one of the seamen, 

going to light a pipe of tobacco, set fire on a barrel of powder, which tare the boat to 

pieces." Sedgwick embellishes Winthrop's entry, but his reference inspires her 

ship explosion. This incident in the novel more than any other stresses the danger her 

protectors place Hope in by endorsing a union between her and Gardiner. Although 

not redeeming, the villain has two brief moments of conviction. In a flicker of 

remorse for his treatment of Rosa, he looks down on her compassionately: '"Poor 

child!' he said, laying his hand on her smooth brow, 'would to God you have never 

left your convent!'" Unfortunately, the feeling is short-lived, and he is soon 

conspiring to get rid of her no matter what the consequences. The second is his 

commitment to his faith. He feels no compunction over lying under Puritan oath, but, 

rather than lie under Catholic oath, he postpones his testimony and quickly retreats. 

In an effort to balance her character, Sedgwick provides a glimmer of light in his dark 

heart, but he dies a reprobate. 

^̂ ^ Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 324. 

'̂̂  Winthrop vol. 1,82. 

^̂ ^ Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 203. 
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In Sedgwick's array of characters, Rosa plays the belle to Gardiner's poseur. 

For the belle the excitement and attenfion of the frivolous life of fashion blind her to 

the superficiality of such a lifestyle. Nina Baym seems to be referring to Rosa when 

she says of the belle's actions that "behind her behavior lay a sadly defective system 

of women's education that encouraged her feelings at the expense of her reason."^^^ 

Taken from the security of the convent that becomes her home when her mother dies, 

Rosa is thmst unprepared into the world of fashion. She has been protected by the 

"charitable sisters of the order of St. Joseph,"^^^ having no contact with or knowledge 

of the outside worid. Her father, a nobleman, suffering from guilt over his neglect of 

his illegitimate daughter, extracts a deathbed pledge from his sister to "receive the 

orphan under her protection."^^^ Rosa's nobleman father, a patriarchal figure, issues 

forth a child with a "distinguished French actress."̂ "̂̂  An actress would not have 

been a suitable wife for a nobleman, but she makes an enticing liaison. Although 

Sedgwick does not mention a wife for the nobleman, being married may have also 

preempted a more lasting relationship between Rosa's mother and father. If the latter 

applies, Fanny Fern offers her opinion of the double standard in her article "A Word 

on the Other Side": 

^̂ ^ Nina Baym, Woman's Fiction: A Guide to Novels bv and about Women in 
America. 1820-1870 (Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1978) 28-29. 

^̂ ^ Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 262. 

^̂ ^ Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 262. 

224 Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 262. 
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I have no patience with those who preach one code of morality for the wife, 
and another for the husband. If the marriage vow allows him to absent 
himself from his house under cover of darkness, scoming to give account of 
himself, it also allows it to her. There is no sex designated in the fifth 
commandment. "Thou shalt not," and "thou." and "thou!" There is no excuse 
that I have ever yet heard offered for a man's violation of it, that should not 
answer equally for his wife. What is right for him is just as right for her. It is 
right for neither. ̂ ^̂  

The double standard that Fem condemns has touched Rosa. Bom to an unwed actress 

mother who dies soon after Rosa's birth, she becomes a victim of her father's lust. 

Her aunt, who never reveals her relationship to her, obeys her brother's wishes "a la 

lettre, and no more," feeling only jealousy over the young, beautiful Rosa. Through 

her secrecy and the "dependence and desolateness of the poor orphan," Lady Lunford, 

Rosa's aunt, tyrannizes her niece. Again, Rosa becomes a victim. Neglected and 

bewildered, Rosa basks in the self-serving adulation of Gardiner. She responds to her 

"feelings at the expense of her reason" by allowing Gardiner's 'Tondest devotion" to 

persuade her to go away with him. For the third time, Rosa is a victim. She is 

victimized by the patriarchal system that condones a sexual double standard, 

producing children stigmatized by the circumstances of their birth. She is victimized 

by an aunt, a "waning," who resents her brother's indiscretion and Rosa's "ripening 

beauty."^^^ Finally, she is victimized by the seduction and cormption of Sir Philip 

^̂ ^ Fanny Fern, Ruth Hall and Other Writings, ed. Joyce W. Warren (1855; 
New Bmnswick: Rutgers UP, 1994) 292. 

^̂ ^ Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 262. 

^̂ '̂  Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 262. 

228 Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 262. 
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Gardiner. In her last scene in the novel, Rosa takes charge of her situation: 

"shrieking, 'it cannot be worse for any of us!' [she] threw the lamp into the barrel."^^^ 

When she takes control, she dies. In her death she eliminates Gardiner, who poses a 

threat not only to Hope Leslie but the Puritan community. In her death Rosa is no 

longer a victim. 

The next male character type, the valiant male, exhibits the positive traits of 

patriarchy. He acts out of honor, depicting valor and using his power to protect rather 

than control. Sedgwick's valiant male is Digby. The narrator identifies him as 

"Mr. Fletcher's confidential domestic."^^^ Fletcher has two other male employees, 

but he puts Digby in charge when he leaves to go to Boston. Worthy of Fletcher's 

faith in his ability, the reader learns that "Digby's clevemess was feh by all the 

household, and his talents were always in requisition for the miscellaneous wants of 

the family." Digby employs his gallantry, as a valiant male character, not only for 

the heroines Hope and Magawisca, but also for the hero Everell. His first valiant act 

follows Everell, Fletcher's son, and Faith's, Fletcher's ward, abduction by 

Mononotto. Digby and Hutton, another of the Fletcher servants, are the first to 

respond to Everell's bugle blast, "the conventional signal of alarm." As soon as 

Digby recovers from the "havoc of death burst upon his sight" at the scene of the 

^̂ ^ Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 324. 

^̂ ° Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 25. 

^̂ ^ Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 59. 

^̂ ^ Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 64. 

96 



massacre of Mrs. Fletcher and four of her children, he exclaims, "we'll after him 

[Everell] Hutton."^^^ With no consideration for his own safety, Digby reacts 

immediately, hurriedly preparing to pursue Everell and his abductors. He has no idea 

of the number of Indians he may encounter; his only thought focuses on rescuing 

Everell. Juxtaposing Digby's brave intent against Hutton's reticence—"what is the 

use, Digby? what are two against a host?"^^"*—Sedgwick emphasizes the selflessness 

Digby exhibits. Detained until a more organized pursuit could ensue, Digby, "whose 

impatient zeal was apparent," leads the search party. ̂ ^̂  When the faith of the five 

men who joined Digby begins to fail, he alone chooses to persist: 'Tor myself, the 

Lord helping, while I've life, I'll not tum back without the boy."^^^ Though the 

expedition is unsuccessful, Digby's concern for Everell's safety never wavers and his 

brave determination never falters. In his search for Everell, he depicts the attributes 

of valor and selflessness. 

For Hope, Digby assists in two jailbreaks. Flis strong feelings about freedom 

make him a willing participant in releasing the two Indian women he believes are 

innocent. At one point, Hope admits to liking "to have [her] own way." Digby 

replies, "this having our own way, is what every body likes; it's the privilege we 

came to this wilderness worid for Thought and will are set free Times are 

^̂ ^ Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 67. 

^̂ "̂  Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 67. 

^̂ ^ Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 68. 

^̂ ^ Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 79. 
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changed—there is a new spirit in the world—chains are broken—fetters are knocked 

off—and the liberty set forth in the blessed word, is now felt to be every man's birth-

right." During Nelema's trial for witchcraft, Digby expresses "himself against 

their [the magistrates] proceedings."^^^ The magistrates publicly reprimand Digby for 

voicing his convictions. Hope notes that following the reprimand, his "feelings are 

suppressed, but not subdued." Digby shares Hope's belief in moral justice and 

views the condemnation of Nelema as unjust. To Digby, "the liberty . . . felt to be 

every man's birth-right" includes misjudged Indian women. In his valor, he is willing 

to act on his convictions. When Hope has the opportunity to release Nelema, Digby 

helps her effect the escape. Out of honor, Digby employs his strength and courage to 

correct an injustice. Again when Magawisca is cmelly captured and imprisoned, he 

relates to the injustice. First he aids Everell in a failed jailbreak. Digby and Everell 

take a ladder and tools to free Magawisca. While Everell stands at the top of the 

ladder removing the bars on the window, an alarm sounds. Digby urges Everell twice 

to come down. Finally, his wisdom accomplishes what his concems for Everell's 

safety had not: "if you do not escape now, nothing can ever be done for her." 

Unable to accomplish Magawisca's release at that time, he is wise enough to protect 

Everell so that they will have another opportunity. Following this initial failure. 

^̂ ^ Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 225. 

^̂ ^ Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 109. 

^̂ ^ Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 109. 

^̂ ^ Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 258. 

98 



Everell and Hope devise an elaborate plan to rescue her. Digby enters "into the 

confederacy with hearty good will, giving, as reason for his obedience to the impulse 

of his heart, 'that the poor Indian girl could not commit sins enough against the 

English to weigh down her good deed to Mr. Everell.'" '̂** He delivers Magawisca 

safely to the shores near the place her father resides. Once again, Digby favors moral 

justice over "political expediency."^^^ Digby gallantly performs fetes of valor, often 

in the face of danger or reprisal. He does not allow the patriarchal society, of which 

he is a part, to override his sense of justice and freedom. 

The last male prototype that applies to Sedgwick's Hope Leslie is the new 

man. Elizabeth Stuart Phelps, in her novel Dr. Zay. asserts that the "new kind of 

woman . . . demands a new type of man."̂ "̂ ^ Digby's theory that in the new worid 

"[t]hought and will are set free" provides the basis for the new man. In a society 

supposedly built on freedom, man has the opportunity to break the chains of 

patriarchy and explore new precepts for male-female relationships. Under this 

premise, the new man shows respect for the independence and intelligence of the new 

woman, also a product of freedom of thought and will. In his thinking and in his 

action, the new man proves himself heroic. Honesty and integrity are his guide. 

Sedgwick portrays these characteristics in Everell Fletcher. Her new man receives 

ambivalent reviews from modem-day critics. Carol Singley, in her article, sees 

^̂ ^ Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 332. 

"̂̂^ Garvey 292. 

^̂ ^ Elizabeth Stuart Phelps, Dr. Zav. ed. Michael Sartisky (1882; New York: 
Feminist P, 1987)244. 
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Everell as neither "romantic or heroic" and "[w]ell-meaning but weak." Cheri 

Ross, in "(Re)Writing the Frontier Romance," suggests that Everell "possesses heroic 

attitudes," but he is not allowed to be heroic—Magawisca saves him from death, he 

fumbles the attempt to free her, and he allows Hope, misguided but unprotested, to 

announce his affections for Esther.̂ '*^ The heroism that these critics do not recognize 

draws the attention of Mononotto, the Pequod chief He finds Everell worthy as a 

sacrifice for the death of his "first bom—life for life." Mononotto proclaims to those 

who gathered to watch the sacrifice of Everell, "Boy, as he is, he fought for his 

mother, as the eagle fights for its young. I watched him in the mountain-path, when 

the blood gushed from his tom feet; not a word from his smooth lip, betrayed his 

pain." Then as the Indian chief "brandished his hatchet over Everell's head," he 

cried, "See, he flinches not."̂ "̂ ^ As Mononotto professes, Everell fights bravely for 

his family. He uses the one shot in a muzzleloader to wound one of the attackers. 

Kept from reloading, he has presence of mind enough to sound the bugle alarm for 

help. Seeing his mother under attack, Everell puts "forth a strength beyond nature, 

for a moment [keeping] the Indian [attacker] at bay."̂ "̂ ^ His arms meet Magawisca's 

as they both futilely try to protect Mrs. Fletcher with their own bodies. That none of 

his efforts is successful does not negate their importance. In spite of the tragedy of 

244 Singley 118. 

^̂ ^ Ross 330. 

^"^ Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 92. 

"̂̂^ Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 64. 
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their family's massacre and Everell's near death, neither he nor his father seeks 

248 

revenge. In Everell's forgiveness, his bravery stands unblemished. 

As for freeing Magawisca, with the help of Hope, Everell does effect her 

release. He tries first to free her legally by pleading her case to Gov. Winthrop and 

by standing at her side at her trial. When Magawisca and Faith arrive at Winthrop's 

home after their capture, Everell cannot believe that Magawisca is a prisoner. He 

shouts, "impossible; justice, gratitude, humanity forbid it."̂ "*̂  Fletcher joins Everell's 

outrage, reminding the govemor that she saved Everell's life. Winthrop replies, 

"private feelings must yield to the public good."^^° Everell retreats but does not give 

up. At Magawisca's trial Everell "forced his way through the crowd, and placed 

himself beside her." He knows the general feeling of hostility toward Magawisca, 

but he respects her and believes in her innocence. He defies condemnation from the 

Puritans to show his support for Magawisca. Everell continues to reassure her when 

Winthrop postpones her trial by reinforcing her demands for liberty and shouting, "In 

the name of God, liberty!" With his hope of freeing Magawisca by legal measures 

dashed, he tums to other means. He makes two attempts to release her from jail. 

^"^^ Dana Nelson, "Sympathy as Strategy in Sedgwick's Hope Leslie." Culture 
of Sentiment: Race. Gender, and Sentimentality in Nineteenth-Century America, ed. 
Shiriey Samuels (New York: Oxford UP, 1992) 201. 

^̂ ^ Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 234. 

^̂ ^ Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 234. 

^̂ ^ Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 282. 

252 Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 293. 
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succeeding on the second. Everell exemplifies bravery, integrity and tenacity in 

remaining tme to his convictions. He demonstrates new man attributes through his 

belief in Magawisca and Hope and their intelligence and independent spirits. 

Everell's code of ethics, however, complicates his love life. Through a 

muhiplicity of misread signs, words, and acfions, Hope assumes Everell's affection 

for Esther and announces their engagement to Digby: "as neither of the parties will 

speak to set you right. . . why, I must."^^^ The announcement strikes Everell dumb. 

Feeling honor-bound to follow through with the engagement, he tells Hope, "My own 

destiny is fixed—fixed by your own act." His generous, selfless nature causes him to 

give up the one he loves: "Hope, you have cast away my earthly happiness."^ '̂* 

Such selflessness is more typical of the heroine of woman's fiction. This selflessness 

along with his integrity, steadfastness, and respect for woman's independent thinking 

makes of Everell an exemplary new man. The critics misjudge Everell. He is both 

"romantic [and] heroic" and not only "well-meaning" but sttong, attributes of a 

new man. 

The character Esther Downing, the Winthrops' niece, originates with the 

author but stems from a relationship of the historical John Winthrop. Mary Kelley, in 

253 Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 215. 

^̂ ^ Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 221. 

Carol J. Singley, "Catharine Maria Sedgwick's Hope Leslie: Radical 
Frontier Romance," Desert. Garden. Margin. Range: Literature on the American 
Frontier (New York: Twayne, 1992) 118. 
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the introduction of Hope Leslie, writes, "The kinship between the Winthrops and the 

Downings resuhed from the marriage of John's sister, Lucy, and his close friend, 

Emmanuel Downing. Esther is entirely Sedgwick's creation, however."^^^ In her 

tme womanhood, Esther poses a problem for the new man. His expanded thinking 

requires a more aggressive less conventional mate. Of Esther, Suzanne Gossett and 

Barbara Ann Bardes note that "[s]he is devout, obedient, and quiet."^^^ They go on to 

che her passivity in her reaction to Hope's effort to abort her abduction. Trying to 

escape Captain Chaddock's dmnken crew, Hope jumps into a boat and subsequently 

pretends to be his patron saint to assure her safety. When asked what Hope should 

have done, Esther says, "I would rather, Hope, thou hadst tmsted thyself wholly 

to . . . Providence."^^^ Her response disappoints Everell. Gossett and Bardes 

conclude that "Sedgwick believes that there are limitations to this passive conception 

of female perfection, so she places both Puritan girls [Esther and Hope] in 

circumstances where obedience to religious strictures comes in conflict with 

conscience."^^^ Needing help to implement his plan to free Magawisca, he asks 

Esther to be his partner. Esther feels they have "not scripture warrant for interfering 

between the prisoner and the magistrates."^^° Everell knows that Hope, with her 

^̂ ^ Kelley, introduction xxii. 

^" Gossett and Bardes 22. 

^̂ ^ Sedgwick Hope Leslie 276. 

^̂ ^ Gossett and Bardes 22. 

260 Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 278. 
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innate knowledge of what is right, would not hesitate to help him. Sedgwick 

continually contrasts Hope, who takes "counsel only from her own heart," with 

Esther, who defers to her "elders and superiors."^^^ As a new man, Everell cannot 

find happiness with the passivity and submission of a tme woman. 

Besides contrasfing Esther's passivity with Hope's independent spirit, 

Sedgwick uses Esther to valorize the state of singleness. Seeing that Everell and 

Hope love each other, Esther gives them her blessing and retums to England. After 

being away for two or three years, she again makes her home in New England. 

Sedgwick assures the reader that Esther's "hand was often and eagerly sought," a 

point she makes clear in her joumal about her own life. The author says of Esther's 

decision: "She illustrated a tmth, which, if more generally, received by her sex, might 

save a vast deal of misery: that marriage is not essential to the contentment, the 

dignity, or the happiness of woman." Throughout her joumal Sedgwick reveals 

ambivalent feelings about marriage and about her singleness. Through Esther, she 

seems to recommend remaining unmarried. Sedgwick's condition for remaining 

single, however, depends not on how much one is sought but on how engrossing the 

"attachment."^^^ Just as Sedgwick had in mind a "beau ideal to which nothing in life 

^̂ ^ Sedgwick Hope Leslie 120. 180. 

^" Sedgwick Hope Leslie 349-350. 

263 Sedgwick Hope Leslie 349. 
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approximated," Esther never "felt a second engrossing attachment" after Everell.̂ "̂̂  

The author seems to be discouraging marrying for the sake of being married. Unless 

the participants have an "engrossing attachment," they should "save a vast deal of 

misery" by remaining single. In which case, the author gives meaning and "dignity" 

to the "solitary condition."^^^ 

Hope Leslie, "brave, intelligent, strong-willed, [and] independent,"^^^ portrays 

the new woman to Everell Fletcher's new man. Sedgwick, also, doubles Hope with 

Magawisca, both of whom love Everell. At the conclusion of her meeting with 

Magawisca to arrange to see her sister, Hope realizes the connection she has with the 

Indian maiden: "mysteriously have our destinies been interwoven. Our mothers 

brought from a far distance to rest together here— t̂heir children connected in 

indissoluble bonds!" Magawisca's mother dies in captivity and is buried next to 

Alice Leslie, Hope's mother, who died on her joumey from England. Both of 

Sedgwick's heroines have been under the home mle of Govemor Winthrop. At the 

beginning of the novel, Magawisca and her brother Oneco, who are captives, are sent 

by Winthrop to live with the Fletchers, and Hope after freeing Nelema is sent to the 

Winthrops. They are victimized by the Puritan laws that oppress the sense of 

'^^^ Sedgwick, Power 142; Sedgwick Hope Leslie 349. 

^̂ ^ Sedgwick Hope Leslie 350; Sedgwick, Power 123. 

^̂ ^ Ross 333. 
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liberty they each hold dear. In relation to Everell, Hope and Magawisca are friends— 

soul mates—with him in their youth, and they love him as aduhs. For Hope, "[t]he 

change had been so gradual from her childish fondness for Everell, to a more mature 

sentiment, as to be impercepfible even to herself "̂ ^̂  Magawisca proves her love for 

Everell by offering her life, the uhimate sacrifice, and losing her arm. Finally, their 

families are bound together by the marriage of Oneco, Magawisca's brother, to Faith, 

Hope's sister. Carol Singley, in her article, asserts that "Sedgwick rejects" the light 

and dark dichotomy for female characters established by James Fenimore Cooper in 

her creafion of Hope and Magawisca.^^^ In Cooper's The Last of the Mohicans, he 

juxtaposes fair Alice, who is "passive, withdrawn," and in need of protection, with 

dark Cora, who is "courageous and self-reliant."^^° Sedgwick's Hope and Magawisca 

defy traditional roles by being "as capable as their male counterparts of participating 

in nature and society." 

Hope's most outstanding characteristic is her desire for freedom, for herself 

and for others. She follows the dictates of her heart: "Hope Leslie took counsel only 

from her own heart, and that told her that the rights of innocence were paramount to 

all other rights." This conviction gives her the courage to free Nelema, the Indian 

^̂ ^ Sedgwick Hope Leslie 212-13. 

^̂ ^ Singley 119. 

^̂ ° Foster 91. 

^̂ ^ Singley 119. 

^̂ ^ Sedgwick Hope Leslie 120. 
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woman accused of witchcraft, and Magawisca. In listening to her heart, Hope's only 

"blunder is to attempt to make a match between Esther and Everell."^^^ She loves 

them both and in her selflessness, she hides her love for Everell and promotes a 

relationship between him and Esther. As Michael Davitt Bell notes, "Hope is self-

willed, bu t . . . not . . . selfish." '̂''* Tme to her own philosophy as well as her heritage, 

Sedgwick promotes "individual liberty [as] the highest political value."^''^ Bell 

claims, "She [Hope] is liberty; she is progress."^^^ Liberty or freedom best 

characterizes the new woman. She must be free to act and think outside the confines 

of the patriarchal society, the system that designed the tme woman. 

The novel ends as Carol Singley, along with other critics, notes, "in the most 

typical of ways, [with the young woman] married to the young colonial hero."^^^ 

That the novel ends in marriage may be typical, but because the couple happens to be 

a new man and a new woman, their marriage is atypical. Bauermeister shows more 

insight with her assessment: "Hope marries her childhood friend, who both loves and 

respects her and with whom she has a marriage based on equality and tmst." 

Abigail Adams recommends to her husband that men who "wish to be 

Bauermeister 22. 

^̂ ^ Bell 221, 

^'^^ Gossett and Bardes 20. 

^̂ ^ Bell 221. 

277 Singley 110. 

^̂ ^ Bauermeister 22. 
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happy give up the harsh title of Master for the more tender and endearing one of 

Friend." Everell and Hope are friends before they are lovers. In their new man-

new woman relationship, their friendship will be the basis of the relationship. Unlike 

traditional marriages in a patriarchal society, theirs constitutes a partnership. In that 

partnership, Hope exercises her freedom to make a home for her beloved tutor, Mr. 

Cradock. She also retains control over her inheritance, as demonstrated by her 

provision of an "annual stipend" for Bamaby Tuttle, the jailer, who unwitfingly 

helped Hope free Magawisca. ̂ °̂ The marriage between a new man and a new woman 

requires new mles; for Hope and Everell, the basis for these mles is equality. 

As Sedgwick unveils the men in her novel, she reveals the variety not just of 

male character but of human nature. In their strengths as well as their weaknesses, 

her characters are believable. Sedgwick's overriding theme in Hope Leslie is the 

issue of freedom. Through her characters both male and female, she condemns the 

abuse of freedom and she prizes the privilege of it. Her patriarchal characters present 

the biggest threat to freedom. Sir William Fletcher holds fast to his patriarchal 

prerogative of complete obedience. Unsuccessful in curtailing his nephew's freedom 

of "thought and will," he imprisons his daughter, Alice, in a loveless marriage. Only 

through the death of her father and her husband—the death of the patriarchal figures 

that control her—does Alice gain the freedom to act according to her "will." 

^̂ ^ L. H. Butterfield, Marc Friedlaender, and Mary-Jo Kline, Book of Abigail 
and John: Selected Letters of the Adams Family 1762-1784 (Cambridge: Harvard UP, 
1975) 121. 

^̂ ° Sedgwick Hope Leslie 349. 
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Sedgwick condemns the power of the patriarchal society that controls women from 

the "cradle to the grave."^^^ A less forbidding patriarchal head, John Winthrop 

uncompromisingly adheres to the dictum, "private feelings must yield to the public 

good." As he interacts with Hope, in the private sphere of his home, and 

Magawisca, in the public sphere as govemor, his theory becomes problematic. In 

each case, Sedgwick seems to favor the "private feelings" that represent freedom over 

the "public good" that represents confinement or oppression. The next male 

character, William Fletcher, evinces a stem patriarchal exterior eariy in the novel that 

dissolves into indulgence after the massacre of his wife and four of his children. His 

ward, Hope, is the recipient of his leniency. She admits to submitting to him because 

"he never requires submission."^^^ Fletcher possesses Sedgwick's father's love of 

freedom and independent thinking. He instills his love of freedom in Hope, and his 

indulgence allows her to develop her own independent thinking. With Fletcher, 

Sedgwick refines the stem patriarchal figure into a companionate man, softening the 

rigidity of patriarchy. The last patriarchal figure, Mononotto, comes from a different 

culture. In the framework of a patriarchal character he has authority over his family 

and over his people. Through "his former kindness for the English," he loses the 

respect of his people when the Colonists attack the Pequods' unprotected village full 

of women and children. The narrator says of Mononotto, "The chieftain of a savage 

^̂ ^ Basch 162 

282 Sedgwick, Hope Leshe 234. 

^̂ ^ Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 180. 
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race, is the depository of the honour of his tribe; and their defeat is a disgrace to him, 

that can only be effaced by the blood of his conquerors."^^"^ Yet by avenging his 

family through the massacre of the Fletcher family, he temporarily loses the respect 

of his daughter. As a symbolic figure, he represents the result of expansionism by the 

settlers. The English pose the gravest threat against freedom—the freedom of the 

Indian. Those who settled the Colonies to escape the oppression of England destroy 

and oppress the Native Americans. Sedgwick makes Mononotto a sympathetic 

character to emphasize the price the Indians paid for the freedom of the settlers. 

The next two categories of male characters, the poseur and the valiant male, 

depict the polarity of the extremes of the patriarchal system. Sir Philip Gardiner, the 

poseur, represents the abuses of patriarchy. He takes advantage of the patriarchal 

guardian's right to arrange the marriage of his ward. His ultimate goal is to possess 

Hope's title and fortune, which marriage would provide him. His abuse of the system 

poses a threat to Hope Leslie and her freedom. The valiant male, on the other hand, 

represents the opposite end of the spectmm from the poseur. He is part of the 

patriarchal system, but he uses his power and authority to liberate, rather than to 

control. Sedgwick's valiant male, Digby, promotes independence in Hope and helps 

grant freedom to Nelema and Magawisca. He acts according to the dictates of his 

heart, always selflessly. In Gardiner and Digby, Sedgwick exposes the worst and 

praises of the best of the patriarchal system. 

284 Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 57. 
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Sedgwick provides a new man in literature before the concept of a new man 

had been introduced. Valuing her own freedom of thought and action, she creates in 

her mind a beau ideal who will honor that freedom. In her fiction, she creates Everell 

Fletcher as that beau ideal. The most significant attribute of the new man rests in his 

respect for the intelligence and independence of the new woman—Hope Leslie. 

Everell admires Hope's independence, longing for it when he thinks he has lost her. 

When Hope and Everell marry, Hope retains her independence though in unison with 

Everell. The marriage of a new man and a new woman requires a new constmct, a 

new type of union. One of the reasons Sedgwick chose not to marry was "that [it] 

should be purchased at the dearest sacrifice."^^^ Unwilling to give up her personal 

freedom, Sedgwick remained single. Because of that love of freedom, she creates a 

new man and a new woman who enter into a new marriage—a marriage that allows 

independence without infringing on unity. 

285 Sedgwick, Power 123. 
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CHAPTER in 

CAROLINE KIRKLAND'S A NEW HOME. WHO'LL FOLLOW? 

Caroline Kirkland, under the guise of Mrs. Mary Clavers, promises her 

readers "an unvarnished transcript of real characters" in the first chapter of A New 

Home, Who'll Follow?.^ For her verity, she received both adulation and disdain. The 

literary public applauded her, while her Michigan neighbors, the "real characters," 

shunned her. No matter what the reception, Kirkland not only pioneered the frontier 

in the depths of Michigan, but with her "unvarnished" tmth, she pioneered realism in 

American literature. Her characterizations, male and female, constitute one of the 

strengths of her first work. Before delving into the characters of A New Home, a 

look at the author's life may provide some insight into Caroline Kirkland, the person 

behind Mrs. Clavers. 

Bom Caroline Matilda Stansbury, January 11, 1801, she was the first of 

eleven children. Her parents, Samuel and Eliza Alexander Stansbury, were living in 

New York at the time of her birth. Her mother, an avid reader of romance and poetry, 

experimented some in writing. Years later, Kirkland edited some of these 

sentimental pieces and included them in a collection she published for women 

readers. Kirkland's biographer, William S. Osbome, accredits "[t]he sentimental 

^ Caroline Kirkland, A New Home. Who'll Follow?, ed. Sandra A. Zagarell 
(New Bmnswick: Rutgers UP, 1990) 3. 

^ William S. Osbome, Caroline M. Kirkland (New York: Twayne Publishers, 
1972) 16. 
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strain so strong in Caroline M. Kirkland's magazine fiction" to her mother's 

influence. However, Audrey Roberts who collected Kirkland's letters, claims that 

Kirkland wrote very little that could be considered sentimental and that those few 

works that tend toward the sentimental were written to sell. Roberts substantiates her 

assertion with an excerpt from a letter from Kirkland to Ruflis Griswold, editor of 

Graham Magazine: "I shall endeavor to send you very soon a very sentimental 

lovestory—or as near that as I can persuade myself to come.""* Her letter suggests 

that she preferred not to write sentimental works. 

The vivacity found in A New Home stemmed from Kirkland's grandfather, 

Joseph Stansbury. A faithful Loyalist, he wrote witty satire in verse under the name 

of Roderick Random for the Royal Gazette, a 'Tory newspaper . . . issued under the 

protection of the British army,"^ during the American Revolution.^ Stansbury's sense 

of humor, honesty, and enthusiasm for living did not skip a generation, however; his 

son Samuel claimed them for his heritage as well. Besieged by misfortune in his 

effort to support his large family, Samuel Stansbury managed to maintain for them a 

"steadily middle-class" lifestyle and an opfimistic attitude.^ Kirkland's father held 

^ Osbome, Caroline M. Kirkland 16. 

"* Audrey J. Roberts, Letters of Caroline Kirkland. diss., U of Wisconsin-
Madison, 1976 (Ann Arbor: UMI, 1976) xxxix, 53. 

^ "Rivington's New-York Gazetteer," Oxford Companion to American 
Literature. 5̂ ^ ed. (New York: Oxford UP, 1983). 

^ Osbome, Caroline M. Kirkland 16. 

Judith Fetteriey, ed., critical commentary. Provisions: A Reader from 19 -
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several positions as a clerk before becoming an insurance agent, his profession when 

he married. 

Samuel Stansbury and his sister, Lydia P. Mott, educated the precocious 

Kirkland, providing an education superior to that of most of her peers. ̂  As 

Sedgwick's father had for her, Samuel instilled his love of reading and "respect for 

knowledge in his daughter."^ Mott, on the other hand, provided her formal education. 

She was headmistress of a series of "schools distinguished for their academic 

curriculum."^^ In a letter to Kirkland's parents, Mott wrote, "compared to the general 

mn of our scholars, . . . we think she has about twice as much in her as any we have 

got & needs about double the care; she is in deed as S. S. says 'no common child.'" 

The young student became well acquainted with Latin and French and acquired some 

knowledge of Greek and German. Besides the more demanding academics, the 

school offered the courses necessary for the success of any tme woman of the period, 

"music, drawing, and dance."^^ Kirkland proved her versatility by also excelling in 

these. 

Having completed the available course of study, Kirkland began to teach in 

her aunt's school in New Hartford, New York, while still in her teens. Hamilton 

^ Osbome, Caroline M. Kirkland 17. 

^ Osbome, Caroline M. Kirkland 17. 

^̂  Fetteriey 117. 

'̂  Qtd. in Osbome, Caroline M. Kirkland 17. 

^̂  Osbome, Caroline M. Kirkland 17. 
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College, located in the nearby town of Clinton, employed a young scholar, William 

Kirkland, as a tutor in the Classics during that same period. Caroline Stansbury and 

William Kirkland met and began a life-long relationship in 1820.*^ 

Kirkland's father died in 1822. Roberts claims that at that time Kirkland, with 

her mother and the children still at home, moved to Clinton. ̂ "̂  Left with a stipend 

from an unidentified source, Mrs. Stansbury, in ill health, allowed Kirkland to take 

over many of the financial and domestic responsibilities.'^ Six years after her father's 

death and after a lengthy engagement, Caroline Stansbury married William Kirkland. 

The newlyweds moved to Geneva, New York, where they opened a girls' school.*^ 

According to Sandra Zagarell, in her introduction to A New Home, the 

Kirklands' relationship "was extraordinarily open and reciprocal." They shared an 

1 Q 

"intellectual and emotional partnership" at a time when separate spheres relegated 

women to the home under the dominance of their husbands. While they taught in 

Geneva, the Kirklands had four children, three daughters and a son.'^ Kirkland's 

instmctions in a letter to her husband for the care of one of the children left in his 

'̂  Osbome, Caroline M. Kirkland 18. 

'"* Roberts, Letters xxxii. 

'^ Osbome, Caroline M. Kirkland 19. 

'^Fetteriey 117. 

'^ Sandra A. Zagarell, ed., introducfion, A New Home. Who'll Follow?, by 
Caroline Kirkland (New Bmnswick: Rutgers UP, 1990) xiv. 

'^ Zagarell, introduction xiv. 

'^ Osbome, Caroline M. Kirkland 22. 
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charge indicates the depth of their partnership: "give the baby some Castor oil—a 

large teaspoonftil—with brown sugar & a little boiling water."^^ Kirkland had not 

only gone on a trip without her husband or children, but she had also left the children 

under William's direct supervision, an uncommon occurrence in a mid-nineteenth-

century home. 

In 1835, whether from the difflcuhies of teaching with the hearing loss he 

received while a tutor at Hamihon College or to fiilfill a dream, William Kirkland 

took a position as principal of the Detroit Female Seminary, where Kirkland also 

became a teacher.^' Dettoit, a city of about five thousand, was on the edge of the 

frontier. The opening of the Erie Canal had made travel in that area more accessible 

and approximately one thousand emigrants a day entered the city, some to stay but 

most to move further west.^^ With a burning desire to build a city on the frontier, 

William began to purchase land sixty miles northwest of Detroit. By 1836, he had 

invested his own money in eight hundred acres, and his father's in five hundred more, 

of Michigan forest and swampland. He then resigned his position at the Seminary, 

where Kirkland continued to teach, and began to plan his city. During the two years 

Kirkland lived in Detroit, she gave birth to two more children. On the day the second 

°̂ Roberts, Letters 12. 

21 Osbome, Caroline M. Kirkland 22. 

John Nerber, ed.. Introduction, A New Home or Life in the Clearings, by 
Mrs. Caroline Matilda Kirkland (New York: G. P. Putnam's Sons, 1953) 5. 
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was bom, another of her children, Sarah, died from a fall from a third-story window.̂ "* 

In the spring of 1837, their second year in Detroit, Kirkland's mother, who had 

accompanied them on their move west, died.̂ ^ Later that year, William moved his 

family to Pinckney, a town only in the mind of its progenitor. 

In this Michigan wilderness, Kirkland recorded the hardships and peculiarities 

of all that surrounded her in a humorous, yet unflattering light in A New Home. 

Who'll Follow?. Writing under a pseudonym and changing the names of her town 

and the townspeople did not protect her from censorship. News of her book spread 

rapidly. Some of the hard-earned relationships she had established with other 

"settlers" never retumed to their original intimacy. Nevertheless, she wrote another, 

yet milder, book of frontier sketches. Forest Life, before leaving Michigan in 1843. 

Having been cheated by land speculators and feeling concem over the signs of 

wilderness life in their children, the Kirklands retumed to New York. Both Kirklands 

had written for publication in the east during their time in the wildemess. With a 

literary reputation already established, they settled comfortably into writing positions 

in the city, William as editor of the New York Mirror and Kirkland as contnbutor. 

Kirkland also started a school for girls and still had time to entertain the "growing 

group of 'New York Literati' who were among the era's most prominent literary 

"̂̂  Osbome, Caroline M. Kirkland 24. 

^̂  Osbome, Caroline M. Kirkland 24. 
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figures." Emily Mason, a guest of the Kirklands while they lived in Pinckney, 

benefited from their social standing after their retum to New York. Mason wrote the 

following: 

she [Kirkland] through her literary reputation—her witty conversation & 
cordial friendly manner has won her way to the very top of the really good 
society here. . . . she is now in her element & Mr. H. G. Tuckerman tells me 
her house last winter was crowded with everybody who was anybody—in 
literary reputafion or in talent & cleverness. 

Among the literati who filled her New York home were Edgar Allan Poe, Nathaniel 

P. Willis (the brother Fanny Fern satirizes in Ruth Hall). Evert Duyckinck, Lydia 

Maria Child, Catharine Maria Sedgwick, Lydia Sigoumey, and William Cullen 

Bryant.^^ 

Back in New York, Kirkland continued to write westem sketches and articles 

for literary magazines. She published her third volume about the Michigan frontier, 

Westem Clearings, three years after retuming to New York. In this book, she adopts 

the more definitive narrative style that Poe admires. Other critics were kind but not 

exuberant in their reviews. William S. Osbome, Kirkland's biographer, sees a 

bittemess in Clearings not apparent in her first two books.̂ ^ 

Zagarell, introduction xix. 

^̂  Qtd. in Nerber 9. 

Zagarell, introduction xix 
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The year Westem Clearings was published, William died tragically in a 

drowning accident, leaving Kirkland devastated without him and alone to rear and 

educate their remaining four children.^^ She wrote to a fiiend, Theodore Woolsey, "I 

am left a life of stmggle and anxiety . . . . My loss is all—I depended, heart and soul, 

on my husband—I feel unfit to walk alone."^^ At a time when separate spheres 

forced a polarity in relationships between husbands and wives, William and Caroline 

Kirkland experienced a partnership. The commonality of their work, both in 

education and in v^iting, drew them close together. The very nature of their union 

magnified the pain Kirkland felt at the loss of her mate. 

With his death, Kirkland's avocation became her vocation, as she tumed to 

writing and editing for her main source of income. William had just acquired 

editorship of the Christian Inquirer, a Unitarian newspaper, and Kirkland was to be 

the literary editor.̂ "^ Pressured by friends to assume her husband's post, Kirkland 

acted as editor for a few months. In 1847, she became the editor of Union Magazine, 

a new literary and art publication. 

While serving as editor of the Union. Kirkland went to Europe with her 

friends Reverend and Mrs. Henry W. Bellows. The Union partially subsidized her 

^̂  Osbome, Caroline M. Kirkland 28. 
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trip in exchange for letters about her travels. She, like Sedgwick, published her 

observations in a two-volume edition: Holidays Abroad: or Europe from the West. 

In her absence, Israel Post, the magazine owner, sold Union Magazine to John 

Sartain, who moved its headquarters to Philadelphia, changed its name to Sartain's 

Union Magazine, and hired John S. Hart as Kirkland's co-editor.̂ "^ During her 

eighteen months as editor of the Union, she solicited and encouraged works from 

"popular names," such as Henry Wadsworth Longfellow and E. A. Duyckinck, for the 

magazine. ̂ ^ Kirkland felt that "nine-tenths" of the current publications were "vapid 

and valueless;" she believed that writers had a responsibility to their readers: 

"Nobody has a right, morally speaking, to send forth in print that which has no good 

aim." She maintained high standards for her contributors and expected nothing less 

from her own pen. As editor, she also wrote insightful reviews on publications by her 

contemporaries. "̂^ 

Kirkland continued to write after resigning her editorship. About her writing, 

she wrote to her friend and traveling companion Henry Bellows: "I never get a dollar 

without earning it fully, and really as a matter of choice I care little where I work. I 

shall try to do some good with my pen.""*̂  Some of the good she tried to do v^th her 

^̂  Osbome, Caroline M. Kirkland 92; Zagarell, introduction xx. 

^̂  Osbome, Caroline M. Kirkland 90. 

^̂  Qtd. in Osbome, Caroline M. Kirkland 29. 
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pen included improving the status of women. Audrey Roberts, in the introduction to 

Letters of Caroline M. Kirkland. asserts that Kirkland "never identified [herself] with 

the women's Rights movement," but " she wrote an introduction to the English 

publication A Plea for Women in 1845, three years before the first Women's Rights 

Convention at Seneca Falls.""^^ Kirkland "did not question the sanctity or necessity of 

marriage," but she did promote equality for women—legally, politically, and 

financially. As part of her concem for women, she wrote The Helping Hand. 

Comprising an Account of the Home for Discharged Female Convicts and an Appeal 

in Behalf of that Institufion. advocating the rehabilitation of women convicted of 

criminal offenses."^ Another constraint on women, one imposed by fashion, also 

worried Kirkland—tight lacing. She wrote her daughter while she was living with 

relatives in the East to refrain from "dressing tight": "do not deceive yourself into the 

belief that pride will be any consolation for loss of health and strength." She goes on 

to describe all manner of afflictions that result from the "contemptible effort to 

squeeze the ribs into a shape for which nature never intended them.""̂ ^ Kirkland was 

also a proponent for the abolition of slavery, using her pen to voice her outrage. 

Between 1852 and 1854, Kirkland published three gift books: The Evening 

Book or. Fireside Talk on Morals and Manners, with Sketches of Western Life. A 

'̂ ^ Roberts, Letters x. 
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Book for the Home Circle: or. Familiar Thoughts on Various Topics. Literary. Moral 

and Social, and Autumn Hours, and Fireside Reading. "̂^ Her last work of any length 

was Personal Memoirs of Washington in 1856. She and her family researched her 

topic thoroughly, exhausting every possible source. Kirkland wanted to present 

Washington from a more personal perspective than had other autobiographers, while 

addressing "gender reform and Abolition.""*^ 

With the onset of the Civil War, Kirkland tumed to patriotic pieces in her 

wrifing and to support of the Union through her work for the Sanitary Commission. 

She believed in the Union cause of abolition and wanted to do her part. The 

wretchedness of slavery became very real to Kirkland when her husband began to 

assist "mnaway slaves to cross Lake Michigan in Canada," while they lived in 

Michigan."*^ Her son, Joseph, who shared his parents' convictions, became a Union 

army officer, a source of pride as well as fear for a mother.̂ ^ She became active in 

the Metropolitan Fair designed to benefit the Sanitary Commission. On Monday, 

April 4, 1864, she attended the opening of the fair; the following day, she worked 

with her committee on the arms and trophy exhibit; Wednesday, April 6, she died. 

^ Osbome, Caroline M. Kirkland 30. 
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Joseph published several of his mother's articles after her death. ̂ ^ One of these was 

in the form of a preface for a novel she planned to write. A pioneer in the field of 

women writers, Kirkland left a worthy literary legacy. Joseph took up the torch lit by 

his mother's influence and established his own literary career. 

Of all her wrifing, A New Home is Kirkland's magnum opus. Inspired by her 

friends to publish the vivid sketches of life in the wilderness that filled her letters to 

them, she recorded her impressions for public view. Unfortunately, Audrey Roberts, 

who performed the monumental task of collecting the letters of Kirkland, found only 

one letter extant written between 1835 and 1840. Being unable to compare her letters 

to her text make it impossible to 'tell how closely the book follows real events."^^ 

Nevertheless, most of the public applauded her effort. Poe commends her "freshness 

of style," saying "Unquestionably, she is one of our best writers, has a province of her 

own, and in that province has few equals." The New York Review calls it "[o]ne of 

the cleverest productions of the season."̂ "* The North American Review praises the 

author for "a work of striking merit," going on to observe that "she has no paradise to 

offer him 'who'll follow'; and, on the other hand, she does not write in the churlish 

^̂  Osbome, Caroline M. Kirkland 32. 
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tone commonly inspired by extravagant hopes, which have been disappointed."^^ Her 

acclaim was not limited to the United States; The Athenaeum, among the first to 

review the book, says "her sketches are lively, freshly-coloured [sic], and 

characteristic, and they will instmct as well as entertain the English reader."^^ For her 

"straggling and cloudy crayon-sketches of life and manners in the remoter parts of 

Michigan," Caroline Kirkland received intemational acclaim. 

Kirkland's A New Home. Who'll Follow? does not fit the stereotype Nina 

Baym employs for categorizing the works by women between 1820 and 1870 in her 

book. Woman's Fiction. Baym says of the genre she calls woman's fiction, often 

considered sentimental, it is "written by women,. . . addressed to women, and 

tell[ing] one particular story about women."^^ Kirkland has something else in mind. 

Just as Catharine Sedgwick wanted to inspire in her contemporaries an interest in the 

history of America, Kirkland wanted to preserve a part of history, from a woman's 

point of view, for future generafions.^^ Unfortunately, she too has been disregarded 

as a "senfimental scribbler." In a period when woman's fiction is written off as 

sentimental, which is overindulgent in emotion, and men, primarily, are writing 

romance, which preferences imagination over reason and fact, Kirkland gives birth to 

^̂  Rev. of A New Home: Who'll Follow? or. Glimpses of Westem Life, by 
Mrs. Mary Clavers [Caroline Kirkland], North American Review Jan. 1840: 206-7. 

^̂  Rev. of A New Home—Who'll Follow? or. Glimpses of Westem Life, by 
Mrs. Mary Clavers [Caroline Kirkland], Athenaeum 28 Dec. 1839: 981. 
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realism, which is "loosely synonymous with verisimilitude."^^ The period of realism 

in America has been esfimated to be from 1865 to 1900.̂ ^ Kirkland's A New Home 

preceded that period by twenty-six years. John Nerber, in his introduction to the 1953 

edition of A New Home, states, "Mrs. Kirkland brought into focus for the first time 

and unified as no other American writer to that time, realism as a vital fictional 

approach to the American scene."^^ Her contemporaries applauded her for the 

"tmth," but they did not yet know to praise her for her realism. Edgar Allan Poe 

writes: 

to Mrs Kirkland alone we were indebted for our acquaintance with the home 
and home-life of the backwoodsman. With a fidelity and vigor that prove her 
pictures to be taken from the very life, she has represented "scenes that would 
have occurred only as and where she has described them. She has placed 
before us the veritable settlers of the forest.̂ ^ 

With words such as "fidelity" and "veritable" in his description of Kirkland's work, 

Poe defines realism. As Kirkland said in her preface, A New Home presents "the 

general tmth of the outline. "̂ ^ 

In telling the tmth, Kirkland intended for her anonymity to protect her. Sadly 

for her, her neighbors took offense to her revelations of fronfier life. Their "righteous 

indignation" squelched the humor and "freshness of style" so prevalent in A New 

^̂  Handbook to Literature. 5* ed. (New York: Macmillan Publishing, 1986) 
462, 441, 412. 

^"Handbook 415. 

^̂  Nerber 12. 

^̂  Poe 1181. 

^̂  Kirkland, A New Home 1. 
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Home, putting her on guard in fiiture writing. As Dorothy Dondore notes, "Kirkland 

shared the fate of all realists. . . .[and]she [found] it necessary to defend her preceding 

sketches." She began her defense in the preface of her next book Forest Life. 

Letters she wrote through the years reveal her continued desire to write what she 

thought without the readers being aware of the source. However, not ever again 

"assured . . . that the author would never be discovered," Kirkland leaves but one 

uncensored example of her tme talent, A New Home. Who'll Follow?.^^ 

The nom de guerre that Kirkland chooses for herself fits her style, if not her 

purpose, perfectly. "Clavers, according to Scottish glossaries, signifies 'idle 

gossip.'" Though not "idle gossip," she admits to "mere gossip" on the first page 

of her first chapter. She claims that she owes her form to "Miss [Mary Russell] 

Mitford's charming sketches of village life." Mitford's goal for Our Village was to 

"describe 'country scenery and country manners,'" a task she accomplished with 

"affection and humour."^^ Kirkland's purpose, however, is "a sort of'Emigrants' 

Guide.'"^^ Through her use of sketches, "mere gossip about every-day people," the 

^^ Dorothy Anne Dondore, Prairie and the Making of Middle America: Four 
Centuries of Description. (Cedar Rapids, I A: Torch P, 1926) 299. 

^̂  Roberts. Letters 51. 

^̂  Rev., Athenaeum 981. 

"̂̂  Kirkland, A New Home 2. 

^̂  "Our Village." Oxford Companion to English Literature. 5*̂  ed. (New York: 
Oxford UP, 1985). 

^̂  Kirkland, A New Home 1. 
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author makes the need for an "Emigrants' Guide" quite apparent. Mrs. Clavers 

enters the wildemess of Michigan with visions of "driving a barouche-and-four 

anywhere through the oak-openings," ideas planted in her mind by such works as 

Charies Fenno Hoffman's A Winter in the West and James Hall's Letters from the 

West and The Sketches of History. Life and Manners in the West.^" On her first trip 

to the site of their new home, she waxes poetic over the Michigan wildflowers, 

saying, "[w]e must have a poet of our own."^' A litfie later, she wanes disgmntled as 

she and her husband encounter gapping mud-holes; some obvious and some covered 

in grass. Her expectations receive an even bigger jolt when, anticipating a hotel, she 

finds her night's lodgings to be a small log cabin, with the "sleeping apartment" in the 

loft and the only access a "steep and narrow sfick-ladder." Throughout her 

"Emigrants' Guide," she highlights the discrepancies between the west of popular 

writers and the west she experiences. The writings of Hoffman and Hall seemed to be 

"full of important omissions," such as what it is like to survive the summer in a room 

with a cook fire or to accommodate a family of six in a one room cabin. 

One of Kirkland's strengths in her wrifings lies in her characterization. The 

authors of the Cyclopaedia of American Literature recognize her talent for 

characterization in their assessment of her career: "Her keen perception of character is 

"̂^ Kirkland, A New Home 6. 

'^^ Kirkland, A New Home 5. 

"̂^ Kirkland, A New Home 9. 

73 Kirkland, A New Home 48-49. 
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brought to bear on the grave as well as humorous side of human nature, on its good 

points as well as its foibles."^"* Though her purpose is to define the lot of women who 

follow their spouses into the woodlands of Michigan, she does so in their relation to 

men. In woman's relationship to man, patriarchy reigns on the fronfier as in the city. 

The mark of patriarchy becomes most visible on the faces of the women, who have 

given up all that is familiar to follow their husbands to this land of promise. 

Woman's little world is overclouded for lack of the old familiar means and 
appliances. The husband goes to his work with the same axe or hoe which 
fitted his hand in his old woods and fields, he tills the same soil, or perhaps a 
far richer and more hopeful one—he gazes on the same book of nature which 
he has read from his infancy, and sees only a fresher and more glowing page; 
and he retums to his home with the sun, strong in heart and full of self-
gratulation on the favorable change in his lot. But he finds the home-bird 
drooping and disconsolate. She has been looking in vain for the reflection of 
any of the cherished features of her own dear fire-side. She has found a 
thousand deficiencies which her rougher mate can scarce be taught to feel as 
evils.^^ 

Kirkland very graphically exposes the difference between men and women 

in their perception of frontier life. The man has come with the expectation of a better 

life than the one he left behind. The woman has left behind family and friends, as 

well as many of the amenities that make life more comfortable. The man looks 

forward to the opportunities of the new home; the woman looks back to what she left 

behind. 

Richard Slotkin, in The Fatal Environment: The Myth of the Frontier in the 

Age of Industrialization. 1800-1890, describes the frontier experience as not being 

'̂̂  Evert A. Duyckinck and George L. Duyckinck, "Caroline M. Kirkland," 
Cyclopaedia of American Literature. (New York: Charles Scribner, 1856) 563. 

''̂  Kirkland, A New Home 146. 
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"limited by the competition of a whole society, nor by the mles and hierarchies of the 

established order: the mles are remade according to the occasion, and after the 

preferences of the makers; and property is there for the taking."*^^ He goes on to 

describe the men who peopled the frontier during the "agrarian expansion," as "land 

speculators and ambitious cotton planters and artisan-entrepreneurs who . . . did not 

deal deferentially with the established leaders of society, nor adapt manners and 

morals to the requirements of high culture. Their urge to exploit resources of land 

and of labor was limited only by self-interest, calculated (by and large) for the short 

77 

term." Slotkin's descripfion fits some of the men Kirkland portrays in her sketches. 

Others she defines in her book. One "class of settlers . . . left small farms in the 

eastward states," hoping to acquire land "at a more rapid rate." They sold their land 

and furniture at a loss and realize too late "that it kills old vines to tear them from 

their clinging-places." A large class atttacted by the frontier are people with 

"broken fortunes, or who have been unsuccessful in past undertakings." They react to 

frontier life in one of two ways. The "industrious look at their new home with a 

kindly eye." The "idlers . . . can find no terms too vimlent in which to express their 
70 

angry disappointment." But the majority of them are drawn to the wilderness by the 

^̂  Richard Slotkin, The Fatal Environment: The Myth of the Frontier in the 
Age of Industrialization. 1800-1890 (New York: Atheneum, 1985) 41. 

•̂̂  Slotkin 72-73. 

•̂^ Kirkland, A New Home 146. 

•̂^ Kirkland, A New Home 147. 
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love of freedom: "this love of unbounded and unceremonious liberty is a natural and 

universal feeling."^^ 

Kirkland presents a myriad of men in her sketches, whose personalities are a 

blend of their pasts and the present. First and foremost is the patriarchal male, as 

much a part of frontier life as of city life. Her patriarchal characters include Mr. 

Clavers, husband of the author, Philo Doubleday, a humorous, good natured man, and 

Mr. B , one of the "idlers." For the poseurs, Kirkland satirizes the land shark in 

Mr. Mazard and depicts the dispicable opportunist in Harley Rivers. She portrays 

two valiant men, the unnamed Frenchman, who helps Mrs. Clavers across a puddle, 

and Mr. Jennings, who demonstrates gallantry through menial tasks. For the new 

man and new woman, Everard and Cora Hastings exemplify the equality of a new 

man-new woman relationship. 

Kirkland bases her primary patriarchal character on her husband, William 

Kirkland, who first moved his family to Detroit and then bought land in the 

wilderness and built the town of Pinckney. As the character pattemed after William 

Kirkland, Mr. Clavers serves a patriarchal role as head of his household and as 

originator of Montacute. In his patriarchal role, he has complete authority over his 

family and owes them his protection. David Leverenz, in Manhood and the American 

Renaissance, acknowledges Clavers as Kirkland's "most complex treatment of 

manhood . . . . She appreciates him primarily . . . because of his deviance from the 

80 Kirkland, A New Home 148. 
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reigning game of manhood."^^ Clavers seems a misfit on the frontier. Even though 

he has not been unsuccessful in previous undertakings, he has not been overiy 

successful. To Clavers, the frontier offers opportunity and freedom. However, from 

the beginning, he does not appear particulariy suited to life in the wildemess. While 

waiting for their belongings to arrive from New York, Clavers takes a trip with a 

party of other men staying at their hotel in Detroit. Dawn Keetley describes the 

expedition as a "'manfully' planned . . . excursion strictly for men who plan to 

speculate for land, hunt, camp out and generally rough it."^^ That the "roughing it" 

tumed out to be rougher than they anticipated "completely undermines the romantic 

myth of the manly frontier hero."^^ Clavers and his party retum from their adventure 

"[t]ired and dirty, cross and hungry."̂ "̂  With this vignette, Kirkland pits the ideology 

against the reality of the frontier, as she does throughout her book. The men boasting 

ideally of camping out and "fasting for a day or so," are hit by reality as night falls on 

the first day, and they begin to complain of being a "little rheumatic" and of noticing 

the dampness and search for a cabin in which to spend the night. Clavers's failure 

^̂  David Leverenz, Manhood and the American Renaissance (Ithaca: Comell 
UP, 1989) 158. 

^̂  Dawn E. Keetley, "Unsettling the Frontier: Gender and Racial Identity in 
Caroline Kirkland's A New Home. Who'll Follow? and Forest Life. Legacy 12.1 
(1995): 24. 

^̂  Kelli A. Larson, "Kirkland's Myth of the American Eve: Re-visioning the 
Frontier Experience," Midwestem Miscellany 20 (1992): 12. 

^̂  Kirkland, A New Home 26. 

^̂  Kirkland, A New Home 25, 26. 
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to uphold the "frontier hero" image may be part of the "deviance from the reigning 

game of manhood" that Kirkland admires. More importantly, as Leverenz points out, 

Mrs. Clavers does not find it necessary to wam him against investing in another city: 

"he was never very ambitious, and already owned Montacute."^^ Though she 

attributes her silence to his lack of ambition, she satirizes his companions who pay 

three hundred dollars for each of one hundred shares of property that had only cost 

four hundred dollars total the week before. ̂ ^ Clavers may not appear ambitious but 

neither is he opportunistic; for that Mrs. Clavers commends him. 

In relation to his family, Clavers is attentive yet at times reproving. On the 

trip to Montacute with the children and belongings, he rides horseback beside the 

wagon loaded with his wife and children and their household belongings. In his 

position of protector and provider, Clavers 

acted as a sort of adjutant—galloping forward to spy out the way, or provide 
accommodations for the troop—pacing close to the wheels to modify our 
arrangements, to console on the the imps who had bumped its pate, or to give 
D'Orsay [their dog] a gentle hint with the riding-whip when he made 
demonstrations of mutiny—and occasionally falling behind to pick up a sttay 
handkerchief or parasol. 

In this excerpt, Kirkland seems to begin by satirizing his inflated position as head of 

their group signified by his riding horseback rather than on the wagon. However, the 

author preempts that impression immediately by noting his close attention and his 

consolation to the children, demonstrating his concern for the care and the comfort of 

86 Kirkland, A New Home 26. 

"̂̂  Kirkland, A New Home 30. 

^̂  Kirkland, A New Home 33. 
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his family. He exemplifies these same attributes when he tries to take over Mrs. 

Clavers' chores during her bout with the ague, but he is not quite so successful. In his 

attempt to tend his family, he burns his fingers and upsets the saucepan.^^ As Fanny 

Fern, in her article, "Something to Come Home To," explains, his willingness makes 

amends for his ineptitude: "How many times I have tumed to look at the clumsy 

smoothing of a child's dress, or settling of its hat, or bonnet, by the unpractised 

fingers of a proud father. And the clumsier he was about it, the better I loved him for 

the pains he took. It is very beautiful to me, this self-abnegation."^^ Although Mrs. 

Clavers wishes for "one of those feminine men, who can make good gmel, and 

wash the children's faces," she praises his "self-abnegation": "Mr. Clavers certainly 

did his best, and who can more?"^* Not always so accommodating, he censures his 

wife's behavior on occasion. During an outing in the wildemess with her husband 

and children, she finds herself ankle deep in mud and missing a shoe. Clavers's 

dawdling response precipitates a ready response from Mrs. Clavers: "It seems his 

high mightiness had concluded by this time that I had been sufficiently punished for 

my folly, (all husbands are so tyrannical!) and condescended to come to my rescue."^^ 

His tardiness in heeding her distress, however, may have been more from the humor 

of her plight than an adherence to patriarchal obstinacy. In Mr. Clavers, Kirkland 

^̂  Kirkland, A New Home 61. 

"̂ Fanny Fern, Ruth Hall and Other Writings (New Bmnswick: Rutgers UP, 
1994) 330. 

^̂  Kirkland, A New Home 61. 

^̂  Kirkland, A New Home 73-4. 
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presents a congenial, if mischievous, family-oriented man as the patriarchal head of 

the Clavers family. 

As the patriarchal leader of the town of Montacute, Clavers has a strong 

feeling of responsibility to the people, especially those he enlisted in his 

misadventure. Even though he has a grave sense of duty, he has too much faith in 

people to be an astute leader. To develop the little town of Montacute, Clavers hires 

Mr. Mazard, who had "kindly undertaken to lay out [the] village, to build a mill, a 

tavern, a store, a blacksmith's shop; house for cooper, miller, &c. &c. . . . all this, 

although sure to cost Mr. Clavers an immense sum, he, from his experience of the 

country, his large dealings with saw-mills, &c., would be able to accomplish at a very 

moderate cost." Unwittingly, Clavers issues Mazard carte blanche to begin building 

the town. Because Clavers is honest, he assumes Mazard to be the same. However, 

with the mill completed and the dam and tavem under constmction, Mazard 

"absconded." Clavers, who "found himself involved to a large amount," realizes he 

has no recourse but to pay the debts. Judging people by his own set of ethics, Clavers 

is vulnerable to the miscreants, "out for the quick dollar."̂ "̂  On another occasion, 

when Clavers declines the opportunity to invest in the Merchants' and Manufacturers' 

Bank of Tinkerville, his wife says, "My honoured spouse—I acknowledge it with 

regret—is any thing but 'an enterprising man.'"^^ Kirkland's use of "enterprising" 

^̂  Kirkland, A New Home 11-12. 

"̂̂  Osbome, Caroline M. Kirkland 25. 

^̂  Kirkland, A New Home 120. 
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when she refers to Mazard's chicanery suggests that by not being "enterprising," 

Clavers is also not criminal. Leverenz refers to Kirkland's satire of Clavers as her 

"typically backhanded" way of "honoring her husband."^^ In actuality, Clavers is 

disceming. He demonstrates his integrity by not getting involved in the wildcat 

venture. Leverenz asserts that his decision shows his "disdain for the new men on the 

Q 7 

make." Clavers does not lack enterprise; he lacks mthlessness. This "deviance 

from the reigning game of manhood" proves his integrity. Kirkland endows her 

character with the same honesty and integrity her husband possessed. The land 

sharks and wild-cat banks that robbed the poor stmggling frontier people caused a 

great deal of anxiety in William Kirkland. The author suggests that Clavers 

experiences some of the same concerns. These concerns show him to be an 

honorable patriarchal leader. 

Mrs. Clavers, juxtaposed to Clavers' patriarchal role in the family, is a tme 

woman, and in relation to his position in the town, she acts as the matron, tending to 

the needs of the townspeople. She possesses most of the attributes of the tme woman, 

which are piety, purity, submission, and domesticity. In her piety and purity, Mrs. 

Clavers expresses her longing for "public religious instmction" and her concem for 

the "condition of society . . . where Religion is habitually forgotten."^^ With no 

established church or pastor in residence in the little town, Mrs. Clavers voices her 

^̂  Leverenz 160. 

^̂  Leverenz 159. 

98 Kirkland, A New Home 127. 
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apprehension over the effects of the lack of "religious and moral training" of the 

people, particularly the children. The absence of formal religious training may have 

been another reason the Kirklands feared for the toll of the wilderness life on their 

children. In maintaining what David Leverenz calls her "ladyhood" with her readers 

in the east. Dawn Keetley suggests that she marginalizes her roles as wife and 

mother. Considering that the audience for her letters, and her assumed audience 

for her book, consisted of middle class women in the East, Kirkland discusses her 

problems with domestic help and borrowings more than she refers to her daily duties 

as wife and mother. Having been "dissuaded" by her "friends in the civilized worid" 

not to bring her maid, one of her first considerations when she arrives in Michigan is 

to find domestic help. She immediately collides with the unrelenting pride of the 

settler. No matter how destitute their circumstances, Mrs. Clavers observes, "never 

yet saw I one where the daughter was willing to own herself obliged to live out at 

service." A young woman may be willing to "hire out" temporarily, but "never as a 

regular calling, or with an acknowledgment of inferior station." Once Mrs. Clavers 

understands the thinking of the settler on domestic service, which, when interpreted, 

means that "living with one for wages is considered by common consent a favour," 

she takes "it as a favour" and manages very well. °̂̂  In a letter written in 1841 to her 

daughter, Kirkland laments, "I have no girl yet, but expect to have Hannah More next 

99 

Leverenz 156. 

^^ Keetley 24. 

^̂ ^ Kirkland, A New Home 39. 

136 



week though I almost dread to encounter again her well-remembered faults. Doing 

one's own chores isn't so pleasant—especially as Maggie, Pa & Willie have all been 

subjects of ague since my retum."*^^ Audrey Roberts explains, in a note in Letters of 

Caroline Kirkland, that Hannah "appears to be the type [of domestic] that Kirkland 

ridiculed and complained about."^°^ In another letter to her daughter a few weeks 

latter, the author asks Elizabeth to purchase fabric for Hannah More for a new dress, 

which implies one of the ways Kirkland concedes to her help. Roberts also notes that 

Maggie, who had the ague with "Pa & Willie," worked for Kirkland for several years 

in spite of her complaints as Mrs. Clavers in A New Home of being unable to keep 

help. "* Even with help, Mrs. Clavers recalls the "inexorable dinner hour" with "a tin 

reflector" for an oven, "wash days," "ironing days," and always the heat from the 

"cooking fire." Nevertheless, Mrs. Clavers succeeds in achieving the tme woman 

attribute of domesticity. 

The only tme submission required of Mrs. Clavers stems from the 

idiosyncrasies of the settlers. One of the equalizers in this egalitarian society occurs 

in the form of borrowings. Kirkland assures her readers that "whoever comes into 

Michigan, with nothing, will be sure to better his condition; but wo [sic] to him that 

brings with him any thing like an appearance of abundance. . . . to have them, and not 

°̂̂  Roberts, Letters 28. 

°̂̂  Roberts, Letters 29. 

^̂"̂  Roberts, Letters 25. 

°̂̂  Kirkland, A New Home 49. 
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be willing to share them in some sort with the whole community, is an unpardonable 

crime."^^^ Mrs. Clavers gives examples of some of the items borrowed from her: "I 

have lent my broom, my thread, my tape, my spoons, my cat, my thimble, my 

scissors, my shawl, my shoes; and have been asked for my combs and bmshes: and 

my husband, for his shaving apparatus and his pantaloons."'^^ William Kirkland was 

so impressed by the system that he wrote an article for the United States Magazine 

and Democratic Review describing the details of the procedure: 

[It was a well thought-out system;] we speak advisedly—we mean system, not 
practice. . . . Its importance to the well-doing of him who comes into the 
woods with nothing, is seen at a glance. Every neighborhood is, by this plan, 
tumed into a joint-stock association, the goods of each and every member 
being in some sense, common property. It differs from other joint-stock 
companies in this: that the less anyone puts in the more he takes out. No fee 
is required for admission into this general loan company, and mere residence 
confers its privileges as it does those of citizenship. The new-comer is 
occasionally troubled with a little bashflilness about using his freedom, but he 
soon shakes it off, and becomes as perfect in the art of borrowing as those to 
whom it has become second nature. It requires but a short time to get the mn 
of needful articles, so as to know pretty nearly where to find them when 
wanted, and then the work is done. 

The system of borrowings is one to which both Clavers must submit. The "two 

saddles and bridles of Montacute" seem to have been the most popular items, 

"travelling from house to house a-manback." A child sent to borrow a sifter for her 

mother from Mrs. Clavers says, "[my mother] guesses you can let her have some 

^̂ ^ Kirkland, A New Home 67. 

107 Kirkland, A New Home 68. 

°̂̂  Qtd. in William S. Osbome, ed., introduction, A New Home. Who'll 
Follow? Glimpses of Westem Life, by Caroline Matilda Kirkland (New Haven, CT: 
College & University P, 1965) 17. 
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sugar and tea, 'cause you've got plenty."^^^ The most unusual request occurs soon 

after Mrs. Doubleday gives birth to her first child. The same dirty little giri, who 

borrowed the sifter, asks to borrow Mrs. Doubleday's baby because her baby brother 

cannot nurse. This "joint stock company" founded on borrowings is a custom of the 

frontier that Richard Slotkin describes, in The Fatal Environment, as part of the 

frontier experience: "the mles are remade according to the occasion and the 

preference of the makers."''° This system of borrowing suggests a collective 

ownership designed particularly by and for those who arrive in the wildemess with 

few possessions, which affects the whole community. Mrs. Clavers submits to the 

system. 

Her role as first lady or matron of Montacute is Mrs. Clavers forte. She feels 

a "hostess-ship toward the newcomer" and mentors Mrs. Rivers, a lady from the east 

who does not adjust well to the frontier. She takes "especial care to be impartial in 

[her] . . . visiting habits, determined at all sacrifice to live down the impression that 

[she] felt above [her] neighbor."''^ Although Mrs. Clavers works to obscure the 

"impression that [she] felt above [her] neighbor," she obviously favors those who are 

more refined, such as Mrs. Rivers. To increase the sense of community among the 

women of Montacute, Mrs. Clavers establishes the Montacute Female Beneficent 

Society or Ladies' Sewing Society. More social than "beneficent," the sewing circle 

109 Kirkland, A New Home 67. 
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gives the women an opportunity to dress in their finest, to gossip, and to sew. 

Kirkland refers to the "sewing society" as being "resuscitated" in a letter written to 

her daughter in 1841, two years after the publication of A New Home.''^ The sewing 

society may have lost its impetus with the revelations in Kirkland's book. As 

matron of the community, she also ministers to its residents. Describing the 

necessities she and Mrs. Rivers took to minister to the ill when they leam all in the 

Titmouse family are down with the ague, she says, "we had been at such places 

before." In this errand of mercy, she even tries, though unsuccessfully, to milk a 

cow. Both in her role as a tme woman and as the matron of Montacute, Mrs. Clavers 

learns ways of "wearing round which give [her] the opportunity of living very much 

after [her] own fashion, without offending, very seriously, any body's prejudices."""^ 

By "wearing round," she performs her duties in her home and in the community with 

acumen. 

Kirkland's next patriarchal man, Philo Doubleday, registers the change in the 

constmct of the family observed by Daniel Blake Smith, a family historian. Smith 

notes a trend away from the "father dominated family . . . toward a strikingly 

affectionate, self-consciously private family environment" in the late eighteenth and 

early nineteenth century."^ In line with Smith's theory, Doubleday brings an almost 

"^ Roberts. Letters 28. 

113 Kirkland, A New Home 115. 

"^ Kirkland, A New Home 52. 

"^ Qtd. in Karen Lystra, Searching the Heart: Women. Men and Romantic 
Love in Nineteenth-Centurv America (New York: Oxford UP, 1989) 227. 
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comical good nature to his patriarchal role. His humor and easygoing approach to 

life contrast vividly with the tartness and perfecfionism of his wife. 'Tossessed with 

a neat devil," Polly Doubleday seems to walk around with a broom and a scmb bmsh 

in anficipafion of the mess her husband and associates may make."^ Doubleday 

reacts to his wife's over-zealousness with patient smiles and messages in verse that 

he terms "poefical justice." Occasionally, his witty rhymes relax Polly's "grim 

features . . . into a smile.""^ Kirkland's grandfather, Joseph Stansbury, who wrote 

"satiric verse" during the American Revolution,"^ may have inspired her versifying 

Doubleday. As the patriarchal head of household, Doubleday controls the money. 

Because few settlers had unlimited funds, he probably did not fit Fanny Fem's 

"Model Husband," whose "pocket-book is never empty when his wife calls for 

money.""^ However, he provides for his wife well enough for her to have Betsey to 

"chore round." Doubleday does not always use his poetry to placate his wife; when 

her delivery time arrives, he sends for help with one of his poems: "Come quick, 

Fanny!/ And bring the granny,/ For Mrs. Double-/ day's in trouble."'^^ In his role as 

protector, he puts Mrs. Nippers, the town gossip, in her place when out of jealousy 

"^ Kirkland, A New Home 69. 

"^ Kirkland, A New Home 70. 

"^ Osbome, Caroline M. Kirkland 16. 

"^ Fem. Ruth Hall 215. 
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she suggests to Polly that her baby is "croupish."'^' He personifies the "strikingly 

affectionate" attitude to which Smith attests when he springs to Polly's defense, 

dismissing Mrs. Nippers with a witty play on words. Mrs. Clavers proclaims that 

Doubleday makes Polly "a most excellent husband."'^^ For his honesty, industry, 

generosity, and "good-natured" spirit, Mrs. Clavers praises him as "[o]ne of [her] best 

neighbours." These attributes render him a ready target when '"the public' has 

any work to do, or school-business," anything accompanied with little or no profit.'̂ "^ 

His community spirit makes him a willing volunteer. Both in the home and in the 

community, Philo Doubleday demonstrates what is positive in the patriarchal role. 

Kirkland may have had her father and grandfather in mind when she created 

Doubleday. According to her biographer, William Osbome, they both had a lively 

sense of humor—a trait Kirkland inherited. 

Polly Doubleday, a tme woman to Doubleday's patriarchal role, is also as 

Mrs. Clavers notes "the mustard to the sugar which is used to soften its biting 

qualities." Under the facade of her vinegary personality, she possesses "excellent 

qualities as a wife, a friend, and a neighbour." Her domestic traits are exemplary 

'^' Kirkland, A New Home 138. 

'̂ ^ Kirkland, A New Home 69. 

'̂ ^ Kirkland, A New Home 68. 

'̂ "̂  Kirkland, A New Home 69. 

'̂ ^ Osbome, Caroline M. Kirkland 16. 
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even for the tme woman: "She keeps her husband's house and stockings in 

unexcepfionable trim. Her emptin's are the envy of the neighbourhood."'^^ As a 

friend and neighbor, "[s]he will watch night after night with the sick perform the last 

sad offices for the dead, or take to her home and heart the little ones whose mother is 

removed forever from her place at the fireside," never relating the details or 

circumstances surrounding the people she serves. '̂ ^ Kirkland presents a paradox in 

Polly, painting a grim picture of her before she enumerates her neighbor's long list of 

attributes. The perpetual grimace belies the compassion-filled heart that beats in her 

meager bosom. However, the birth of Polly's first child dissolves the mustard traces 

in her personality. Her total absorption in her tiny miracle contains a love and 

happiness that overflows into all areas of her life. Kirkland seems to be saying that a 

tme woman is not completely fiilfilled without children. Already an ideal tme 

woman in the realm of domesticity, Polly gains a joy through motherhood that 

enhances her domestic sphere. 

Kirkland contrasts the favorable picture of the Doubleday's patriarchal home 

in the next chapter with that of the B s. Mr. B , with the aid of 

coverture—a law that delivers a woman's property, personal and real, to her husband 

upon their marriage'^^—exercises his authority over his wife's inheritance, promptly 

losing all but a small stipend. Before his marriage, he had already gone through his 

'̂ ^ Kirkland, A New Home 70. 

'̂ ^ Kirkland, A New Home 70-1, 

'̂ ^ Norma Basch, In the Eyes of the Law: women. Marriage, and Property in 
Nineteenth-Centurv New York rithaca: Comell UP, 1982) 17 
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father's hard-earned money. Nina Baym's quote on men and money mentioned 

previously applies well to Mr.B : "Society was based on money, and men had 

all the control—the power to make it, to disburse it, to keep it, and the terrifying 

power to lose it." Mr. B exerts his power to lose it. Besides losing what 

money he and his wife inherited, he refuses to work to eam more. He belongs to that 

class of "idlers" in the "broken fortune" group that Kirkland describes in her 

discussion of people drawn to the wilderness. This character seems to be a composite 

of two people Kirkland mentions in a letter to her daughter. One of the men is a 

"broken down English gentleman," who exhibits "very little of economy or self-

denial." The other is a man of "broken fortunes." Kirkland does not enjoy their 

company because she pities them too much. She says, "Such people attempting to 

live in this country is madness."'^' Of these two men mentioned in Kirkland's letter, 

Mr. B is a man of "broken fortunes," and exhibits "little of economy or self-

denial." Unamenable toward work, he moves his family to the wildemess to reside as 

a gentleman, where he plays the flute and smokes cigars. Extravagant with the 

income they do receive, he leaves little for necessities, such as food, and they have 

survived "for weeks upon bread and tea without sugar or milk." For Mr. B 

even "a garden was too much trouble."'^^ He has abused his authority as patriarch by 

'^° Baym, Woman's Fiction 40. 

'^' Roberts, Letters 43-44. 

'̂ ^ Kirkland, A New Home 77. 

' " Kirkland, A New Home 77. 
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wasting two fortunes, taking his family into the wildemess, and not providing for 

them. By failing to take care of his family financially, he has failed in his obligation 

to protect them. In the character of Mr. B , Kirkland emphasizes the oppression 

the authoritative male can inflict on his family under the patriarchal system, 

supported by the property laws. 

Kirkland places Mrs. B in the role of the lady, instead of the tme 

woman, to her idle patriarchal husband. As the lady she is helpless and unredeemable 

in her plight. She answers the description of the wife of Edward Belknap, the man of 

"broken fortunes" Kirkland refers to in her letter to her daughter. The author says, 

"Mrs B—^was formerly Miss CaroHne Haven of Boston—a very delicate and ladylike 

woman."'̂ "* Kirkland describes her character, Mrs. B , through the eyes of Mrs. 

Clavers as having "a very lady-like grace of manner, and the step of a queen."'^^ 

Mrs. B has been victimized by patriarchy, and Mrs. Clavers notices that her 

face bears the traces of her pain: "Her face . . . stmck me as one of the most 

melancholy I had ever seen."'^^ Having no conttol over her own money by law, she 

must submit to her husband's abuse of it. When all is lost, she follows him 

submissively to the Michigan frontier. Her husband takes her away from all that is 

familiar. She resembles the prototype of the frontier woman Kirkland portrays later: 

"She has been looking in vain for the reflection of any of the cherished features of 

134 Roberts, Letters 43. 

'̂ ^ Kirkland, A New Home 75. 

136 Kirkland, A New Home 75. 
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her own dear fire-side." How much more poignant these feelings must have 

been for Mrs. B , whose "fireside" was especially luxurious. In her 

unaccustomed domestic role, she does an admirable job of making a log cabin into a 

home. Mrs. Clavers notices immediately that the "hand of refined taste had been 

there." Mrs. B has planted the beds around the house with "flowers of every 

hue" and hung "curtains of French muslin" in the narrow windows.'^^ Annette 

Kolodny, in The Land Before Her, sympathizes with her "wretched" plight'^^ as she 

labors "with all her litfie strength for the comfort of her family." '"'̂  She clutches her 

former position in life as a "lady," having known no other. Kirkland says that they 

would not have managed without the help of "Mrs. B 's friends," while in the 

next sentence, she suggests that Mrs. B offends them by maintaining an attitude 

that they are "beneath her."'"" Her attitude must not have been too offensive or there 

would not have been friends to help. The B s are educating their children by 

example to despise work, to yearn for uneamed luxuries, and to believe everyone who 

succeeds is dishonest. That Kirkland includes Mrs. B in this philosophy 

suggests that Mrs. B rationalizes her husband's idleness and, consequently. 

'̂ ^ Kirkland, A New Home 146. 

'̂ ^ Kirkland, A New Home 74. 

'̂ ^ Annette Kolodny, Land Before Her: Fantasv and Experience of the 
American Frontiers. 1630-1860 (Chapel Hill: U of North Carolina P, 1984) 141. 

140 Kirkland, A New Home 77. 
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their destitution by believing that only the dishonest succeed. Mrs. B is 

helpless in her plight, bound by the chains of patriarchy. 

In her myriad of sketches, Kirkland creates more than one poseur. Clarence 

Valentine Boyer, in Villain as Hero in Elizabethan Tragedy, provides a definition 

applicable to Kirkland's two poseurs: he is "a man who, for a selfish end, willfully 

and deliberately violates standards of morality sanctioned by the audience or ordinary 

reader." The more graphic, but probably not the more dastardly, is Mr. Mazard. 

Leverenz describes him as a "silver-tongued land speculator" and a "fast-talking 

villain." Slotkin explains that the "opening of a large tract of public land for sale at 

low prices and with easy terms of credit constituted a kind of windfall to farmers and 

others hungry for the weahh and political standing that land stood for." He goes on to 

say that some of the "others" he mentions adhered to an "unprincipled materialism," 

flouting "traditional values—self-restraint, deference, conservative business ethics, 

religious 'other-worldliness.'"'''^ Mazard holds the aspirations and the principles of 

these "others." To pursue his "unprincipled materialism," he poses as a man of 

integrity, with "[h]is air of eamest conviction, of sincere anxiety for your interest, and 

above all, of entire forgetflilness of his own."'"^^ In an attempt to ingratiate himself 

into the Clavers' favor, he suggests that Clavers name the town "after the proprietor" 

'"̂ ^ Clarence Valentine Boyer, Villain as Hero In Elizabethan Tragedy (New 
York: Russell and Russell, 1964) 8. 

'̂ ^ Leverenz, 157-8. 

'̂ ^ Slotkin 127. 

'̂ ^ Kirkland, A New Home 11. 
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146 and encourages Mrs. Clavers to choose the "location of the grand esplanade."'^ 

Kirkland alerts the reader to the questionable character of Mazard, when she says that 

the shade trees that Mrs. Clavers asks to be preserved are the first "'Banquos' at 

Montacute." His "silver-tongued" sales pitch works, however. Clavers grants 

Mazard his permission to purchase the land and the materials to build the city of 

Montacute. On the same trip, Kirkland's poseur reveals his self-absorption, when 

Clavers whisks his wife away at tea time before she has consumed a single morsel, 

and Mazard sits down to her "predestined cup of tea" and eats her "bread and 

butter." The next news of Mazard is his disappearance. Having invested Clavers' 

money for his own benefit—"a selfish end"—and having charged large quantities of 

materials in Clavers' name, he "absconded" or "cleared," as the Westemers say, 

leaving the town owner deeply in debt.'"̂ ^ The Clavers are not his only dupes, 

however. Mazard plies his trade with Tinkerville also. "Many of them [the 

Tinkerville residents] expressed themselves quite satisfied that there were abundance 

of water there to duck a land-shark," a just reward for his duplicity. '̂ ° Kirkland 

surrounds Mazard with questions as to his veracity from her first description of him. 

By alerting her audience of his deceit, she removes the element of surprise, softening. 

"̂ ^ Kirkland, A New Home 12, 11, 

'̂ ^ Kirkland, A New Home 11. 

'̂ ^ Kirkland, A New Home 15. 

'̂ ^ Kirkland, A New Home 54-55. 

'^° Kirkland, A New Home 83. 

148 



somewhat, the magnitude of his larceny. Because the Clavers are the main victims of 

Mazard's villainy in Montacute, Kirkland uses some levity in telling his story, but the 

ploy of her next poseur touches a number of poor unsuspecting settlers. 

Hariey Rivers, a less likely poseur, settles in Montacute to live as a gentleman. 

As averse to work as Mr. B , Rivers' first concem in taking up his new 

residence is the hunting and fishing, declaring that "the country was a living death 

without them." That he shows no interest in working alarms his father. The elder 

Rivers tells Mrs. Clavers that he owns land in the vicinity and plans to occupy his 

"wild" son with it, "adding such professional business as might occur."'^^ For 

"professional business," Rivers becomes "instant president of the Tinkerville bank, 

put there by his [father] presumably because his gentlemanly pretensions and his 

aversion to work added a touch of class."'^^ Toward his wife. Rivers effects "an 

appearance of absence, of indifference, which spoke volumes of domestic history."'^'^ 

Rivers, in his self-centeredness, ignores the effects on his wife of the move to the 

wilderness. He seems to spend very little time with her and cares little what she 

thinks. Nevertheless, his act of villainy comes from his professional life. Rivers and 

his father take advantage of the "General Banking Law" that allows a group of men to 

"pledge real estate to a nominal amount" to make "money of rags." Kirkland calls 

'^' Kirkland, A New Home 64. 

' " Kirkland, A New Home 57. 

'̂ ^ Leverenz 156-7. 

'̂ ^ Kirkland, A New Home 64. 
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this "a new species of gramarye [magic]" that land speculators used to tum the 

"millions of acres of wild land" they had on their hands into cash. '" Soon after 

Rivers takes office, the success of this magic expresses itself as new furniture and a 

new carriage for the Rivers, and as a new bonnet for Mrs. Rivers. Then the Bank 

Commissioners begin their visits and find that all is not well with the bank. Just as 

Mazard has done. Rivers takes his money and accumulated possessions and 

"absconds," when the bank fails. The Rivers move east where Mr. Rivers lives "like 

a gentleman . . . on the spoils of the Tinkerville Wild-cat."'^^ With Rivers' villainy, 

there is no waming. The author paints Rivers despicable with a heart-rending 

illustrafion of settlers left penniless by his sorcery. Kirkland pictures the settlers 

travelling several days with a "half-starved ox-team" to redeem the worthless bank 

notes for food they need to get them through the winter.'^^ Annette Kolodny, in The 

Land Before Her, asserts that Kirkland "makes clear, swindlers are not only those like 

the oafish agent, Mr. Mazard. Fraud and deceit may also wear the garb of eastem 

gentility."'^^ Perhaps the latter is the more treacherous. With her two poseurs, 

Kirkland reveals the unexpected dangers of frontier life. Moving into an untamed 

wilderness, settlers assume a battle against nature. Yet the greatest danger comes in 

the form of the "other," who practices "unprincipled materialism." 

155 Kirkland, A New Home 121. 

'̂ ^ Kirkland, A New Home 127. 

' " Kirkland, A New Home 128. 
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Anna Rivers plays the "lady" to Rivers' poseur rather than the "belle." In 

some respects her circumstances resemble those of Mrs. B . Kirkland describes 

her as being "accustomed to much indulgence," which suggests that she comes from 

an affluent home. Unlike Mrs. B , Mrs. Rivers' husband is not destitute; he is 

only "a wild chap." That his wildness tums criminal may make Mrs. B the 

better off Rather than trying to make her msfic home livable, she curis "her pretty lip 

at the deficiencies of her little mansion." She also exhibits an aura of condescension 

as evidenced by showing her "fatigue" when a neighbor pays a visit after breakfast 

"to make a three hours' call" or by failing to think to offer tea when a visitor comes at 

one o'clock. She demonstrates the same disregard for the settlers, when encouraged 

to change from a "home-dress" to "a gay chally" for the cooper's sister's wedding: 

"It really seems ridiculous," she said, "to dress for such a place !"'^° In her inability to 

adapt, she remains the lady, relatively untouched by her frontier experience. 

The next category of male characters is the valiant male. He selflessly, even 

bravely, serves the heroine. He acts out of honor, earning the right to be called 

valiant. Kirkland meets her first gallant male on the shore of her first mud hole. 

Having given up on crossing this chasm filled with water, Mrs. Clavers is startled by 

the appearance of a "wild and rough . . . specimen of humanity" dressed in a "bear

skin cap and a suit of deer's hide." He quickly puts her at ease when, in a "gentle 

tone with a French accent," he offers to help her across the mud hole and to direct 

'̂ ^ Kirkland, A New Home 57. 

'̂ ° Kirkland, A New Home 65. 
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Clavers and the buggy through it. He will take nothing for his good deed.'^' The 

frontiersman carries a rifle and says he has been watching deer. When he sees the 

Clavers surveying the puddle, he leaves his hunt to help them. With this action, he 

demonstrates the selflessness of the valiant male. Kelli Larson, in "Kirkland's Myth 

of the American Eve," describes his gallantry as Kirkland's "humorous debunking" of 

Cooper's Natty Bumppo. Rather than saving her from "the savagery of Indians or the 

threatening jaws of a cougar," her hero saves her from "an ordinary, inglorious patch 

of mud." Larson's theory is certainly plausible. Nevertheless, he saves her. 

Not as dramatic but equally as valiant, Mr. Jennings is the next to save the 

heroine. First he and his sons unpack her boxes of absolute "essentials" the day 

Mrs. Clavers and the children move into their log cabin. His help is undeniable, 

particularly in the absence of her husband. His greatest heroic act, however, comes 

the next day when he arrives at Mrs. Clavers' door correctly assuming that she would 

1A1 

"begin to be sick o' [her] bargain" by then. She and the children are tired, hungry, 

and drenched from an early morning thunderstorm. In Hero: Myth/Image/Symbol. 

Dorothy Norman asserts, "The role and quest of the potenfial hero in man perpetually 

involve[s] both confrontation with and transformafion of the negative elements."'̂ "* 

161 Kirkland, A New Home 6-7. 

' " Larson 11 

163 Kirkland, A New Home 42-43. 

'̂ '* Dorothy Norman, Hero: Myth/Image/Svmbol (New York: Worid 
Publishing Company, 1969) 10. 
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Mr. Jennings confronts and transforms Mrs. Clavers' "negative elements." He 

gallantly starts a fire, a chore Mrs. Clavers has not been able to accomplish, 

he valiantly clears some of the space in the cabin, and he heroically finds someone to 

help her "a few days." '̂ ^ Again, his deed will not match the flamboyance of Natty 

Bumppo, but for Mrs. Clavers, he could not have been more valiant. 

The last male character type for exploring Kirkland's male characters is the 

new man. The prototype for the new man possesses such attributes as honesty, 

integrity, and industry, but the attribute that makes him a new man is his respect for 

and admiration of the intelligence and independence of the new woman. A new man-

new woman relationship relies on "respect, reciprocity and romance."'^^ Everard and 

Cora Hastings are Kirkland's new man and new woman. Annette Kolodny, in The 

Land Before Her, refers to them as Kirkland's "fullest portrait of a model frontier 

couple." The irony in the equality of this relationship occurs in the ownership of 

the dream. Most westward movement results in the dream of the man. In their article 

in Heritage of Her Own. Johnny Faragher and Christine Stansell surveyed diaries and 

journals of women who participated in westem expansion. The authors found that the 

"rationale behind pulling up stakes was nearly always economic advancement; since 

breadwinning was a masculine concern, the husband and father introduced the idea of 

' " Kirkland, A New Home 44. 

'̂ ^ Glenda Riley, Divorce: An American Tradition (New York: Oxford UP, 
1991)55. 
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going West and made the final decision."'^^ Joyce W. Warren, in The American 

Narcissus, claims that in the "American Dream, woman figures not as a dreamer but 

as an object in the dream."'^^ As object in the dream, the women's atfitudes varied 

from "enthusiastic support" to mere "acquiescence." Some of the diary entries show 

that many of them suffered greatly from their husband's decision. One woman wrote, 

"the unbidden tears would flow in spite of [her] brave resolve to be the courageous 

and valiant frontierswoman." Another said that she would wait until the wagon and 

team were out of hearing distance and she "would throw [herself] down on the 

unfriendly desert and give way like a child to sobs and tears, wishing myself back 

home with [her] friends."'^^ 

The dream and the decision to move west usually originated with the man. 

With Cora and Everard, Cora initiates the dream. It may have been induced by 

absorbing too much poetry and too many romantic novels, but Cora's dream is to be 

the "happy tenant of a cottage" in the "wilderness." Finding the dmdgery of law, 

the path platted for him by his father, unappealing, Everard provides fertile ground 

for Cora's fantasy. They decide to elope and to begin the search for the perfect 

location for Cora's "cottage," declaring their independence from their parents as well 

'̂ ^ Johnny Faragher and Chrisfine Stansell, "Women and Their Families on 
the Overiand Trail to California and Oregon, 1842-1867," Heritageof Her Own, ed. 
Nancy F. Cott and Elizabeth H. Pleck (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1979) 250. 

'̂ ^ Joyce W. Warren, American Narcissus: Individualism and Women in 
Nineteenth-Century American Fiction (New Bmnswick: Rutgers UP, 1984) 6. 

'̂ ^ Faragher and Stansell, 250, 251. 
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as the society that controls them. In southwestem New York, Everard discovers a 

plot of ground "rocky, and glenny, and streamy enough to suit Cora, whose soul 

disdained any thing like a level or a clearing"—a spot "entirely impracticable [to] any 

common-sense settler."'*^^ Out of respect for Cora's dream, Everard searches for the 

perfect place for her dream cottage and builds it. However, by mid-winter the 

romance of their seclusion fades. They have not received replies from the letters to 

their parents, and in the spring Cora gives birth to their first child. The dream begins 

to falter when the child and Everard become critically ill with small pox. Their next 

step into reality occurs when they leara that "Everard must get his own living. "'^^ 

Kirkland wams the reader before relating the hardships the young couple experience 

that "[t]he world's harshness soon cures romance."'̂ "^ Kolodny calls the process the 

"fall from innocence." Not until the couple have survived some of the "world's 

harshness" do they fully achieve their dream. The temporary estrangement from her 

parents and the near death of her husband and child abate her romantic notions: "Cora 

was a new creature, a rational being, a mother, a matron, full of sorrow for the past 

and of sage plans for the future." The mature dream comes to fruition in the 

wildemess of Michigan. If Everard had only honored his wife's dream in the 

'̂ ^ Kirkland, A New Home 161. 

'̂ ^ Kirkland, A New Home 169. 

'̂ '̂  Kirkland, A New Home 166. 

'̂ ^ Kolodny 143. 
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beginning, he shares it in its maturity. The "long, low, irregulariy-shaped house, built 

of rich brown tamarack logs" sits on a bluff over looking the "basin below," framed 

by the woods in back. "Everything about the house was . . . handsome and 

picturesque-looking . . . just like a young lady's dream."''̂ '̂  The mutuality they 

experience by sharing a dream resembles the partnership of the Kirklands' marriage. 

The Kirklands may have shared a dream, but the commonality of their work and 

especially William Kirkland's support of his wife's work emphasizes the equality of 

their relationship. Just as Everard Hastings endorses Cora's dream, William Kirkland 

encourages Kirkland and advises her on her work. A letter to the publishers, Carey 

and Hart, presents one example of William's involvement in his wife's work: "Mr. 

Kirkland is inclined to have me offer for the Gift."'̂ ^ With Everard and Cora, his 

admiration for her independence and strong-will, make him eager to adopt her dream. 

The shared dream secures equality in their relationship, and they become "the 

happiest people of [Mrs. Clavers'] acquaintance." 

In her portrayal of men in A New Home. Who'll Follow?. Kirkland presents 

an interesting varied array of characters. Kirkland creates Clavers who portrays 

William Kirkland as a traditional, but gentle patriarchal figure. Under his authority, 

he moves his family to the wildemess; as keeper of the money, he loses much of it; as 

protector, he rides, in a superior position, beside the wagon overseeing his wife and 

'"̂ "̂  Kirkland, A New Home 152. 
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children. She satirizes his attempt at acting the "manly frontier hero," while 

valorizing the lack of ambition that keeps him from making foolish investments. 

Even when he loses money to Mazard's schemes, he does so out of tmst, measuring 

others by his own honesty. Though a little "backhanded," Kirkland's portrayal of 

Clavers shows sympathy to his character. 

The author seems to contrast new-world ingenuity and old-worid indolence in 

Philo Doubleday and Mr. B . Doubleday possesses a charm and wit that would 

be ingratiating in any setting but is especially so on the frontier. His industry and 

generosity, both for his family and for his community, show him to be an exemplary 

patriarch. Mr. B , on the other hand, sits idly watching his wife fade away and 

his children grow as jaded and indolent as he. Although he is not directly from the 

"old world" of Europe, he suffers from the degeneration of the aristocratic lifestyle, 

provided by his father's hard-eamed money. Presenting the light, humorous story of 

Doubleday immediately before the dark, dismal story of Mr. B , not only 

valorizes the frontier man over the gentleman but also judges the latter more harshly. 

Kirkland uses the same device with her poseurs. First she presents Mazard, 

the rough-edged, fast-talking land speculator. This "odd-looking creature" robs the 

Kirklands and some of the settlers in Tinkerville. By foreshadowing his deception, 

the author is less severe with Mazard than she is with Rivers. The fraudulence of the 

"elegant" Mr. Rivers, who prefers not to work, does not come to light until the 

"gramarye" has already been accomplished. More convicting, however, are the far-

flung effects. Both are villains, but the frontiersman suffers less from Kirkland's 

wrath than the idle "gentleman." 
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Of her valiant men, neither fit the generally accepted norm for a hero. The 

Frenchman in his mstic manner demonstrates all of the grace of a courtly gentleman 

as he covers the "puddle" not with his cloak but with a "rail" and helps the lady to 

cross. Even less dramatic, Mr. Jennings' rescue of building a fire, helping unpack, 

and finding help seem trivial, but at the time they were valiant. Kirkland tells her 

readers early in her first chapter that she has "never seen a cougar—nor been bitten 

by a rattlesnake." For Mrs. Clavers, not having been in any real danger from the 

wilds of Michigan, the Frenchman and Mr. Jennings prove to be as heroic as the 

situation calls for. With these examples, Kirkland emphasizes the thought rather than 

the deed, depicting male gallantry in "tme and genuine and generous politeness."'^' 

Everard Hastings represents the new man in A New Home. His willingness to 

break tradition by following his wife's dream adds a new facet to the new man. He 

admires the independence and strong will that prompt Cora to pursue her dream. He 

not only adopts her dream he makes it a reality. In the mutuality of their relationship, 

the dream becomes "theirs," only having been Cora's originally. The respect and 

reciprocity of their marriage result in an equality necessary to the relationship of the 

new man and the new woman. With her description of Everard and his admiration of 

Cora's independent spirit, Kirkland idealizes the new man and the congeniality of his 

union with a new woman. 

180 Kirkland, A New Home 3. 
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Except for the villains, of course, Kirkland draws favorable pictures of the 

men in A New Home. Her depiction of her patriarchs rather elevates the head of the 

patriarchal home than denigrates him, in spite of her "backhanded" use of satire and 

humor. The exception to the mle is Mr. B , with whom Kirkland seems to be 

judging the idle "gentleman" more than condemning patriarchy. With her gallant 

men, she allows notice of even the small services to women, giving value to the man 

who performs them. Her most generous portrait of a male is the new man. The 

Hastings story is the last lengthy sketch of her book. She even devotes a paragraph to 

their progress in her last chapter to leave in the mind of her reader the happiness of a 

mutually governed marriage—one that can occur only between a new woman and a 

new man. 

159 



CHAPTER IV 

FANNY FERN'S RUTH HALL 

In the preface of Ruth Hall. Fanny Fem (pseudonym for Sarah Payson Willis) 

wrote, "I cherish the hope that, somewhere in the length and breadth of the land, 

[Ruth Hall] may fan into a flame, in some tired heart, the fading embers of hope, 

well-nigh extinguished by wintry fortune and summer friends."' The author wanted 

her novel to evoke action in some woman bereft of husband and income who had 

almost given up. Her biographer, Joyce W. Warren, views the book as "a call to arms 

to women everywhere, for whom the conventional formula for feminine success— 

submissive dependency—had not worked."^ In the novel, a fictionalized 

autobiography, the protagonist Ruth Hall experiences, through "submissive 

dependency," "wintry fortune and summer friends." Widowed with two children to 

support and unaided by her family or friends, Ruth, in desperation and in anger, 

provides her own deliverance. Her declaration of independence accomplished by her 

self-reliance and individualism—"the positive qualities of freedom and self-

determination"^—was meant to inspire those women, whom in the "submissive 

' Fanny Fern, Ruth Hall and Other Writings, ed. Joyce W. Warren, (New 
Bmnswick: Rutgers UP, 1994) 3. 

^ Joyce W. Warren, Fanny Fern: An Independent Woman (New Bmnswick: 
Rutgers UP, 1992)132. 

^ Joyce W. Warren, American Narcissus: Individualism and Women in 
Nineteenth-Century American Fiction (New Bmnswick: Rutgers UP, 1984) 4. 
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dependency" so admired in the nineteenth-century woman, remained in oppressive 

marriages or, as with Ruth, were left with no means of support. Fanny Fern's effort 

to promote financial independence in women was "a call to arms to women 

everywhere." Yet in her attempt to increase women's options, she stepped out of the 

bounds of feminine decomm by satirizing family members who refused to help Ruth, 

the author finding apt prototypes in her own family. For this breach of feminine 

etiquette, Fanny Fem received scathing reviews. Rather than attacking the book, they 

attacked the author. "Fanny Fern, the writer . . . , never faltered,"^ but Sara Willis 

Eldredge Farrington, the person, cried inconsolably. Looking into the life of the 

person and the writer will give a better understanding of who is behind these names 

and will give some insight into the men she depicts in her novel. Because the novel 

Ruth Hall parallels Fern's life so closely, the biographical sketch is longer than that of 

the other authors. The primary source is an outstanding biography by Joyce W. 

Warren, Fanny Fern: An Independent Woman. 

Fanny Fern is the pseudonym that not only became a household word in her 

lifetime but also became her adopted name after her rise to fame as a newspaper 

columnist. Bom July 9, 1811, in Portland, Maine, she received the name Sarah 

Payson Willis. She was the fifth child and fourth daughter of nine children bom to 

Nathaniel and Hannah Parker Willis.^ Willis moved his family to Boston, their 

former residence, shortly after Fem was bom. He operated a printing company, 

Warren, Fanny Fem 128. 

Warren, Fanny Fem 5. 
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devoted to religious publications, and in 1816, "Willis began printing the Boston 

Recorder,... the first religious newspaper in America." Eleven years later, he 

originated the Youth's Companion a periodical for children.^ He was a Calvinist and 

a deacon in the Park Street Church. In her biography of Fanny Fern, Ethel Parton, 

Fern's granddaughter, describes Willis as a man with "no poetry in his nature, little 

imagination, less tolerance; litfie will and little capacity to understand any disposition 

different from his own."^ This descripfion closely follows Fern's depiction of Ruth's 

father in Ruth Hall.^ 

Fern's mother was the light in the Willis home. The author even attributed 

her with being the source of her talent. In one of the collections of her works for 

children, Fem wrote the following about her mother: 

If there is any poetry in my nature, from my mother I inherited it. . . . Had my 
mother's time not been so constantly engrossed by a fast-increasing family, 
had she found time for literary pursuits, I am confident she would have 
distinguished herself Her hurried letters, written with one foot upon the 
cradle, give ample evidence of this. She talked poetry unconsciously! ̂  

Hannah had the poetry that Willis was missing, and she passed it to her children, to 

Fern in particular. In a letter to a friend, recorded in Grace Greenwood's biographical 

sketch of Fanny Fern, Fern paid a tribute to her mother: "She had a heart as wide as 

^ Warren, Fanny Fem 9. 

^ Qtd. in Warren, Fanny Fern 6. 

^ Warren, Fanny Fem 6. 

' Qtd. in Warren, Fanny Fem 6. 
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the worid, and charity to match. Oh, the times I have thrown my arms wildly about 

me and sobbed 'Mother!' till it seems she must come! I shall never be 'weaned,' 

never! 

Full of laughter and mischief. Fern had a zest for life that troubled her father. 

In Fanny Fern or A Pair of Flaming Shoes, Florence Bannard Adams observes, "It 

was Sara who, of all the children, was most dangerously inclined to levity and most 

perilously unimpressed by her sinful state. This presented a fearful problem to the 

uncompromising Deacon."" Fem could not and would not accept her father's 

Calvinism. Her husband and biographer, James Parton, said she did not "believe 

either that she was a very depraved sinner, or that she was in any danger of 

everlasting perdition." Although she never had a conversion experience, she was 

very religious, placing her faith in a benevolent God, rather than the more forbidding 

less forgiving God of Calvinism. In one of her columns for the New York Ledger. 

Fern wrote, "who but God can comfort like a mother; there is no word save God 

1 'X 

which is so . . . heart-satisfying." Warren sees in Fem's association of God with 

motherhood a correlation between the rejection of a patriarchal God and the rejection 

'° Qtd. in Grace Greenwood, 'Tanny Fem—Mrs. Parton," Eminent Women of 
the Age (1868; New York: Amo Press, 1974) 67. 

" Florence Bannard Adams, Fanny Fern or A Pair of Flaming Shoes. (West 
Trenton, NJ: Hermitage P, 1966) 4. 

'^ Qtd. in Warren, Fannv Fern 12. 

'̂  Qtd. in Warren, Fanny Fern 13. 
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of a patriarchal society."' Fem remained obstinate in her refusal to accept her father's 

religion. 

The Willises believed in education for their children. They prepared their 

sons for college and sent them to Yale University, and they saw that their daughters 

attended the best schools available for girls. At eleven. Fern went with two of her 

sisters to her first boarding school. Reverend Joseph Emerson's Ladies' Seminary in 

Saugus, Massachusetts.'^ Emerson taught logic, intimating, contrary to accepted 

belief, that women are reasoning creatures, and he promised success to writers who 

wrote "the tmth and nothing but the tmth." His teaching may have encouraged her 

already independent nature, and Warren suggests that he may also have inspired the 

frankness in Fem's writing.'^ 

Still concerned with Fern's rejection of his beliefs, Willis sent his wayward 

daughter to be educated under the supervision of Catharine Beecher.'^ Sixteen at the 

time of matriculation. Fern remained at the Hartford Female Seminary for three years, 

the full course of study that Catharine Beecher recommended for all of her students.'^ 

The education Hartford provided for its students was above average, being as near a 

'"̂  Warren, Fanny Fem 13. 

'̂  Warren, Fanny Fem 16. 

'^ Warren, Fanny Fern 17. 

'^ Adams 4. 

18 

Warren, Fanny Fem 26. 
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college education as was available to women of the period.'^ While at Hartford, Fem 

became noted for her flair for writing compositions. As part of their social education 

Catharine Beecher periodically held what she referred to as "levees," inviting "ladies 

and gentlemen" from outside the school. At one of these gatherings, an editor from a 

local newspaper read one of Fern's compositions. He published parts of it in his 

paper and retumed to the school occasionally to look at "Miss Willis's latest." 

In 1831, Fem, having completed her formal education, retumed home. Her 

father's "advanced ideas on education did not include careers for his daughters— 

marriage was the consecrated lot of women. "^' During the years that followed, she 

spent time leaming domestic chores.^^ A task that she hardly considered a chore was 

editing her father's newspapers, the Recorder and the Youth's Companion. She and 

some of the other children often wrote paragraphs or essays as fillers for the 

publications.^^ Fem's granddaughter, Ethel Parton, reveals that during those years at 

home her grandmother had many admirers, but not unfil Charles Eldredge were the 

feelings reciprocated. 

'^ Warren, Fannv Fem 29. 

°̂ Warren, Fannv Fem 34, 39. 

^' Adams 4. 

^̂  Warren, Fanny Fern 43. 

^̂  Warren, Fannv Fem 46. 

"̂̂  Warren, Fanny Fem 54. 
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Charies Eldredge, a cashier at Merchants' Bank of Boston,^^ married Sarah 

Payson Willis May 4, 1837. The young couple moved in with the groom's parents. 

Dr. Hezekiah and Mary Eldredge, who were rigid Calvinists.^^ Charies was the 

Eldredges' only surviving child, and Mrs. Eldredge was possessive of her son and 

critical of his wife. The young couple was still living with the Eldredges when their 

first child was bom in 1838. Sarah named her baby girl Mary Stace after her brother 

Nathaniel Parker Willis' wife Mary Leighton Stac€. Nathaniel had brought his bride 

home from England the year before. That his sister named her first born after his 

wife suggests the close relationship between Nathaniel and Fern and explains her 

sense of "betrayal when this brother refiised to help her in later years." Not long 

after Mary was bom, Charles bought Swissdale, a house in Brighton on fifteen acres, 

and he moved his family into their new residence a short time later. Charles's 

parents, who had been purchasing land in the area for several years, moved into a 

house on the property next to theirs the same year. 

Almost three years after their move, the young Eldredges had another little 

giri, Grace Harrington bom Febmary 24, 1841 .̂ ^ Another three years brought them 

^̂  Adams 4. 

^̂  Warren, Fanny Fem 54. 

^̂  Warren, Fanny Fem 61. 

28 Warren, Fanny Fem 63. 

^̂  Warren, Fanny Fem 66. 

^̂  Warren, Fanny Fem 65. 
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their third daughter, Ellen Willis bom September 20, 1844,^' and a burden of 

financial problems. Charles had made some unwise financial decisions, continually 

bringing papers home for Sarah to sign. In a lawsuit that lasted from 1842 to 1846, 

the judge mled against Charles, leaving him deeply in debt.̂ ^ In the midst of the 

court battle, a series of tragedies began that was to change Sarah's life forever. In 

1844, her sister Ellen, whom she loved deeply, died from complications following 

childbirth. The child had died soon after birth. Six weeks later, Sarah's mother, who 

had been ill in the same house with Ellen, died, leaving a void the writer referred to 

the year before her own death.̂ ^ On March 17, 1845, Fem's seven-year-old daughter, 

Mary, died of "brain fever."̂ "̂  One week later, Nathaniel's wife Mary died in 

childbirth. Sarah took care of the little daughter she left behind until Nathaniel could 

take her to be with Mary's family in England.^^ The death of their child and their 

tremendous debt precipitated a move from the previously blissful Swissdale to 

Boston. The elder Eldredges moved to Newton. 

October 6, 1846, Charies died of typhoid fever.̂ ^ With no money, no 

resources, and the debt from Charles's mismanagement, Sarah and the children were 

^' Warren, Fanny Fem 72. 

^̂  Warren, Fanny Fem 67-8. 

^̂  Warren, Fannv Fem 70. 

•''' Adams 5. 

^̂  Warren, Fanny Fem 73. 

•̂^ Warren, Fannv Fem 74. 
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left to the mercy of her father and her father-in-law. Unfortunately, they felt no 

mercy, and as Fern's granddaughter records, they "argued over who would spend the 

least" on the widowed mother and her fatheriess children.^^ Fem and her children 

moved into a boardinghouse, and she tried to earn a living sewing. Making only 

seventy-five cents a week doing sewing, she attempted to find a teaching position. 

She took the test and passed it, but had no one to recommend her. Her brother-in-law 

was serving on the school committee at the time, but he either refused or ignored her 

need for help. Her father thought that marriage was the solution to all of their 

problems, particularly his, and he encouraged Sarah to accept the proposal of Samuel 

P. Farrington, which she had previously refused.̂ ^ 

Fern finally gave in to her father's petition and submitted to a loveless 

marriage, which took place January 17, 1849. Ethel Parton, Fem's granddaughter, 

relates that Farrington was "madly jealous . . . not merely in the usual sense, but 

jealous of all his wife's friends, male or female." Warren suggests that Farrington 

may have been "sexually repulsive" to Fem and that her description of sexual abuse 

in Rose Clark gives reason to believe he was also sexually abusive. In this 

unbearable situation. Fern took a dramatic step that shocked her family and friends— 

she left Farrington two years after their wedding. In view of her offense, her father's 

^̂  Warren, Fanny Fem 76. 

^̂  Warren, Fanny Fem 83. 

^̂  Warren, Fanny Fem 83. 

'̂ ° Warren, Fanny Fem 84-5. 
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rigid piety allowed him in good conscience to tum his back on his sinful child, and he 

did. The Eldredges offered only to take away her children. She finally submitted to 

letting Grace, her elder daughter, live with them, promising the child she would come 

for her as soon as she could eam enough money."" 

Fern, knowing that sewing and teaching were not options, decided to try 

writing. She had the experience from her father's business and remembered the 

editor who printed her compositions at Hartford. She and Ellen moved into a dreary 

boardinghouse, where they lived on milk and bread for weeks at a time. Fem spent 

long hours writing, and when she had an adequate variety of work, she began the 

search for a publisher. Many rebuffs later, she found a man willing to print one of her 

articles for fifty cents, to be paid after publication. June 28,1851, her first article 

appeared in the Olive Branch: the editor was Reverend Thomas F. Norris. The next 

day the article was published in a prominent Boston paper— t̂he lack of copyright 

laws made pirating a common practice. That her work had been selected to reprint 

gave Fern new hope.''^ 

Fern's brother Nathaniel Parker Willis was editor of the Home Joumal in New 

York and had helped the careers of several women authors, such as Grace Greenwood 

and Fanny Forrester. Fem asked him to help her find an outlet for her work. In his 

reply, he first told her that the Joumal did not pay for contributions; then he attacked 

her writing: "You overstrain the pathetic, and your humor mns into dreadful 

^' Adams 5. 

"̂^ Warren, Fanny Fem 92. 
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vulgarity sometimes. I am sorry that any editor knows that a sister of mine wrote 

some of these which you sent me. In one or two cases they trench very close on 

indecency." Fem was angry and distressed. She wrote on the envelope that held 

the letter, 'Trom Nathaniel Parker Willis when I applied for literary employment at 

the Home Joumal ofrice[,] being at the fime quite destitute. My house having been 

his child's refuge for months after the death of her mother."^'' For his refiisal to help 

his destitute sister, he became the pattem for Fem's article "Apollo Hyacinth," 

published in the Musical Worid and Times and for Hyacinth Ellet in Ruth Hall.''^ 

After becoming established with the Olive Branch. Fern submitted some of 

her work to the Tme Flag. Each editor agreed to print several of her articles each 

week. Fem's acerbic humor and sometimes sentimental approach to ordinary 

subjects attracted quite a following. That summer, Fem received a letter from Oliver 

Dyer of the New York Musical World and Times, offering to double her present 

eamings if she would write exclusively for his publication. She accepted. However, 

he released her from the exclusivity clause when her previous editors expressed 

distress at their loss. She continued to write for both Boston newspapers at an 

increase in pay. She could now move into more comfortable lodgings and reclaim 

her daughter."*^ 

''̂  Warren, Fanny Fem 93. 

"^ Warren, Fanny Fem 93. 

"̂^ Warren, Fanny Fem 94-5. 
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Both the Musical Worid and Times and the Tme Flag created columns for 

Fanny Fern, making her the first woman columnist in the United States.**̂  

In 1853, she received a letter from James Cephas Derby offering to publish a 

collection of her newspaper articles for a lump sum of one thousand dollars or a 

royalty often cents a copy. After consuhing with Oliver Dyer, she decided to publish 

the book for the royalties. Fern Leaves from Fannv's Portfolio was published June 1, 

1853, and was an immediate success. In the United States, 70,000 copies were sold 

before the end of the year, and 29,000 sold in England.''^ The first woman columnist 

was now a financial success. 

Hardly before the ink was dry on her first book, Fem had signed a contract 

with the same company, Derby and Miller, to publish two more books. In September 

of 1853, she agreed to publish a children's book. Little Ferns for Fanny's Little 

Friends, and another adult book, Fem Leaves from Fanny's Portfolio. Second 

Series.''^ That same month, Fem learned that Samuel Farrington had divorced her on 

the grounds of desertion.^^ She was now tmly free—free from financial problems and 

free from an unwanted marriage. 

Early in 1854, Fern contracted with Mason Brothers to write a novel. They 

agreed to an extravagant advertising campaign in an effort to guarantee a best seller. 

47 Warren, Fanny Fern 105. 

''̂  Warren, Fannv Fem 108-9. 

Warren, Fanny Fem 117. 

°̂ Warren, Fanny Fem 118. 
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but they stipulated that she should do "no other literary work" while writing the 

novel.^' Ruth Hall, published in December of 1854, was the result of this agreement. 

The novel caused quite a sensation. Critics accused her of being "unfeminine" and 

"immodest" in her "self-love."^^ Grace Greenwood, one of Fern's contemporaries, 

called it "Ruthless Hall."^^ Her former editor, to retaliate for her leaving his 

employment and for her unfiattering portrayal of him in her book, published an 

unauthorized and unkind biography. The Life and Beaufies of Fannv Fem. In the 

heat of his anger, he had exposed Fern's identity in the Tme Flag two weeks after 

publication. Because of the autobiographical tendencies of the book, Fem was 

condemned for her depiction of her father, father-in-law, and her brother. A man 

could be forgiven for such revenge but not a woman. ̂ ^ Although many critics saw 

merit in the book itself, most of those attacked Fern for writing it. Regardless of the 

criticism, the book sold well. 

With the success of Ruth Hall and her other publications to her credit, Fem 

received an offer from James Bonner, publisher of the New York Ledger, to write a 

story for his paper. Originally, she declined, but his unprecedented one-hundred-

dollar-a-column offer convinced her to concede. She wrote a ten-part serial, which 

^' Warren, Fanny Fern 120. 

^̂  Warren, Fanny Fem 124. 

^̂  Greenwood 74. 

^̂  Adams 10, 11. 

^̂  Warren, Fanny Fem 124. 
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began in June of 1855. At the end of the serial, Bonner renegofiated with Fern for a 

weekly column and for her to write exclusively for the Ledger. ̂ ^ This agreement was 

the beginning of a permanent commitment for Fem. During the sixteen years she was 

with the Ledger, she also published Rose Clark, her second and last novel. Fresh 

Leaves, The Plav-Dav Book. The New Story Book for Children. Follv As It Flies. 

Ginger-Snaps, and Caper-Sauce. 

The next major event in the author's life was her marriage to James Parton, 

who was eleven years her junior. He had admired her writing before he knew her, 

clipping her articles for the Home Joumal where he worked. When his boss 

C O 

Nathaniel P. Willis told him to quit printing Fern's work, he resigned his position. 

He was a biographer. His Life of Horace Greeley was published the same month as 

Ruth Hall by the same publishers.^^ Warren asserts that the two were "sexually 

compatible," had respect for each others literary talent, disliked pretension, and had a 

"mutual dislike of N. P. Willis."^° To protect her hard-eamed income. Fern asked 

that Parton sign a prenuptial agreement, giving her complete control over money she 

had at the fime of the wedding and any that she might make in the fijture. 

^̂  Adams 13. 

"̂̂  Nancy A. Walker, Fannv Fern (New York: Twayne Publishers, 1993) xiv. 

^̂  Warren, Fanny Fem 106. 

^̂  Warren, Fanny Fem 150-1. 

°̂ Warren, Fanny Fem 152. 
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Fern's daughter Grace died in 1862, leaving a newborn child, Grace Ethel. 

Fern took baby EfTie to live with her and her husband. James Parton grew to love 

Grace's daughter as much as Fern. Rather than send her to school, when the time 

came, they decided for Parton to educate her at home. Effie fondly remembers her 

"school" days. She became so attached to James that as an adult she took his name.̂ ^ 

She is the granddaughter, Ethel Parton, who wrote so lovingly about her grandmother 

and her life. 

Eariy in 1867, Fern leamed that she had terminal cancer.^^ She maintained 

her regular activities as long as possible and only her immediate family knew of her 

illness until near the end of her life. She remained faithfial to her commitment to the 

Ledger thoughout her illness. When she was unable to use her right hand to write 

she used her left. Losing the use of her left hand, she dictated her columns to her 

husband, James Parton, until her death. Her last column was published October 12, 

1872, two days after she died. In honor of the memory of Fanny Fern, the New York 

Ledger that announced her death was edged in black. The following week the Ledger 

printed a letter from a freight conductor, who wrote, "Fanny Fern is a name that will 

be remembered as long as memory lasts."^'' Fem was buried in Mount Auburn 

Cemetery in Cambridge, Massachusetts, v^th her first husband and their two 

^̂  Warren, Fanny Fem 250. 

^̂  Warren, Fanny Fem 273. 

Warren, Fanny Fem 286. 
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daughters, Mary and Grace. Robert Bonner provided the monument. The only 

engraving was "Fanny Fern."^^ 

Fern's pithy newspaper columns that caused her contemporaries to believe her 

name would never be forgotten were sometimes sentimental, oftentimes satirical, and 

almost always controversial. Grace Greenwood, her biographer and her 

contemporary, said of her, "As an author and woman, she consults neither authority, 

nor precedent, fashion, nor policy."^^ Warren, her twentieth century biographer, 

agrees with Greenwood, only with a little more force: "Although she also wrote on 

acceptable 'women's' topics. Fern's columns, for the most part, were polemical and 

satirical, stripping the conventional fa9ade from sacrosanct institufions and traditions 

that she regarded as inhibiting and unjust, particularly for women."^^ Unwritten laws 

of decomm that governed women writers restricted their topics and enforced the 

"delicacy" with which they were to be approached. Fem refused to allow the rigid 

restrictions nineteenth-century society imposed on women writers to influence her 

subject or her style. She employed brief stories and monologues coupled with 

sentiment or satire, depending on her purpose, to illustrate "moral, ethical, or social" 

points.^^ Her use of monologues and stories attracted her readers; her terse candid 

style held them. Fern had an "almost fierce hatred of cant, of empty pomp and 

^̂  Adams 25. 

66 Greenwood 78. 

67 
Warren, Fanny Fem 306-7. 

^̂  Walker 31. 
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formalism, assuming the name of religion"; she had a "hearty contempt for all 

pretensions, affectations, and dainty sillinesses"; and she was "whole-hearted in her 

patriotism." The author was never neutral on any subject. Her writings included 

such topics as "child rearing and education, women's follies, men's tyrannies, and— 

that all-pervading question—women's rights."^^ In an era of flowery speech and 

mere allusions to society's problems, her honest, straightforward, often biting 

approach to life and its issues must have been refreshing. Fem never allowed 

convention to dictate the subject matter or the style she chose in her writings. In her 

work as well as her life, she maintained her hard-earned independence. 

In December of 1854, at the onset of her popularity, Fanny Fem published 

Ruth Hall. With this novel Fern again flouted convention, only this time on a larger 

scale. This fictionalized autobiography portrays in part her life from her marriage to 

her first husband through his death and her subsequent stmggle for survival for 

herself and her two daughters. The plot sounds innocuous enough; however, her 

satirical depiction of her heroine's father, father-in-law, and brother, who, as with 

Fern's, failed to provide adequate support, caused a sensation. By avenging herself, 

she stepped out of woman's sphere and into man's. For this breach, she suffered the 

public's disdain. One reviewer assesses her overstepping of nineteenth-century 

boundaries for women's writing in his article in the New York Times: 

If Fanny Fern were a man—a man who believed that the gratification of 
revenge were a proper occupation for one who has been abused, and that those 

^̂  Greenwood 76-7. 
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who have injured us are fair game, Ruth Hall would be a natural and 
excusable book. But we confess that we cannot understand how a delicate, 
suffering woman can hunt down even her persecutors so remorselessly. We 
cannot think so highly of [such] an author's womanly gentleness.^' 

The patriarchal male had the authority and the blessing to seek justifiable revenge, but 

the "suffering" woman should bow her head in submission and accept her fate, a fate 

determined by men. Under the mles prescribed for women and women writers, 

women should never demean themselves by suggesting that the actions of a father, 

husband, or brother are anything less than respectable. The right to revenge was a 

man's prerogative. Ann D. Wood, in her '"Scribbling Women' and Fanny Fern," 

quotes Sarah Hale, editor of Lady's Magazine, and Grace Greenwood, one of Fanny 

Fern's biographers, as waming women writers not to infringe on the fantasies, ideas, 

language, and topics reserved for men.̂ ^ Fanny Fem was not inhibited by such 

wamings. The same societal mles that required women to meekly accept the hand 

that men dealt them also expected men to protect wives, widows, and little children. 

The men in Fern's life had failed to comply, and she felt no compunction in 

expressing her feelings about that injustice. For her defiance, she had one famous 

defender, Nathaniel Hawthome. The author of the too often quoted comment—"that 

d mob of scribbling women"—wrote the following in a letter to his publisher: 

In my last, I recollect, I bestowed some vituperation on female authors. I have 
since been reading "Ruth Hall"; and I must say I enjoyed it a good deal. The 
woman writes as if the devil was in her; and that is the only condition under 
which a woman ever writes anything worth reading. Generally women write 

^' Qtd. in Warren, Fanny Fern 124. 

^̂  Ann D. Wood, '"Scribbling Women' and Fanny Fem: Why Women 
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like emasculated men, and are only distinguished from male authors by 
greater feebleness and folly; but when they throw off the restraints of decency, 
and come before the public stark naked, as it were— t̂hen their books are sure 
to possess character and value. ̂ ^ 

Warren believes that Hawthome's message is clear: only when a woman breaks the 

chains of convenfion, freeing herself from societal restraints, can she "write anything 

worthwhile." Judith Fetteriey, in her anthology Provisions, agrees whh Hawthome: 

"Unlike many other nineteenth-century women writers, Fanny Fem refuses to 

suppress or revise her feelings to conform to the conventionally acceptable view of 

the feminine—bland, unassuming, unambitious, and never, never angry."^^ In her 

own style and on her own terms, Fem exacted her revenge. 

Of course, her greatest revenge never received notice from her nineteenth-

century reviewers—^the sweet revenge of^iccess. Ruth Hall, as had Fanny Fern, 

achieved success through her own self-reliance and determination, unaided by man. 

The success of her protagonist is what Fem referred to as she declared in her preface 

as her goal for the book a desire to galvanize into action "some tired heart" besieged 

by "wintry fortune" and deserted by "summer friends." Just as Fred Lewis Pattee, in 

his book The Feminine Fifties, classed Fern with some of the sentimental female 

writers of her day when he described her as "the most tearful and convulsingly 

^̂  Nathaniel Hawthome, Letters of Hawthome to William D. Ticknor. 1851-
1864. 1910, ed. C. E. Frazer Clark, Jr. (Newark: Cateret Book Club, 1972) 78. 

"̂̂  Warren, Fanny Fem 122. 

^̂  Judith Fetteriey, ed., critical commentary. Provisions: A Reader from 19^-
CenturvAmerican Women (Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1985) 246. 
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'female' moralizer of the whole modern blue-stocking school,"^^ her contemporary 

critics also dismissed her work. They either chose to ignore totally or missed 

completely the magnitude of Ruth Hall's accomplishments. She had achieved, as did 

Fern, the kind of success normally reserved for men. 

A cursory look seems to indicate that Ruth Hall fits perfectly into the genre 

Nina Baym defines as "woman's fiction." The tale of "trials and triumph," in which 

the heroine, "beset with hardships," triumphs over them with her own "intelligence, 

will, resourcefulness, and courage,"^^ certainly applies to the plot line in Fanny Fem's 

first novel. Nancy C. Walker, author of Fanny Fem. and Joyce Warren, Fern's latest 

biographer, note one important exception, the timing of the marriage. Although not a 

goal, most plots in woman's fiction end with marriage.^^ The heroine may for a while 

be able to take care of herself and her family, but eventually, an idyllic male takes up 

that responsibility. In Ruth Hall, the marriage between Ruth and Harry Hall occurs at 

the beginning of the novel rather than the end. The placement of the marriage alone 

is not the only divergence from convention. Walker suggests that the marriage, 

usually a blissful occasion, causes fear and doubt to creep into the thoughts of the 

^̂  Fred Lewis Pattee, Feminine Fifties (New York: D. Appleton-Century Co., 
1940): 110. 

^̂  Nina Baym, Woman's Fiction: A Guide to Novels bv and about Women in 
America. 1820-1870 (Ithaca: Comell UP, 1978) 22. 

^̂  Baym, Woman's Ficfion 39. 

^̂  Walker 45; Warren 135. 
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bride the night before the wedding^°: "Would a harsh word ever fall from lips which 

now breathed only love? . . . As time, with its ceaseless changes, rolled on, would 

love flee affrighted from the bent form, and silver locks, and faltering footstep? Was 

there no talisman to keep him?"^' She fears that he may become emotionally abusive 

or that he may leave her in her old age. Walker goes on to say that Ruth's marriage is 

happy, proving her fears to be groundless.^^ Yet the overall uneasiness that fills the 

expectant bride foreshadows the untimely death of her young husband. Marriage in 

Ruth Hall does not provide closure as in most woman's fiction. Instead the heroine 

seems to reject marriage altogether, when at the conclusion Ruth makes a silent 

appeal to her friend and mentor, Mr. Waher, to see that she is buried next to her 

husband. 

Warren believes that Fem's most "revolutionary" deviation from woman's 

fiction lies in the degree of the protagonist's independence.^^ Ruth, the heroine, 

exceeds the constraints of the tme woman through her independence, her power, and 

her self-reliance. Independence becomes Ruth's goal—a goal previously reserved for 

men.^'' Unlike the heroines in "E.D.E.N. Southworth's Hidden Hand (1859) and 

Augusta Jane Evans' St. Elmo (1866)," who forfeit their financial independence for 

°̂ Walker 45. 

^'Fem, Ruth Hall 13. 

^̂  Walker 45. 

83 

Warren, Fanny Fem 130. 

"̂̂  Warren, Fanny Fern 132. 
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marriage, Ruth has tried marriage, and it failed her, so she strives for independence. 

Warren asserts that 'Tem portrays [independence] as a necessary and desirable goal 

for women. "̂ ^ Her second exception to the convenfions of woman's fiction is the 

power Ruth achieves. Jane Tompkins in Sensafional Designs points out the power 

women writers appropriate as their own, but she asserts that their "power and 

authority"^^ are limited to the domestic sphere.^^ As Ruth tramps from one 

newspaper office to another, searching for a publisher for her writing, she leaves the 

woman's world of domesticity and enters the male marketplace.^^ Her success in a 

man's world increases her power. She even gains the power to choose an editor who 

values her work and pays her accordingly over one who exploits her. Finally, her 

self-reliance defies convention. In a time when heroines, such as Ellen Montgomery 

in Susan Wamer's Wide. Wide World (1851), attain success only by conquering self, 

"Ruth's success is possible only through her assertion of the self." ^̂  She declares her 

resolve when she decides to try writing: "She would so gladly support herself, so 

cheerfully toil day and night, if need be, could she only win an independence."^' 

^̂  Warren, Fanny Fern 132. 

^̂  Warren, Fannv Fern 132. 

^̂  Jane Tompkins, Sensational Designs: The Cuhural Work of American 
Fiction 1790-1860 (New York: Oxford UP, 1985) 125. 

^̂  Warren, Fannv Fern 133. 

^̂  Warren, Fannv Fern 133. 

90 

91 

Warren, Fanny Fem 134. 

Fem. Ruth Hall 115. 
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Once she decides her course of acfion, she pursues her chosen vocation with a 

vengeance. She endures coarseness in the men in the publishing houses and faces 

rejection after rejecfion, but her belief in her ability to find a publisher never wanes. 

She asserts herself, never giving up, and she "wins" power and independence that is 

exemplified by her undeniable, hard-eamed success. 

Because of the injustices she endured at the hands of the men in her life, Fem 

might be expected to cast a shadow on the men in her novel. With her newly won 

power and independence and in the typically candid Fanny Fem tradition, she 

portrays them as she remembers them—as being unredeemable, or at least most of 

them as having few redeemable qualities. In one of her columns entitled "Try 

Again," Fern defends women writers for not having written great novels or epics as 

men have, with the following pronouncement: "Just tell me what your 'letters,' your 

'novels,' your 'epics,' would have amounted to without the inspiring theme—woman. 

When the world furnishes us heroes, perhaps we shall write splendid novels, splendid 

epics." Ruth Hall does have heroes, but some of them make a late entrance. In 

her array of male characters, she focuses heavily on the patriarchal head of the 

household, creating daunting father figures in her father, Mr. Ellet, and her father-in-

law. Dr. Hall. Her husband is an ambivalent character, leaving the reader uncertain of 

his stance. Then there is Mr. Leon, the most despicable of all, who kills his wife. For 

her poseurs, she has four. Hyacinth Ellet, her brother; John Millet, the husband of her 

cousin; Mr. Lescom, her publisher; and Tom Develin; a bookseller and the executor 

92 Qtd. in Walker x. 
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of her husband's estate. These men work against Ruth in varying degrees throughout 

the novel. The heroes of Fern's Ruth Hall are the valiant men who offer her support 

during and after her stmggle. These men are Johnny Gait; the unnamed gentleman 

who encounters Katy on the street; Horace Gates; and John Waher. Fanny Fem in 

her strident call for women to declare their independence omitted the new man, 

except for a few of the traits she bestows on Walter. Had she written the book a few 

years later, she might have escalated Horace Gates, pattemed after her fijture husband 

James Parton, into the new man, but probably not. Her goal to inspire other women 

to overcome their feminine plights would have had no potency at all if her heroine 

had remarried—even a new man—instead of scratching out her own success and 

maintaining control of its proceeds. 

An analysis of the men in Ruth Hall shows that the patriarchal male remains 

dominant. The two overriding characteristics of the patriarchal male are his 

undisputed authority over his family and his responsibility to protect the women and 

children under his care. Mr. Ellet, Ruth's father, in his adherence to maintaining his 

authority inspires fear in his wife and children. When he comes home in the 

evenings, Mrs. Ellet says to the children, "'Hush! Hush! Your father is coming,' and 

then Hyacinth, Ellet's son, would immediately stop whistling, or humming, and Ruth, 

his daughter, would mn up into her little room for fear she should, in some 

unexpected way, get into disgrace." Instead of happy anticipation normally 

93 Fem, Ruth Hall 14. 

183 



associated with a father coming home from work, Ellet's homecoming precipitates 

disunity in the family. The children scatter trying to evade any notice from the 

critical father, and the mother "look[s] uneasy" at the sound of his footsteps in the 

hall. Ellet further inhibits his wife when she has guests to tea. He always 

"frown[s]" and "complains of headache," after having eaten "heartily" and lying on 

the sofa in the midst of Mrs. Ellet's guests, to take a nap. He complains of Ruth in 

the event that any conversation should ensue, and embarrasses his wife by saying, 

"you want to get rid of me, do you," if she suggests he would be more comfortable 

upstairs. His frown and headache show his displeasure toward his wife for 

intmding her friends on his time at home. His hearty appetite, of course, belies his 

headache to Mrs. Ellet and to the reader. Rather than retire upstairs and allow his 

wife the privacy and the pleasure of her friends, he lies like a lump on the sofa, 

complaining of any noise they may make. His frown and headache have already 

signaled Mrs. Ellet of his disapproval of her having guests to tea, but he wants to 

make sure her guests are also aware. "Important for Married Men," one of Fern's 

columns anthologized in Judith Fetteriey's Provisions, is a sketch that reveals men's 

delight in listening unobserved to women's conversations among themselves. After 

all her womanly wiles fail to induce her husband into an outside activity when a lady 

friend comes to call and after the two women have exchanged several stories, the wife 

discovers her mate holding his presumed reading upside down and wearing a 

^̂  Fern, Ruth Hall 14. 

95 Fem, Ruth Hall 14. 
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smile. Fetteriey interprets Fem's essay as exposing men's enjoyment of "women's 

texts," going on to say "they often find them more interesting than their own."^^ 

Though assuredly Ellet would find his wife and her friends' conversation more 

interesting than his own, he would rather dampen than enjoy women's conversations 

and remains in the room as a threat to any contentment his wife may receive from her 

guests. 

The lack of harmony in the Ellet home and the oppression Ellet imposes on 

his wife and children foreshadow his attitude toward Ruth when she needs his help 

and gives insight into Ruth's ambivalence toward her marriage revealed on the first 

page of the novel. Being familiar whh the harshness of her father, she fears that her 

husband might at some point cmsh her with a "harsh word." Fem records a 

childhood memory of harsh words bestowed on her mother by her father in one of her 

columns. Her mother, a consistently cheerful person, made a "pleasant remark" to 

her husband, whose answer was "so mde, so bmtal, so stinging, that every drop of 

blood in [Fern's] body seemed to congeal as the murderous syllables fell." Being 

reared in an atmosphere where contempt repays kindness. Fern endows her heroine 

with the same apprehension she felt. She depicts in Ruth anxiety over the misery 

marriage could inflict— t̂he misery she saw in her mother and felt as a child. 

^̂  Fanny Fem, "Important for Married Men," Provisions: A Reader From 19^-
Century American Women, ed. Judith Fetteriey (Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1985) 
259. 

^̂  Fetteriey, critical commentary 247. 

^̂  Qtd. in Warren, Fannv Fern 7. 
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Remembering "how cravingly her little heart cried out for love," Ruth wondered if 

the love of her soon-to-be husband would "flee" as they grew older.^^ Ellet has not 

only blighted his wife's life, but he has also caused Ruth to doubt a marriage that 

proposed the same possibility for her. She does not want to enter into a marriage that 

would imprison her in a loveless union. Her uncertainty calls into question the 

sanctity of the tme woman. At the birth of America, Abigail Adams begged her 

husband not to "put such unlimhed power into the hands of the Husbands. 

Remember all Men would be such tyrants if they could."'°° Her cries went unheeded, 

as did those of women after her. Men like Mr. Ellet abused their power and in the 

process their families. 

Ruth has every reason to be apprehensive over marriage. In a nineteenth-

century marriage, "the husband and wife were one and the husband was the one."'°' 

The wife must submerge her thoughts, her dreams, and her aspirations into the life of 

another—^the other having complete authority over her. Mary Kelley arrives at the 

same conclusion in Private Woman. Public Stage: "a woman's certain destiny . . . 

waited upon the discretionary powers of a man. A life within a life was to be largely 

shaped and determined by the husband." Kelley lists nineteenth-century authors, 

such as Susan Wamer, E.D.E.N. Southworth, and Mary Virginia Terhune, who defer 

^̂  Fem. Ruth Hall 13. 

'^° L. H. Butterfield, Marc Friedlaender, and Mary-Jo Kline, Book of Abigail 
and John: Selected Letters of the Adams Familv 1762-1784 (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard UP, 1975)121. 

'° ' Norma Basch, In the Eyes of the Law: Women. Marriage and Property in 
Nineteenth-Centurv New York (Ithaca: Comell UP, 1982) 15. 
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to the biblical tenet of obedience from the wife to the husband cited in Ephesians 

5.23-24. To assure the absorpfion of woman into man, obedience is paramount. 

Once married, a woman was to make domesticity her vocation. In a story in Godey's 

Ladv's Book, a magazine devoted to molding the conduct of women, a husband made 

the following argument to his wife: "Your error lies in a false idea which you have 

entertained, that your happiness was to come somewhere from out[side] of your 

domestic duties, instead of in the performance of them—that they were not part of a 

wife's obligations."'^^ Woman was to devote herself solely to the management of the 

home. This total commhment to her vocation had but one purpose, according to 

George Bumap, who voiced his opinion in Sphere and Duties of Women written in 

1854, and that was as "the solace, the aid, and the counsellor of that one, for whose 

sake alone the world is of any consequence to her.'''̂ "^ These two examples of man's 

concept of woman's responsibility in marriage substantiate the subversion of woman 

in marriage. The women who embraced this ideology appropriated a certain amount 

of autonomy in their sphere. They had control over the household duties and the 

rearing of the children, as long as they did not interfere with the comfort of their 

husband. One of the problems with domesticity being a woman's vocation is she had 

no relief Home provided an escape from the business world for man. Woman's 

'°^ Mary Kelley, Private Woman. Public Stage: Literarv Domesticity in 
Nineteenth-Century America. (New York: Oxford UP, 1984) 235. 

'̂ ^ Qtd. in Nancy F. Cott, The Bonds of Womanhood: "Woman's Sphere" in 
New England. 1780-1835 (New Haven: Yale UP, 1977) 73. 

'̂ '̂  Qtd. in Barbara Welter, Dimity Convictions: The American Woman in the 
Nineteenth Centurv (Athens: Ohio UP, 1976) 37. 
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work-worid being the home, she had no escape.'^^ The choice of the marriage 

partner also determined the magnitude of the threat marriage posed to woman. With 

the pressure to marry so great, women often made unwise choices or conceded to 

marriages proposed by their families. Single women had few opfions outside of 

marriage as a means of support, and they were a financial burden to family members 

with whom they may reside. Ruth's father has made it abundantly clear that he is 

anxious to relinquish the responsibility of her expenses to someone else. Knowing 

what society demands of woman and not knowing the tme heart of the man she plans 

to marry, Ruth has a basis for her concems over her pending marriage. 

The counterpart to Mr. Ellet's patriarchal male is Mrs. Ellet, of whom her 

position as tme woman requires "piety, purity, submissiveness and domesticity." 

She dies while Ruth is still a child. Fem's brief—less than one page—entry about 

Ruth's mother, however, says volumes about her life. Of piety and purity, the reader 

must only assume, but her submission is quite clear. The dread she felt at her 

husband's arrival suggests the tyranny in their relationship. Mrs. Ellet attempts to 

safeguard her children by trying to quieten them upon her husband's arrival. She 

cannot escape. When she has the opportunity through guests of a reprieve from the 

isolation of her "woman's sphere," her husband makes every effort to destroy any 

relief she may experience. Linda Huf in her chapter on Fanny Fem in A Portrait of 

the Artist as a Young. Woman, describes Ruth's memory of her mother: "[H]is hard 

'°^ Cott 74. 

'̂ ^ Welter 21 
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words to her gentle, now dead mother even yet ring in her ears, causing her misery 

and shame."'̂ "^ As a young aduh, Ruth's only memory of her mother was the harsh 

life she had. Mrs. Ellet was a prisoner of nineteenth-century ideology that makes 

husband and wife one and the husband the one, and she may have embraced her early 

death as a way of escape. In an effort to denigrate Ruth, Mrs. Hall, Ruth's mother-in-

law, tells a friend she does not mourn the loss of her little granddaughter: "I believe 

the poor thing is better off."'̂ ^ The same could be said for Mrs. Ellet's premattire 

death—"the poor thing is better off." 

As the vicfim of Ellet's patriarchal privilege, Ruth's experience as his 

daughter provides valuable insights into his character. As soon as his wife dies, he 

sends his daughter to boarding school "where she shared a room with four strange 

girls." Fem does not say four girls who were strangers but four strange girls, 

which could be interpreted two ways. She shares a room and a bed with girls she 

does not know or with girls with whom she has litfie in common, both of which are 

tme. Her classmates exhibit a worldliness that Ruth, in her innocence, does not 

understand. Although she fails to become part of the group, she wisely seems to 

prefer being an exception. Unlike the sentimental heroine in Susanna Rowson's 

Charlotte Temple, who is led astray by one of her teachers, Ruth remains aloof. 

Linda Huf, Portrait of the Artist as a Young Woman: The Writer as 
Heroine in American Lherature (New York: Frederick Ungar Publishing Co., 1983) 
21. 

'̂ ^ Fem, Ruth Hall 46. 

'̂ ^ Fem. Ruth Hall 14. 
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untouched by the taunts of her classmates. She wonders about parents who send their 

girls to boarding school, never knowing who they might have for "room-mates and 

bed-fellows." Fem must have been recalling some of the misgivings she had at 

boarding schools; she attended her first when she was not quite eleven. In one of her 

columns, she wrote that her father sent her to Hartford Female Seminary for "algebra 

and safekeeping."'" The latter provides the very reason Ellet sends Ruth to boarding 

school—for "safekeeping." He refuses to accept the responsibility of rearing her 

himself, which, in this case, is surely an advantage to Ruth, so a boarding school 

becomes the solution. He cares little how she progresses, writing her only when the 

"term-bill" and "tradesmen's bills" come due."^ The most obvious reason for writing 

her at bill time is to remind her of the expense of her education, but one equally as 

plausible is that the bills remind him he has a daughter. His complaint over the money 

that he spends on educating her also presupposes his response when Ruth needs help 

in the future. Fearing that she will remain a financial burden at the completion of her 

1 1 1 

education, he recommends that she either "get married or teach school." Marriage, 

for which all young women of the era were groomed, would be his choice; it would 

relieve him completely of any responsibility for his daughter. His other aUemative, 

teaching, provides one of the few acceptable options for nineteenth-century women 

""Fem. Ruth Hall 15. 

' " Qtd. in Warren, Fanny Fern 44. 

"^ Fem. Ruth Hall 16. 

"^ Fem. Ruth Hall 16. 
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but eamings are scant. According to the educator Catharine Beecher in her proposal 

to Congress for funding for training women to be teachers, "women can afford to 

teach for one-half, or even less, the salary which men would ask."'"* Ruth would 

hardly be able to exist on teacher's wages, but her father would no longer be 

responsible. 

When, after following her father's advice and marrying, Ruth's husband dies, 

Ellet feigns poverty and refuses to help her and her children. He tells the Halls that 

he is a "poor man" and emphasizes his poverty by saying, "you wouldn't have me die 

in the almshouse, would you.""^ Later, he brags to the minister he has invited to a 

sumptuous dinner that he owns "this house, and the land attached, beside [his] 

countryseat, and [he has] a nice little sum stowed away in the bank for a rainy day . . . 

my affairs are . . . in very prosperous condifion.""^ His deceit enhances his greed. 

As Nina Baym has pointed out, men controlled the money; they had "the power to 

make it, to disburse it, to keep it, and the terrifying power to lose it.""^ Ruth's 

husband had exercised the "power to lose it"; now her father and father-in-law are 

intent on exercising the power "to keep it." An on-going battle ensues between 

Ruth's father and her in-laws over who should assume the financial burden of the 

penniless widow and the fatherless children. The final outcome for Ruth and possibly 

""̂  Nancy Woloch, Women and the American Experience. (New York: Alfred 
A. Knopf, Inc., 1984) 129. 

"^ Fem. Ruth Hall 71. 

"^ Fem. Ruth Hall 123. 

"^ Baym, Woman's Fiction 40. 
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for Fem does not come from compassion or remorse but from an outside source—the 

church. Both men pride themselves in their piety and fear being "disciplined by a 

church committee" if they continue to deny Ruth financial support."^ Grace 

Greenwood, one of Fern's contemporaries, wrote of the author that she "has an 

almost fierce hatred of cant, of empty pomp and formalism, assuming the name of 

religion. She valiantly takes sides with God's poor against the most powerful and 

refined pharisaism." Having survived the sanctimony of her father and her in-laws. 

Fern vents her abhorrence toward "pharisaism" in Ruth Hall. She employs her talent 

for satire by pitting her two most sanctimonious characters against each other, 

creating a battle over who possesses the most piety and who holds the least 

responsibility in caring for Ruth and her children. If not for the seriousness of Ruth's 

situation, the repartee between the opposing factions would be comical. 

The two families, providing a tenuous pittance to the widow, tum her and the 

children into the street. Unlike young Gerty who finds a father figure in Tmeman 

when Nan Grrant "throws her out for good" in Maria Susanna Cummins' The 

Lamplighter.'^^ Ruth finds her father issuing the evicfion. Being rejected by her own 

father, the heroine finds no father figure waiting in the wings. With no one to tum to, 

she and her children move into a boarding house. Ruth is no longer under the 

protection of the middle-class "domestic sphere" that her father could have provided. 

"^ Fem. Ruth Hall 72. 

"^ Greenwood 76. 

'^° Nina Baym, ed., Introducfion, Lamplighter, by Maria Susanna Cummins, 
(1854; New Bmnswick: Rutgers UP, 1988) xix. 
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In his selfishness, her father, having cast her out, subjects his daughter to unbearable 

conditions. The unsavory location of her new residence places her in unfamiliar and 

uncomfortable situations. Kristie Hamihon, in her article in Redefining the Political 

Novel, points out that "the young widow Hall is open to sexual objectification as a 

'nice form' by virtue of both the kind of residence she occupies and her lack of a 

husband."'^' Two of the male boarders lust after Ruth as they plan their strategy to 

win her favor. They consider a widow as easy prey and "so grateful for any little 

attention." Charlotte, in Susanna Rowson's seducfion novel Chariotte Temple, 

experiences the same threat. At school away from the protection of her family, she 

piques the interest of Montraville and his friend Belcour as she and her classmates 

exit the church: "Such an assemblage of youth and innocence naturally atttacted the 

young soldiers; they stopped; and as the little cavalcade passed, almost involuntarily 

pulled off their hats."'^^ Montraville and Belcour lustfiilly watch these young girls 

just as the two male boarders watch Ruth. Having always been under the protection 

of her father or her husband, Ruth has never had to deal with unwanted advances 

from equally undesirable men. The boarding house also inhibits visits from her 

"summer friends." When two of them arrive at the door, one declares to the other, "if 

Ruth Hall has got down hill so far as this, I can't keep up her acquaintance," and they 

'^' Kristie Hamihon, "Politics of Survival: Sara Parton's Ruth Hall and the 
Literature of Labor," Redefining the Political Novel: American Women Writers. 
1797-1901. ed. Sharon M. Harris (Knoxville: U of Tennessee P, 1995) 97. 

'̂ ^ Fern. Ruth Hall 73. 

'̂ ^ Susanna Rowson, Charlotte Temple, ed. Cathy N. Davidson (1791; New 
York: Oxford UP, 1986) 9. 
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leave without calling on her. '̂ "̂  Ruth has neither friends nor family to apply to for 

help. The stark contrast between this scene and the one her friends remember from a 

visit to the Hall family when they still lived in the idyllic country home accentuates 

the darkness of Ruth's shuation. Her father, in his greed, has forced Ruth into an 

alien world, with conditions so distressing that she faces unpleasant situations and is 

abandoned by her friends. 

Not even Ellet's granddaughter escapes the avarice that dominates his life. 

Katy reluctantly goes to her grandfather, who is "never glad to see them," to ask for 

the money to pay their rent.'^^ He looks "affectionately" at the bill as he parts with it, 

instmcting her that she and her "mother must eam some [money], somehow, d'ye 

hear?"'^^ What a burden to place on a little child—^you and your mother must eam 

your own way. Fem's use of "affectionately" when Ellet looks at his money 

compared to his look of dismay when he sees his granddaughter reveals the depths of 

his greed and depravity. In Fern's "Mistaken Philanthropy," she safirizes an old 

adage, the gist of which is help a man when he is down; do not moralize. Her 

satirical suggestion in the advent of an encounter with a "poor wretch" is to "button 

your coat up tighter over your pocket-book, and give him a piece of—good 

advice!"'^^ How much more grievous the sin when the "poor wretch" is the man's 

'̂ ^ Fem. Ruth Hall 81. 

'̂ ^ Fern, Ruth Hall 87. 

126 Fem, Ruth Hall 88. 

'̂ ^ [Fanny Fem], Sara Payson (Willis) Parton, Fem Leaves From Fanny's 
Portfolio Second Series (1854; Freeport, NY: Books for Libraries P, 1971) 135. 
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granddaughter and all he has to offer is a burden of guih, for her request for money to 

pay the rent in a miserable boarding house, and meaningless advice—find work. 

Little Katy begins to review her limited prospects for work and would rather sell 

matches on the street than ask her grandfather for money again. Ruth has stmggled to 

find work, only to find needlework, for which, after two weeks of incessant stitching, 

she cams "[o]nly fifty-cents for all this mffling and hemming."'^^ Because of her 

personal experience whh trying to eam a living doing needlework, Fem took up the 

cause of women's labor. She advocated opening more professions to women, paying 

women wages equal to those of men doing the same job, and improving conditions 

for factory workers. Hamihon, in her article "The Politics of Survival: Sara Parton's 

Ruth Hall and the Literature of Labor," classifies Ruth Hall as "antebellum labor 

literature." Through Ruth's stmggles, the novel makes the reader aware of the 

limited options for women in need of work—primarily needlework and teaching. It 

reveals the long hours women must work to make less than enough to pay for even 

the meanest lodgings and food—Ruth's fifty cents for two weeks labor. It calls 

attention to the prejudice against hiring former middle-class women who know "the 

value of their labor"—Mary Herbert's reply to her husband's desire to help Ruth find 

work.'^° It even forces the reader to face the reality of prosthution as a last resort 

ahemative to starvation—Ruth's observation of the "pretentious-looking house" 

'̂ ^ Fem, Ruth Hall 96. 

'̂ ^ Hamilton 88. 

'^" Fem. Ruth Hall 81. 
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across the street from her boarding house and the women whose faces appear in the 

windows the few minutes each day the blinds are open.'^' Women who must provide 

for their own existence and for that of their children had few choices and none of 

them were adequate. By tightening his purse strings, Ellet thmsts Ruth and her girls 

from the comfort and security of their "domestic sphere" into the throes of survival. 

This father, who offers his daughter no refuge in her widowhood, feels no 

compunction in taking credit for her success. He tells a friend that he is "reading 

[his] daughter 'Floy's' pieces, and thinking what a great thing it is for a child to have 

a good father." This "good father" sends his daughter to boarding school for 

"safekeeping," encourages her marriage to be rid of her, and puts her on the street 

when her husband dies. He collects Ruth's work "to exhibit as a proof of what early 

parental education and guidance may do in developing latent talent, and giving the 

mind a right direction."'^^ He does give her the impetus if not the "parental education 

and guidance" necessary to succeed. By denying her the home and protection a 

loving father would have provided and thmsting her into the world for which she has 

not been prepared to survive, he forces her to fend for herself Ruth's sheer 

determination and self-reliance, not her father's "parental education and guidance," 

lead to her success. When questioned as to the details of her assent to fame, he 

'^'Fem. Ruth Hall 90-91. 

'̂ ^ Fem, Ruth Hall 205. 

133 Fern. Ruth Hall 205. 
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claims his "memory is apt to be so treacherous" that he cannot answer.'"'̂  

Remembering that of which one has no part is a difficuh feat. Finally, he assures his 

friend that his daughter writes for "amusement" not "necessity."'^^ Admitting to 

Ruth's poverty will convict Ellet of the unchristian act of refusing to support his 

widowed daughter and her children. In an attempt to save his reputation, he 

adamantly denies that Ruth writes from need. His hypocrisy remains staunchly in 

place throughout the novel. 

Ellet, in his place as the patriarchal head of his household, harshly imposes the 

authority granted to him by society on his wife and children. He cmshes his wife's 

spirit and causes the children to seek refuge out of his reach when he comes home in 

the evenings. He ignores Ruth except when she touches his pocketbook after her 

mother dies. Then when she needs love and financial support after the death of her 

debt-ridden husband, Ruth finds no sympathy on either count with her father. Instead 

he tells the Halls that "when a man marries his children, they ought to be considered 

off his hands."'^^ And "off his hands" he intends Ruth to be. Ellet exercises his 

authority over Ruth, but what of her right to protection? Ellet denies his daughter her 

"one right," wrapping himself in his cloak of piety and clutching his purse closer to 

his heart. In her depiction of this contemptuous patriarchal male. Fern has questioned 

the ideal of the "domestic sphere," she has stressed the hazards and the dearth of 

'̂ ^ Fem. Ruth Hall 205. 

'̂ ^ Fern. Ruth Hall 205. 

136 Fem. Ruth Hall 71. 
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options for abandoned women, and she has satirized the false piety assumed by 

avaricious men. 

In his patriarchal role. Dr. Hall, Ruth's father-in-law, displays characteristics 

similar to Ellet. He practices the concept Christine Stansell refers to in her book, Citv 

of Women, as "patriarchal proprietorship,"'^'^ the man's indisputable ownership of all 

material possessions. Although Hall does not come close to the criminal acts of 

Stansell's examples, he constantly reminds his family of his proprietorship. He 

counts "the wood-pile, to see how many sticks the cook had taken" for dinner; he and 

his wife share "evenings whh the cook, to save the expense of buming an extra 

lamp"; he asks Ruth and Harry to use the backdoor to save "the wear and tear of the 

front entry carpet"; and the only conversation at dinner is his recitation of the cost of 

"each article of food upon the table."'^^ "Miseriy" could describe his actions, but 

"patriarchal proprietorship" encompasses his attitude and his right as well as his 

actions. 

Besides being obsessive over his possessions, he proves himself heartless in 

the death of his granddaughter. His dislike for Ruth, saying she is "thriftless," and 

"come from a bad stock," and her concem for her children—^"She's always a-

fussing with that child, and thinking, if she sneezes, that she is going to die"— 

influence his decision to ignore her cry for help when the young Hall's servant, Pat 

'̂ "̂  Christine Stansell, Citv of Women: Sex and Class in New York. 1789-1860 
(New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1986) 29. 

'̂ ^ Fem, Ruth Hall 23-4. 

'̂ ^ Fem, Ruth Hall 47. 
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Donahue, calls for the doctor during the night.'"'̂  Hall feels no guih for delaying his 

visit until h is too late to help little Daisy. This child is his only son's firstbom, yet 

his emotionless pronouncement, "Nothing to be done," issued in "an unmoved tone," 

shows the callousness of his heart. The contrast between the "expression of pain" and 

the "heavy sigh" from the young doctor called in and the doctor-grandfather's matter-

of-fact dismissal of Daisy's condhion plus his having "fallen asleep in his arm chair" 

as her Hfe ebbs away emphasizes the depravity of Hall's feelings.'"*' His piety does 

not even allow him the briefest glimmer of grief or remorse over the death of his own 

granddaughter or his negligence. In his relentless Calvinistic beliefs, he attributes 

God with punishing sinless Ruth by taking her child: "as to Ruth, why the Lord 

generally sends afflictions where they are needed."''*^ Ruth has committed no sin 

against the Halls, unless loving their son and her children too much is a sin. She has 

silently accepted the harsh criticism of Mrs. Hall and has endured the slights of the 

tightfisted Dr. Hall. Now she has suffered the loss of a child that may have been 

saved under the care of an able, compassionate doctor. And the pious Dr. Hall has 

the audacity to condemn innocent Ruth of deserving judgement from God. Hall 

porttays the harshness of the "angry God," who Fem's father so fhihlessly tried to get 

her to accept. Warren refers to the "fearful," judgmental God of Calvinism as a 

'"̂ ^ Fem, Ruth Hall 42. 

'^' Fem, Ruth Hall 45. 

'̂ ^ Fem, Ruth Hall 46. 
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"patriarchal God."'"*-̂  Fem believed in a God who "can comfort like a mother,"'"^ and 

she provides Ruth with a "God [who] would not forsake her," one who looks on her 

with "a phying Eye" and listens to her supplication with a "pitying Ear."''*^ 

Walker condemns the hypocrisy of the Halls even further when Ruth learns 

they intend to keep Katy, her elder daughter, instead of just giving her, as they claim, 

a reprieve in the country for a couple of weeks and asks,'"*^ "Can good people do 

such things? Is religion only a fable?" Ruth reclaims her faith in her next sentence, 

"No, no; 'let God be tme, and every man a liar.'"'"*^ However, the halicized "good" 

raises doubt as to the goodness of the Halls, while their deceit and lack of compassion 

stress the "fable" of their religion. Hall practices the same self-serving piety as Ellet. 

Ruth foils this final attempt by Hall to exercise his "patriarchal proprietorship" over 

her children by attaining success. As with Ellet, Fem condemns the patriarchal 

system and false piety through her depiction of Hall. She shows over and over how 

the conventions of the period encourage the mistreatment of women. She announces, 

whh tmmpet blasts, that the only way a woman can escape the tyranny of men is 

through financial independence. 

'"̂ ^ Warren, Fannv Fem 13. 

•̂*̂  Qtd. in Warren, Fanny Fern 13. 

'•̂ ^ Fem. Ruth Hall 119. 

"^ Walker 52. 

147 Fem, Ruth Hall 69. 
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Kristie Hamihon notes the perversion in Ruth Hall of the unhy among women 

idealized in the sanctity of the domestic sphere. She goes on to say that "women's 

complicity in patriarchal oppression" "would ensure the continued identification of 

womanhood with certain narrowly defined activhies."''*^ Fem, by revealing the part 

women play in enforcing their own restraints, judges the validity of the cuh of the 

tme woman. 1 She uses the dichotomy present in Mrs. Hall, who both adheres to and 

subverts the nineteenth-century gender ideology, to expose the conspiracy to keep 

women confined to the home. Fern extends her indictment against the oppression of 

patriarchy to include the women, such as Mrs. Hall, who in collusion with the 

patriarchal male help to maintain the system. Mrs. Hall does not fit comfortably into 

the mold of the tradhional tme woman. She even unwittingly stmggles against it, but 

she remains in the confines of the domestic sphere. Her domesticity is 

unimpeachable, but she uses it to undermine her daughter-in-law, Ruth. When 

bemoaning her son's marriage, which she deems totally unnecessary, she recounts 

that she "always mended his socks" and she has made him "sixteen bran new shirts, 

eight linen and eight cotton."'"*^ With her attenfion to his domesfic necesskies, why 

does he need a wife? Once Harry acquires a wife, he brings her into his mother's 

domain. She suggests to Ruth, who loves the outdoors, that for exercise "there is 

nothing like a broom and a dust-pan to make the blood circulate."'^ Mrs. Hall 

'̂ ^ Hamilton 103-4. 

'̂ ^ Fem. Ruth Hall 18. 

'^° Fem, Ruth Hall 20. 
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manages to conquer the household chores with her "broom and a dust-pan," to do the 

family mending and sewing, and still have time to harass Ruth. As for economy, she 

bends to her husband's fiaigality, assuring Ruth that her son Harry "has been taught 

economy." She recommends that Ruth not wear her "extravagant" wedding silk 

stockings again— [Mrs. Hall] has "never had a pair . . . in her life"—they are 'Very 

silly" and "frivolous." Of course, jealousy, not economy, prompts her instmctions 

to Ruth to put away her silk stockings, because Mrs. Hall has never had a pair. She 

reveals her secret longing for the silk her stingy husband denies her after Ruth 

becomes a Hterary success. First she demeans Ruth's business ability saying she is 

sure she will spend all of her money on "silk gowns, laces, fmmpery, and such 

things"; then she unveils her own desire: "I haven't a silk gown in the worid. The 

least she could do, would be send me one, for the care of that child. "'^^ She 

condemns Ruth for possessing something she yeams for. She seems to transfer her 

distress with her husband for denying her the luxury of silk stockings or a silk dress to 

innocent Ruth. After interrogating Ruth as to her non-existent domestic capabilities, 

she continues her lesson in economy by advising her to tum over to her any "pin-

money" she should receive from Harry. She concludes her instmction by telling her 

young daughter-in-law she has '"Waste not, want not'. . . framed somewhere" and 

will put it on Ruth's wall. This talk of domestic chores and economy comes to Ruth 

the first day Harry returns to work after their wedding. Mrs. Hall is establishing her 

'^' Fem, Ruth Hall 20. 

'̂ ^ Fem, Ruth Hall 204. 
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superiority over Ruth by pointing out her daughter-in-law's "good-for-nothingness" 

and her presumed lack of economy. '̂ ^ She, who should be a mentor to the new bride, 

sets her mind to make Ruth's life miserable. 

As for the other attributes of a tme woman—submission, purity, and piety— 

Mrs. Hall holds "liberal views" on submission and wears only a transparent fa9ade of 

purity—of heart—and piety. Walker, in her biography of Fem, notes that the 

"opinionated Dr. Hall" and his "similarly opinionated wife" have "occasional 

conjugal collisions" that end whh "each reminding the other of their Calvinistic 

church obligations to keep the peace."'^'' Both Halls are headstrong and unyielding, 

Mrs. Hall showing no signs of submission. Her sexual purity has never been 

impugned, but the purity of her heart is more than suspect. When Ruth and Harry 

have their first child, Mrs. Hall sees h as "another barrier between herself and Harry, 

and another tie to cement his already too strong attachment for Ruth."'^^ In her 

jealousy, she terrorizes Ruth, recovering from giving birth, telling her she "shouldn't 

wonder if [she] lost all [her] hair" or that she could lose her teeth. She continues her 

attack, commenting that Daisy is "quhe a plain child" and hoping Ruth does not die 

from an infection communicated "to [her] breast" by a "sore mouth" from the baby.'^^ 

'̂ ^ Fem, Ruth Hall 20. 

'̂ ^ Walker 52; Fern, Ruth Hall 22. 

155 Fem, Ruth Hall 25. 

'̂ ^ Fem, Ruth Hall 26. 
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And she belittles Ruth for making a "fool' of Harry to hire a "nursery girl."'̂ "^ 

Instead of mentoring her daughter-in-law, Mrs. Hall harasses her, jeopardizing the 

heahh of the mother and consequently, the child. Linda Huf characterizes some of 

the men in Ruth Hall as "malevolent males."'^^ The "malevolence" in the male 

characters is primarily, with a few exceptions, passive. Mrs. Hall, on the other hand, 

pours aggressive abuse on Ruth, becoming the most malevolent of all. 

Unconcemed for the purity of her heart, Mrs. Hall is proud of her piety. 

Following a confrontation whh Ellet over who should contribute to Ruth's welfare, 

Mrs. Hall told her husband, "We ought to be thankful we have more of the gospel 

spirit. . . . It is time to have prayers."'^^ Mrs. Hall's pious statement resembles the 

prayer of the Pharisee, "God, I thank you that I am not like other men" (Luke 18.10). 

However, she seems to have forgotten the consequences of his prideflil 

prayer: he "will be humbled" (Luke 18.14). Her humbling comes with Ruth's 

success, which hardly seems sufficient for the pain she has inflicted, but then again 

perhaps it is. Mrs. Hall spent much time and energy trying to undermine Ruth, even 

to the point of trying to take away her children. The magnitude of Ruth's success 

reveals the impotence of Mrs. Hall's wrath. Mrs. Hall distorts the tme woman 

ideology through her jealousy and self-centeredness. In this distortion, she colludes 

whh the patriarchal system to oppress Ruth. 

'̂ ^ Fem, Ruth Hall 27. 

'̂ ^ Huf 23. 

159 Fem, Ruth Hall 67. 
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Harry Hall is the third head of household in the discussion of the patriarchal 

male. The first column Fanny Fem published once she decided that writing for a 

newspaper was an option for her was "The Model Husband."'^^ With the loss of her 

husband so close at hand, she may have been memorializing him in her witty article. 

She begins her description of a model husband by proclaiming, "His pocket-book is 

never empty when his wife calls for money."'^' Fem does not mention money 

specifically in the relationship between Harry and Ruth, but Dr. Hall, in an effort to 

demean Ruth, denotes his son's generosity to his wife: "if she wanted Queen 

Victoria's sceptre, he'd manage to get it for her."'^^ The author's next trah for a 

model husband is his willingness to help with the children: he feeds "Thomas 

Jefferson Smith whh a pap spoon," he holds "Tommy again before breakfast," and 

"[h]e has been known to wear Mrs. Smith's night-cap in bed, to make the baby think 

he is its mother." Fem uses the children's devotion to their father to suggest his 

positive interaction with them. Little Daisy eagerly waits on the "low door-step" 

when h is "[t]ime for papa to come,"'^'' and she warms his coat by the fire one winter 

morning before he leaves for work. He in tum tells her to "[k]iss [her] hand to papa, 

from the window" and "scratche[s] the frost away whh his finger nails, from the 

'^" Fem. Ruth Hall 215. 

'^'Fem. Ruth Hall 215. 

' " Fem, Ruth Hall 31. 

'̂ ^ Fem. Ruth Hall 215-16. 

'̂ ^ Fem, Ruth Hall 36. 
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window-pane, that Daisy might see him start." Another characteristic of the model 

husband is his generoshy: "He gives the female Smhhs French gaiter boots, parasols, 

and silk dresses whhout stint, and the boys, new jackets, pop guns, velocipedes and 

crackers, whhout any questions asked."'^^ Harry is generous to a fault. "He bought 

all [Ruth's] clothes himself, even to her gloves and boots."'^^ He would take "a box 

of big strawberries, or a basket of plums, or pears" to the Millets, and he shared his 

"wine and horses, and his name on change" whh Hyacinth Ellet.'^^ 

In Ruth Hall. Fern seems to create a model husband in the character Harry 

Hall, the fictionalized version of her deceased husband, Charies Eldredge. However, 

imperfections in the model marriage bring the model husband—the patriarchal 

male—^under suspicion. The first mention of Ruth after the wedding occurs when she 

enters then- apartment at the Halls' home: 'Toor Ruth, in happy ignorance of the state 

of her new mother-in-law's feelings, moved about her apartments in a sort of blissfiil 

dream." Mrs. Hall's soliloquy preceding this statement wams the reader of the 

stmggles Ruth faces. In tears after her first encounter with Mrs. Hall, Ruth justifiably 

wonders why Harry brought them together, "knowing, as he must have known, how 

little likely they were to assimilate."'^^ Harry, whom his parents think "as infallible 

'̂ ^ Fem. Ruth Hall 215. 

'̂ ^ Fem, Ruth Hall 80. 

'̂ ^ Fem. Ruth Hall 83. 178. 

'̂ ^ Fem. Ruth Hall 18. 

'̂ ^ Fem. Ruth Hah 21. 
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as the Pope"'^° except where Ruth is concerned, has a prestigious job and has been 

living on his own in a boarding house. By taking his bride to live whh his parents, he 

seems somewhat irresponsible and either ignorant of or unconcemed over his 

mother's disposhion. His disregard for Ruth's feelings in making his decision 

suggests a patriarchal flexing of muscle. Yet when some of his mother's infractions 

do come to his attention, he whispers, "God bless you, my wife," and "forgetful of 

business," he makes plans for "a separate home for himself and Ruth."'^' The long 

paragraph delineafing Ruth's grief at the hand of his mother just prior to Harry's 

attempt at damage control suggests that his actions are long over-due. However, 

Nancy Walker asserts that "Harry is senshive to Ruth's anguish over the meddling of 

her in-laws." "Meddling" hardly describes the verbal abuse Mrs. Hall inflicts on 

Ruth, yet "lest he should know a heart-pang," Ruth's "uncomplaining lips" remain 

silent. Huf s seems more accurate: "Too good to detect ill in others, Harry is 

oblivious of his wife's suffering at the hands of his parents, a crabbed old couple who 

are given to picking their daughter-in-law to pieces. He fails to notice that his mother 

reduces Ruth to tears by her incessant criticism."'̂ "* Harry's oblivion is not complete, 

however: he is aware of some of his mother's more minor insuhs. That he never 

'̂ ° Fem, Ruth Hall 22. 

''̂ ' Fem, Ruth Hall 24. 

'̂ ^ Walker 45. 

'̂ ^ Fem. Ruth Hall 23. 

" 'Huf 21 
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defends Ruth to his parents suggests a fiaw in the model husband as well as the model 

marriage. 

The idyll that Ruth hopes for comes with a home of their own where Harry 

tells her she "will be [her] own mistress."'''^ Ruth after a year of sharing a house whh 

a spiteful, jealous mother-in-law now has her own domain—her domestic sphere— 

over which she has control. Harry has granted her that control. He loves her and has 

fahh in her domestic abilhies, but he believes, as his father does, that his wife tends to 

overreact. When Daisy becomes critically ill, Harry tells Ruth not to "torment" 

herself that the child "has only a bad cold."'"^^ Not until Dinah, their hired servant, 

tells him, after his doctor-father refuses to come until moming, that Daisy has the 

croup and will not be there by moming whhout help does Harry feel the urgency of 

the situation. Had he taken Ruth's concern more seriously, perhaps he could have 

gotten the young doctor they applied to too late to come in time to make a difference 

to Daisy—and to Ruth. In his supreme authority as head of the household, Harry 

dismisses his wife's plea as feminine anxiety and delays action. Besides his poor 

judgement, "he fails," as Huf points out, "to see that his father, an illiberal old 

sawbones, in effect murders their eldest child by his medical ineptitude and 

1 '77 ' 

neglect." Patriarchal authority from two sources blights the blissful home in the 

country. 

'̂ ^ Fem, Ruth Hall 28. 

'̂ ^ Fem, Ruth Hall 40. 
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Harry's greatest accolades come after his death from people who have 

socialized or worked whh him. The people at the resort "held [Ruth's] husband's 

many virtues" in such high esteem that they offer to open their pocketbooks to the 

penniless widow.'^^ Tom Herbert, a clothier from whom Harry bought Ruth's 

clothes, remembers him as "a fine noble fellow" who was "very proud of his wife" 

and shows his concem for Ruth by trying to think of employment for her.'^^ Ruth's 

friends who decide not to vish her because of the horrible place she inhabhs 

remember "how handsome and picturesque" Harry was and "how happy Ruth 

looked" when they called on the young couple at their "country-seat." They are 

temporarily distressed for Ruth's "dreadfiil change," one saying "I believe I should 

cut my throat." The unnamed gentleman, who consoles Katy and gives her money, 

tells her that he "used to go to [Harry's] counting-house to talk to him on business, 

and [he] learned to love him very much."'^' While all pour lavish praise on the 

lovable Harry, they inadvertently point an accusing finger at him for being so 

negligent as to leave his wife and children destitute. The three men all want to help 

Ruth because of their admiration for her husband. The offer of the men at the resort 

is rebuffed by Hyacinth, Ruth's arrogant brother. Herbert's desire to help Ruth find 

employment never comes to fhiifion, being stymied by his wife's discouraging 

'̂ ^ Fern, Ruth Hall 59. 

'̂ ^ Fem, Ruth Hall 79. 

'^" Fem. Ruth Hall 81. 

'^' Fem, Ruth Hall 89. 
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remarks. The unnamed gentleman provides only temporary help because he is 

leaving the country. Their futile attempts to help Ruth, in spite of their respect for 

Harry, stress the impotence of the patriarchal system that promises protection for the 

women and children. That one woman discourages her husband's desire to find 

employment for Ruth and another would cut her throat if left in the same shuation 

emphasizes the hopelessness of the state in which Harry left his family. Men are 

ineffective or temporary in their support, and women offer no support, ehher by 

deterring man's efforts or by providing no solution except perhaps suicide. Huf 

declares "Harry's worst dereliction" as being "that after several years of largely 

unimpeachable behavior, he succumbs to typhoid fever, thoughfiessly leaving his 

wife and then- two surviving children penniless."'^^ Harry asks too late, "who will 

care for you?" He dies in debt, leaving his family destitute. Who, indeed, will 

take care of them? In his responsibility to protect his wife and children, he fails. 

Behind the fa9ade of the sentimental ideal that Fem uses to begin her novel, she 

reveals the oppression perpetuated by the patriarchal system. 

In relation to Harry as a patriarchal head-of-household, Ruth provides an 

unblemished model for the role of the tme woman. She exemplifies her purity of 

heart by her humble endurance of Mrs. Hall's criticism. Walker says Ruth overcomes 

"these challenges stoically, whh 'cold bathing and philosophy,' managing 'self-

'̂ ^ Huf 22 
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conquest' rather than complaining to her husband."'^'' Reminiscent of Gerty in 

Cummins' The Lamplighter, she must conquer her own will. She expresses the joy 

she experiences when she and Harry move to the country by offering prayers of 

thanksgiving to "the bounteous Giver." She fiirther demonstrates her piety at the 

birth of her child when "by her child's cradle, Ruth first learned to pray. . . . whh the 

baptism of holy tears, mother and child were consecrated."'^^ Unlike the pharisaical 

Halls, who announce their prayers, Ruth prays joyfully and quietly beside her baby's 

cradle. Upon entering marriage, Ruth dreams of freedom, but under the Halls' roof 

she finds oppression. Although she submhs, she never gives up her dream of 

freedom. When she and Harry move into their own home, he grants 

her the freedom of being her "own mistress."'^^ Because of his love for her, he never 

intentionally tries to bend Ruth to his will. Ruth, as Hope whh her guardian in 

Sedgewick's Hope Leslie, may submit to her husband because "he never requires 

submission." Ironically, Fern unveils Ruth's excellence in domesticity through the 

eyes of her mother-in-law who had made her feel so inadequate in her early marriage. 

She can find "no fault with the milkpan" or with a "tidy" and respectful "black 

woman" working happily in the khchen. "[C]urtains, looped up prettily," "chairs and 

sofas . . . Ruth covered with her own nimble fingers," and "the fragrance of a green-

'̂ ^ Walker 49; Fern, Ruth Hall 21. 

'̂ ^ Fem, Ruth Hall 29. 

186 Fem, Ruth Hall 28. 

'̂ ^ Catharine Maria Sedgwick, Hope Leslie, ed. Mary Kelley (1827; New 
Bmnswick: Rutgers UP, 1993) 180. 
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house" from the wild fiowers Ruth finds and "skillfully" arranges clash with Mrs. 

Hall's expectations.'^^ Through Mrs. Hall's disappointment at finding Ruth an 

immaculate housekeeper, Fem demonstrates her heroine's accomplishments in 

domestichy. On all counts, Ruth fills the criteria of the tme woman. The pastoral 

idyll of Ruth's life whh her husband and children creates a dramatic contrast to her 

fall at the death of her husband. Fern's portrayal of the transience of the domestic 

ideal at the beginning of the novel not only undermines nineteenth-century ideology 

that marriage provides protection for the woman by the patriarchal male, but h also 

allows her heroine, later in the novel, to break the mold by succeeding in a man's 

world. 

The last and most malignant patriarchal head of household is Mr. Leon, who 

with his wife is a guest at the resort at Beach Cliff Fern describes him as a "prim, 

proper-looking person. . . . extremely punctilious in all points of etiquette, very 

particular in his stated inquiries as to his wife's and his horses' health," and 

"maintaining, under all circumstance, the same rigidity of feature, the same 

immobility of the cold, stony, gray eye, the same studied, stereotyped, 

conventionalism of manner."'^^ The inflexibility of his manner and his countenance 

predict the coldness of his heart. That he treats his wife and his horse equally places 

her on the same level as other possessions such as a prize animal. Ruth "shuddered" 

when she thought of him. Leon has never loved his wife; he just owns her. When he 

'̂ ^ Fern, Ruth Hall 34. 

'̂ ^ Fern, Ruth Hall 50. 

212 



tires of her, he places her in an insane asylum, the administrator of which is "an 

intimate friend," and he goes to Europe. She dies there. This patriarchal male has 

employed his undeniable authority to place his wife in an institution against her will. 

His friend, the administrator, complies with Leon's request, telling Ruth "she was 

hopelessly crazy, refiised food entirely, so that we were obliged to force h."'^° 

Nehher man has compassion or understanding, but they both have power, the power 

to subject women to subhuman condhions and feel no remorse. Mary Leon speaks to 

Ruth of the confinement of her marriage, saying, "[t]he chain is none the less galling, 

because hs links are gold."'^' As if the prison of a loveless marriage were not 

enough, Leon commhs her to a tangible prison whh locks and keys and keepers. In 

one of Fem's columns, "Household Tyrants," she opens the article whh a quote from 

Thackeray: "A husband may kill a wife gradually, and be no more questioned than 

the grand seignor who drowns a slave at midnight." Fem satirizes his comment, 

declaring that "the laws over here allow husbands to break their wives' hearts as 

much as they like, so long as they don't break their heads." Thackeray's 

observation holds tme with Leon. He has abused his power as head of his household 

by gradually killing his wife. It was not necessary to "break" her head; he broke her 

spirit. Leon is Fern's uhimate condemnation of the power patriarchy grants men and 

the helplessness of women against it. 

190 Fern. Ruth Hall 110. 

'^' Fem, Ruth Hall 52. 

'̂ ^ Fem, Fem Leaves 245. 
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In the helplessness of her situafion, Mary Leon more resembles the character 

of the lady than the tme woman. Objectified by her husband, she has litfie to do 

outside of displaying her beauty and his weahh. The word "domestic" would never 

come to mind in relation to Mrs. Leon, nor does she exhibh any interest in "the 

common female employments and recreafions."'^^ She has an "unselfish and 

loving nature," but few ever search through the trappings to find it. Ruth, who 

befriends her, sees under the "faultless, marble exterior, a glowing, living, loving 

heart . . . waiting only the enchanter's touch to wake it into life."'^^ Mrs. Leon does 

not find the enchanter in her husband. When Ruth tells her that she overheard some 

of the young women in the resort envying her "beauty and [her] jewels, and the 

magnificence of [her] wardrobe," Mrs. Leon asks her if they envied her her husband. 

She speaks of herself as a "necessary appendage to Mr. Leon's establishment." 

She suffers from "prostrating attacks of nervous headache," probably produced from 

the hopelessness she feels. She warns Ruth to "never compel [her daughters] to say 

words to which the heart yields no response."'^^ Fem's father coerced her into a 

marriage of convenience when her husband died, which may have infiuenced her to 

include this sketch in her novel. The marriage was unbearable for Fem, and she left 

'̂ ^ Fem. Ruth Hall 51. 

'̂ ^ Fern, Ruth Hall 50. 

'̂ ^ Fem. Ruth Hall 51. 

'̂ ^ Fem, Ruth Hall 51. 
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her husband, which was almost unheard of in nineteenth-century America and a 

disgrace to her family. Kelley claims that women who marry from the pressure of 

that necessity may "avoid paying one price" and "pay another."'^^ Mrs. Leon pays 

the "other." Men could desert their wives, but women must meekly accept their fate 

and suffer in silence. Leon did, in fact, desert his wife—all whhin the law that favors 

men over women. Ruth and Katy passed the "Insane Hospital" one day, and little 

Katy was awed by hs outward beauty, "the terraced banks, smoothly-rolled gravel 

walks, plats of flowers, and grape-trellised arbors," which belied hs interior.'^^ Ruth 

learned that inside the institution the "corpse" of her dear friend Mary Leon lay 

awahing burial. Hamihon asserts that Fem "takes Ruth inside the asylum to reveal a 

woman chained and screaming for the child taken by her husband, with consent of the 

courts, because 'the law is generally on the man's side."'^°° Hamihon moves on to 

Mrs. Leon, "a bmtalized victim whose death could have been prevented were worldly 

power distributed differently," including her with the woman chained to demonstrate 

the "author's break whh the dominant bourgeois constmctions of women as ehher 

omamental objects or receptacles of abstract virtues." With Mrs. Leon's story. 

Fern attacks the patriarchal system that grants men all the power—the power to take 

children away from their mothers and then have the mothers committed to an 

'̂ ^ Kelley 236. 

'̂ ^ Fem. Ruth Hall 109 
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institution when they cannot accept their loss, as well as the power to have their wives 

committed just because they are no longer usefiil to the men who possess them. 

Nancy Walker, in Fannv Fern, claims that "[t]he pathos of the scene in the asylum . . . 

subverts the concept of woman's security in marriage."^^^ Fem emphasizes the 

misery and uncertainty of a marriage of convenience and uses the story of Mrs. Leon 

to make a polhical statement on the one-sided power stmcture of the pervasive 

patriarchal society. 

Of the patriarchal male characters that Fem depicts in her novel, some of them 

could have also fit the prototype of the poseur. The poseur is a master of deceh, 

someone who assumes an attitude, manners, or characteristics to infiuence others, 

usually for his ovm gain. The degree of his deception may vary from the mere 

dandy to the black-hearted villain. The characters in Ruth Hall most suhed to the 

category of poseur are Hyacinth Ellet, Ruth's brother, Tom Develin, a bookseller in 

charge of Harry Hall's affairs, Mr. Millet, the husband of Ruth's cousin, and Mr. 

Lescom, Ruth's first publisher. 

Hyacinth Ellet, Ruth Hall's brother, is based on Fem's brother, Nathaniel 

Parker Willis. Fem parallels Ruth's brother with her own brother in that they are both 

wrhers, both edit a popular newspaper, and both are arrogant, egotistical dandies. 

Little evidence of the early relationship between Fem and her brother remains, but 

Fern did name her first child after Willis' first wife. When this wife died following 

childbirth. Fern kept the baby until Willis could take her to England to live with 

°̂̂  Walker 51 
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relatives there.^^^ Fem chooses from the beginning to present Ellet as "a sensuous 

fop," to borrow the term Susan Harris applies to him.̂ "̂* In her youth, the heroine, 

Ruth Hall, thinks of her brother as "handsome and gifted," as well as being able to 

"win fame, and what was better, love." When vishing her at school. Hyacinth tells 

her not to "tumble [his] dickey," criticizes her shoes, notices that her apron is 

"askew," "yawn[s] several times," "bmshe[s] an imperceptible atom of dust from his 

beaver," and "tip-toe[s] Terpsichoreally over the academic threshold."^^^ Fem 

defines his foppery whh his untumbled dickey and his attenfion to his "beaver," as 

well as through her association of him whh the muse of dance. Ruth has been in 

school for a year and this is his first visit; his surprise at the change in her when she 

retums home after three years of boarding school suggests that he had not seen her in 

awhile, possibly since his first vish. His criticism of his adoring sister and his 

obvious boredom while in her company plus his infrequent vishs make it clear that 

their relationship is totally one-sided. Walker refers to Ellet as "self-important and 

self-serving."^^^ Fem uses these scenes to reveal his affliction whh "self-importance" 

and to forewam of his "self-serving" nature. 

^̂ ^ Warren, Fannv Fem 60, 73. 

^̂ '̂  Susan K. Harris, "Inscribing and Defining: The Many Voices of Fanny 
Fern's Ruth Hall." Style 22 (1988): 617. 

^̂ ^ Fem. Ruth Hall 16. 

°̂̂  Walker 52. 
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In Hyacinth Ellet, Fem further develops the character she began in her 

scathingly "satirical sketch of her brother," enthled "Apollo Hyacinth," published in 

the Musical Worid and Times.^"^ Fem's choice of a name for her brother holds a bh 

of irony in hself Apollo, a major god in Greek and Roman mythology, became the 

"patron of musicians and poets."^^^ Nathaniel Willis attains fame as a poet early in 

his career. Grace Greenwood states that "[i]t must have been while Sara was at 

school in Hartford, that her brother Nathaniel began to be famous as a poet."^^^ 

However, the irony comes in the last name: "Apollo was passionately fond of a youth 

named Hyacinthus." By giving him both names, Fem suggests the self-love that 

she portrays in her satire of her brother. Also, the fiower that springs from the shed 

blood of Hyacinthus, called the hyacinth, is a fragile flower that must be protected 

from harsh winds and hot sun. In her article, Fem says Apollo's "tastes are very 

exquisite, and his nature peculiarly sensitive; consequently, he cannot bear 

trouble."^" In other words, his delicate senshivity must be protected from the 

harshness of trouble and the heat of discomfort. These attributes become apparent in 

Ruth's brother when, at the death of Harry, Ellet makes his brief obligatory vish. He 

complains that Ruth's hair "is parted unevenly and needs bmshing sadly"; then he is 

^°^ Warren, Fanny Fem 95. 

^̂ ^ "Apollo," Worid Book Encvclopedia. 1977 ed. 

209 Greenwood 69-70. 

^'° Thomas Bulfinch, Bulfinch's Mvtholoev: The Age of Fable: The Age of 
Chivalry: Legends of Chariemagne (New York: Random House, n.d.) 59. 

^" Fem, Fern Leaves 382. 
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"quite unnerve[d]" by the "sight of Ruth" lying unconscious on the bed.^'^ As he 

passes Harry's coffin on the stairs, he mutters, "These business details are very 

shocking to a senshive person."^'^ Ellet's "exquishe" taste is repelled by Ruth's 

appearance and his "senshivity" is touched at the details of death. He feels no 

compassion or sorrow for Ruth, who has just lost her mate, or for the children, who 

are now fatherless. His only concern is for his own "senshivity." 

Fern continues to explore the tendemess of Hyacinth Ellet's sensibilhies as 

she reveals his impending marriage. Hyacinth will be at the ahar the day of the 

funeral, contracting the acquishion of "broad lands and full coffers." '̂"* His "tmstful" 

bride, who never enters his thoughts, remains unaware of the "haunting creditors" 

whose calls for "their just dues" "spoil [Hyacinth's] daily digesfion."^'^ His 

"peculiarly sensitive" nature never exerts hself on anyone but himself The laws of 

the period give the husband complete control of a woman's possessions when she 

marries. Hyacinth plans to take full advantage of the law. While he contemplates the 

financial security he plans to marry the next day, he dismisses the offer of a monetary 

gift for Ruth and the children from the residents of the resort. He assures the 

sympathetic Mr. Kendall, who bears the gift, that the Ellets are "abundantly able, and 

most solichous to supply every want, and anticipate every wish of Ruth and her 

'̂̂  Fem, Ruth Hall 58. 

'̂̂  Fem, Ruth Hall 59. 

"̂̂  Fem, Ruth Hall 58. 

'̂̂  Fem, Ruth Hall 58. 
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children; and that h was quhe impossible that she should ever suffer for anything, or 

be obliged in any way, at any fiiture time, to exert herself for her own, or their 

support." Out of his own egotism, he denies Ruth the money that through wise 

investments could possibly have sustained her and the children for many months. He 

would prefer for Ruth to starve—out of his sight—than to have the worid doubt his 

ability or his willingness to help her. Hyacinth took advantage of Harry's 

kindheartedness during the Halls' prosperity. John Walter, who recognized Ruth's 

talent and offered her commensurate compensation, said of Hall's relationship whh 

Hyacinth, "[h]ad [Hall] been less tmsfing, less generous to [Hyacinth], [Ruth] might 

not have been left so desthute at his death."^'^ During a time when Hyacinth's social 

ambhion was larger than his pocketbook, Harry Hall helped him keep up the 

appearance of affluence. Now that he has the opportunhy to repay his debt to his 

brother-in-law through nominal assistance to Hall's widow—^Hyacinth's sister— 

Hyacinth tums his back on her. As he sets his fate by marrying a weahhy heiress, he 

sets Ruth's by declining an offer of help for her and the children. 

When Hyacinth fails to keep his promise to Mr. Kendall, and Ruth and the 

children are in a dreary boardinghouse living on milk and bread, he also refuses to 

endorse her wrhing efforts by publishing them in his newspaper or by finding other 

edhors who will. In response to her work and her request for help, he assures her that 

her "articles never will be heard of out of [her] own little provincial city" and 

'̂̂  Fem, Ruth Hall 60. 

'̂"̂  Fem. Ruth Hall 178. 
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recommends that she "seek some unobtmsive employment."^'^ Fem's brother 

Nathaniel Parker Willis also discouraged her from wrhing. Though he had endorsed 

other women wrhers aiding in the development of their careers, including Grace 

Greenwood who wrote a brief biography of Fanny Fern, he chose not to help his own 

sister. Warren offers two reasons for his actions. First, ahhough he was an 

established writer, he may have recognized Fern's genius and felt threatened by her 

abilhy. More likely, he feared for his "social standing." He had already suffered the 

embarrassment of Fern's divorce, and now he was faced with her poverty.^'^ Fem 

establishes the extent of his weahh throughout the novel, making it abundantly clear 

that Hyacinth was financially able to help Ruth. In a letter to Mrs. Millet, Hyacinth's 

and Ruth's cousin. Hyacinth brags about how much he had spent "on his gardens, and 

hot-house, and things."^^^ He boasts of buying a one-hundred-dollar vase "at 

Martini's," and Mrs. Millet's son wrhes that Hyacinth "has a splendid place, six or 

eight servants, and everything on a corresponding scale." The opulence of his 

lifestyle makes his dismissal of Ruth a disparaging dereliction of duty. 

When Hyacinth learns that his sister is the now famous newspaper columnist 

"Floy," he makes every attempt to keep their kinship and her poverty a secret. He 

218 Fem. Ruth Hall 116. 

'̂̂  Warren, Fanny Fem 94. 

^̂ " Fem. Ruth Hall 83. 

221 Fern. Ruth Hall 159. 

^̂ ^ Fem. Ruth Hall 201. 
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instmcts his employee at the Irving Magazine, not to publish any of her work, 

admitting to him that she is his sister and that "h would annoy and mortify [him] 

exceedingly to have the fact known."̂ -̂* Whh Ruth's indisputable fame Hyacinth 

admhs to a few people his relationship to 'Tloy," claiming that he had been "honor" 

bound "to keep her secret." Still on guard for fear that he should draw criticism for 

his negligence of Ruth during her time of need, he plans to write an article denying 

her poverty, saying it "is only a publisher's trick to make her book sell."^ '̂' He goes 

to great lengths "to conciliate edhors whom he despised, merely to prevent any 

allusion to [Ruth's poverty] in their columns."^^^ Fem's own brother, Nathaniel P. 

Willis, took similar measures to refute his sister's penury. When their brother 

Richard printed an article, as edhor, in the Musical World and Times delineating the 

details of Fern's indigence, Nathaniel Willis wrote an irate letter to him denying the 

family's lack of financial support for his sister. In his assessment, he railed, "Now, 

do not let us be thus gammon'd out of our respectabilhy and relations, by false 

00 f\ 

pictures authenticated by being given to the world under our own hand & seal." 

Warren, as she stated in Fanny Fern, believes that Richard may have shared the letter 

whh Fern because her satire of Nathaniel Willis, "Apollo Hyacinth," appeared in the 

^̂ ^ Fem. Ruth Hall 159. 

^̂ ^ Fem, Ruth Hall 176-7. 

225 Fem. Ruth HaU 201. 

^̂ ^ Qtd. in Warren, Fanny Fem 111, 
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Musical World and Times two weeks later.̂ ^^ In her portrayal of Ruth's brother in 

Ruth Hall as well as in the satirical sketch in the newspaper, Fem depicts the same 

egotistical desire for self-protection that she saw in her brother. Should his campaign 

be successful, his twisted tale would slander Ruth placing doubt on her credibility. 

Again, in his selfish conceit, his reputation is his only concern. 

Not satisfied whh impugning Ruth's character. Hyacinth must also take credit 

for her success. He who demeaned her work and told her to seek less obtmsive 

employment boasts, when she succeeds, that "[i]t is a great thing . . . for a young 

writer to be literarily connected."^^^ Hyacinth established a notable reputation in the 

Hterary world that continued into the twentieth century with more recognition than 

did Fern's. Pattee provides one example of that phenomenon by beginning his entry 

about Fanny Fern with, 'Tirst of all, she was the sister of Nathaniel Parker Willis." 

Pattee's declaration, stated with such authority, seems to be conclusive—the most 

important fact that could be recorded about Fanny Fern is that she was Nathaniel 

Parker Willis' sister. Fem could not have made a better case against Hyacinth Ellet in 

her novel had she put those words in the mouth of one of her characters. In his self-

importance and his dismissal of Ruth from her childhood through aduhhood, he 

would surely claim that Ruth's most significant claim to fame was her relationship to 

him. The author satirizes this association most poignantly in an overheard discussion 

^̂ ^ Warren, Fanny Fem 111 

^̂ ^ Fem. Ruth Hall 177. 

^̂ ^ Pattee 115. 
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of "Floy's" new book: "One says, 'Have you read her book?' 'No,' said the other, 

whh a sneer, 'nor do I want to; h is enough for me that Hyacinth Ellet claims her as a 

sister; that is enough to damn any woman.'"^^^ Ruth's "literary connection" with her 

brother proves a detriment rather than an asset. Even his pompous effort to protect 

his reputation by claiming a part of Ruth's success discredhs her. 

Hyacinth Ellet, in his role as a poseur, assumes poses throughout the novel 

that cause pain for the heroine, Ruth Hall. He poses as a loving brother when he 

vishs her at boarding school, but he criticizes her and keeps her at arm's length, 

making her feel unimportant and unloved. He feigns concern at the death of her 

husband, yet he criticizes her again and rebuffs an offer of help for Ruth, leaving her 

uncomforted and destitute. Of Ruth's poverty, he, lavishing in his newly married 

weahh, pretends ignorance, perpetuating her penury. When Ruth asks for help in 

placing her articles, he assumes astuteness, telling her she has "no talent," offering no 

hope for the future. At the news of Ruth's success, he affects an attitude of 

smugness, taking credit for her success, harming her reputation in an attempt to boost 

his own. Through contrasts and ironies, Fern creates a poseur whose arrogant, "self-

important and self-serving" nature heaps unnecessary afflictions on the heroine. 

That, as her brother, he should have heeded rather than impeded her plea for help 

makes him even more despicable. 

Tom Develin, though not related to the heroine as is Hyacinth, is nonetheless 

as egregious in his poseur characteristics as the latter. Ruth may again be applying 

her satiric humor whh the name Develin as in devil-in. He certainly devils Ruth in 

230 Fem. Ruth Hall 179. 
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his treatment of her. Harry endows Develin whh the responsibilhy of managing his 

estate in the event of his death. For one man to require such a monumental obligation 

of another suggests a strong relationship between the two men. Harry would choose 

someone he tmsted to take care of his finances, as well as someone who, through his 

concem, would counsel his widow in legal affairs. Tom Develin does not prove to be 

the tmstworthy, compassionate friend Harry believed would justly oversee his estate 

and kindly advise Ruth. When faced whh the choice of honoring a friend—"Ruth's 

husband was my friend to be sure"—by helping his penniless widow or the remote 

possibility of being written into Zekiel Hall's will, he plays the devil's advocate 

claiming "a man must look out for No. 1 in this world."^^' Looking out for No. 1 

includes ignoring the hallowed wishes of his deceased friend and, instead of easing 

the pain of the bereaved widow, tricking her into giving up her husband's belongings, 

O'XO 

which are "a great comfort" to her. In this capacity, Develin closely resembles 

what Grace Greenwood describes as one of the people for whom Fern's "broadest 

charity can entertain no hope"—^"that unnatural little monster, that anomaly and 

anachronism, an American flunkey." He chooses to do Hall's bidding and, in his 

selfish, groveling manner, serves as the doctor's "fiunkey." Besides fulfilling Hall's 

audacious request for Harry's possessions, Develin deceives Ruth when she asks. 

^ '̂ Fem, Ruth Hall 76. 

^" Fem, Ruth Hall 78. 

^̂ ^ Greenwood 77. 
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"have they a legal right to demand those things?"̂ "̂* He professes ignorance of the 

law, knowing "[t]he law is on her side" and that "she knows no more about law than 

a baby." Develin, in collusion whh Hall—as his "flunkey"—robs the unsuspecting 

widow entmsted to his care. 

As if robbing Ruth were not enough, Develin also interferes with her pursuit 

of a teaching poshion. He serves on the education committee and must choose one of 

the twenty-five hopefuls. When Ruth applies to Develin for help in obtaining the 

teaching job, he tells her he is "uncommon busy," and opens "letters and pems[es] 

their contents," while she makes her request. In her article, "Dollars and Dimes," 

Fern describes people such as Develin who squirm in the presence of a needy friend: 

"They are all in a perspiration lest you should be delivered of a request for their 

assistance, before they can get rid of you. They are 'very busy,' and what's more 

they always will be busy when you call, until you get to the top of fortune's 

ladder." He feigns being busy in an effort to avert any request for help. When his 

pretense fails, he tells Ruth, "I don't know but you'll stand as good a chance, Mrs. 

Hall, as anybody else," and excuses himself Rather than arguing for Ruth, who 

was well educated, he "always followed in the wake of great guns" and "voted 

^̂ ^ Fem, Ruth Hall 76. 

235 
Fem, Ruth Hall 76. 

^̂ ^ Fem, Fem Leaves 212. 
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against Ruth." To advance his poshion, he votes with the "great guns" on the 

committee. His action, or inaction, proves his weakness of character both by his 

inabilhy to take an independent stand on an issue whh the education commhtee and 

by failing to support Ruth. 

Develin's betrayal of Ruth after Harry's death accentuates the shallowness of 

his character. When faced whh a choice between honoring his commitment to Harry 

and the mere possibilhy of acquiring property or notice, he chooses looking out for 

"No. 1" over adhering to duty. Posing as his friend, Develin unlawfully confiscates 

Harry's personal belongings. His treachery in pursuing his own agenda denies the 

widow the small comfort of seeing her husband's clothes hanging next to hers and of 

reliving the memories inspired by their touch. Then knowing her need for 

employment, he votes against her, denying her the opportunity to provide for herself 

and her children. Develin, as a poseur, abuses Ruth and uhimately her children 

through his dishonesty and his self-serving actions. 

Fem refers to the next poseur, Mr. Millet, as the "wooden man." She bases 

him on the husband of her sister Lucy, Josiah F. Bumstead. When Charles 

Eldredge died, the Bumsteads lived in a "fashionable neighborhood on Beacon Street 

^̂ ^ Fem. Ruth Hah 103. 

^̂ ^ Fern. Ruth Hah 85. 

"̂̂  Warren, Fanny Fem 83. 
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in Boston," and they had two children, a boy, who became a doctor, and a daughter— 

as did the Millets in Ruth Hall.^"" Warren suggests that ahhough Fern may have 

exaggerated the Bumsteads in the Millets, she believes her "sudden poverty was an 

embarrassment to them" and finds evidence in his papers "regarding school issues" 

that Bumstead was the "pompous, narrow-minded person that Fem satirized in Mr. 

Millet." Fem portrays Mr. Millet as the husband of Ruth's cousin rather than the 

husband of her sister. She may have wanted to satirize their treatment of her without 

blatantly naming her sister as an accomplice. Although her depiction of Millet is 

unrelenting, her rendhion of Mrs. Millet is condemning. Millet's only overt act 

against Ruth is to ignore her need, but his passivhy in relation to his family's 

treatment of Ruth makes him guilty by association. Knowing he is on the school 

committee, Ruth goes to his office intending to request his support. His "icy reserve" 

and his precise single-word answers to her inquiry destroy her "heroic resolutions," 

and she leaves discouraged but not defeated.̂ "̂ ^ Millet's wife complains incessantly 

of the inconvenience of Ruth's situation, and even the thickness of his wooden 

head cannot keep him from knowing of Ruth's financial needs. Yet when he has the 

opportunity to help Ruth improve her plight, in his obtuseness or worse, in his 

disinterest, he, as did Develin, votes with the "great guns . . . against Ruth." '̂'̂  

'̂*' Warren, Fanny Fem 83. 

"̂̂^ Warren, Fanny Fem 83. 

^̂ ^ Fem, Ruth Hall 100. 

^^ Fem. Ruth Hall 103. 
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"Guns" implies masculine potency, of which Millet has none. In his impotence, he 

follows the men of strength on the committee rather than taking a stand for Ruth. 

Had he and Develin combined their efforts to promote Ruth's interests, they could 

have realized potency in their own right instead of accepting their impotence by 

following the lead of another. Ruth once again becomes the victim at the hands of 

her own family. In one of her articles published in Fern Leaves From Fanny's Port-

Folio. Fem says that "false friends break every round in [fortune's ladder]" as those 

whh "[a]n empty pocket" try to climb to the top.̂ "̂ ^ Ruth is not asking for money— 

that most cherished commodity—only an endorsement—a step on a lower round of 

"fortune's ladder." This man with no feeling will not risk going against the "greatest 

gun on the Committee," but in his impotence takes the path of least resistance and 

breaks the "round" rather than give Ruth a hand up "fortune's ladder."̂ "̂ ^ 

In collusion whh his family. Millet, through his inaction, perpetuates Ruth's 

poverty and its discomforts. Ruth first considers opening a school of her own and 

knowing she will need support and referrals, asks Mrs. Millet her opinion. The latter 

answers, "There is nothing to prevent your trying."^''^ Mrs. Millet is too consumed 

with "putting the finishing touches to the sleeve of a rich silk dress of Leila's [her 

daughter]," to be concemed for her cousin. Grace Greenwood writes of Fanny Fem 

that she has "a hearty contempt for all pretensions, affectations, and dainty 

"̂̂^ Fem, Fern Leaves 212. 

^̂ ^ Fem. Ruth Hall 103. 

^̂ ^ Fem, Ruth Hall 97. 
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sillinesses."^"*^ In the contrasts between Ruth's poverty and the Millets' pretentious 

extravagance. Fern graphically exemplifies her contempt. While Ruth and her 

children live in "one of those heterogeneous boarding-houses," "where soiled table

cloths, sticky crockery, oily cookery, and bad grammar predominate," and little 

Katy asks," Why don't we go home, mother," the Millets have moved to a "more 

fashionable neighbor," where "rents are rather high," because they "were obliged to 

live in a certain style for the dear children's sake."̂ "*̂  Mrs. Millet, who will 

generously pay Ruth "a dollar and a quarter" for a ten-dollar coral brooch that was a 

love gift from Harry, in the same breath, tells her daughter that her silk dress needs 

more lace and the "ten dollars will not make much difference." After 

congratulating herself for allowing Ruth to do her laundry in her khchen every week 

"provided she finds her own soap," Mrs. Millet tells her husband that Leila has been 

asked to sit for "Cicchi, the artist" for "only . . . three hundred dollars."^^' Fem 

illustrates most poignantly the Millets' injustice toward Ruth through the eyes of the 

servants Ruth shares the khchen whh when she does her laundry. Betty, one of the 

servants, condemns Mrs. Millet for letting her "poor cousin stand every Monday . . . 

bending over the wash-tub, and mbbing out her clothes . . . till the blood started from 

'̂'̂  Greenwood 76. 

2̂ ^ Fem, Ruth Hall 73, 77, 86. 

^̂ ° Fem, Ruth Hall 97. 
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her knuckles."^^^ She remembers, "Mrs. Ruth's husband used to ride up to the 

door . . . and toss [her] a large bouquet for Mrs. Millet, which Mrs. Ruth had tied up 

for her, or hand [her] a box of big strawberries, or a basket of plums, or pears, and 

how all [their] folks here would go out there and stay as long as they liked, and use 

the horses, and pick the fiuit."^^^ Fem contrasts the stark reality of the present with 

the blissful memory of the past. In her typical simplistic manner. Fern clearly 

presents through the eyes of the lower-class domestic help the tmth that the upper-

middle-class Millets fail to grasp—the tmth of Ruth's need and desperation. Rather 

than being embarrassed over Ruth's poverty, they should be embarrassed for allowing 

h to confinue. Mrs. Millet is one of the women Hamihon describes, who "facilhate 

the oppression of other women."̂ "̂* She could have asked her husband to use his 

influence to help Ruth acquire the teaching poshion. She could have given Ruth the 

full value of the brooch instead of a fraction of hs worth. She could have had her 

servants tend to Ruth's laundry. She could have given Ruth and her children the three 

hundred dollars she planned to spend on a portrah of her daughter. She could have 

shown compassion and concem for her widowed cousin and her fatherless children. 

But she did not. In all of the "pretensions, affectations, and dainty sillinesses," 

however. Millet remains the poseur. He has the power to help Ruth help herself, but 

he refuses. As the patriarchal head of household, he controls the money and holds the 

^̂ ^ Fem, Ruth Hall 82. 

^̂ ^ Fem. Ruth Hah 83. 

^̂ ^ Hamilton 103. 
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power to improve Ruth's plight, but he does not. This "pompous," "narrow-minded," 

"wooden man" assumes unconcern, and he does so very convincingly. 

The fourth poseur in Ruth Hall. Mr. Lescom, serves as edhor of "The 

Standard," the first newspaper to carry one of Ruth's articles. Lescom earns his place 

among the poseurs of the novel and in Linda Hufs list of "malevolent male" 

characters by exploiting the heroine.^^^ His first point of explohation comes in the 

form of "remuneration"—h "was not what Ruth had hoped, but h was at least a 

beginning, a stepping-stone."^^^ He compounded his ill use of Ruth by holding the 

nominal stipend until the article was printed. In Fem's own experience, she received 

only fifty cents for her first article and after calling "many times for payment," finally 

got paid two weeks after hs publication. Fem has been attacked for her 

exaggeration of her treatment by others, yet in the case of her first editor, she does not 

betray his unfair tactics by relating the tardiness of her first eamings. Lescom's next 

form of exploitation comes with Ruth's success as a columnist. Because of the 

popularity of her articles, "the circulation of'The Standard' has nearly doubled," thus 

increasing the paper's income. But when she confronts Lescom with her view of 

the situation—that some of the money her articles precipitated should be shared with 

her—he replies, "Now that's just hke a woman . . . give them the least foot-hold, and 

^" Huf 23. 

^̂ ^ Fern. Ruth Hall 125. 

^̂ ^ Warren, Fannv Fem 92. 

^̂ ^ Fem. Ruth Hall 152. 
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they will want the whole territory."^^^ Ruth is not asking for the "whole territory," 

only her hard-eamed portion. She is fmhlessly seeking fair treatment in a society that 

explohs women at every tum, particularly in the business world. Few jobs are open 

to women and for those available the wages are minimal. Ruth makes a reasonable 

request of Lescom and is denigrated and denied before receiving the "usual sum for 

her articles." In a letter to John Waher, Lescom admhs that he is "wealthy, and can 

pay as much as anybody for 'Floy's' services."^^' By establishing his ability to pay. 

Fern magnifies Lescom's abuse of Ruth. In her article "Hour-Glass Thoughts," Fern 

indicts all editors who refuse to adequately compensate the joumalists who make 

them rich: "The Editor grows plethoric on the applause of the public and mammoth 

subscription lists; the unrecognized joumalist. who, behind the scenes, mixes so 

deftly the newspaperial salad, lives on the smallest possible stipend, and looks like an 

undertaker's walking advertisement." Lescom admits to the increase in his 

business, but he continues paying Ruth, who makes his success possible, "the 

smallest possible stipend." 

Lescom continues his exploitation of Ruth when he leams that she has signed 

to write exclusively for the "Household Messenger." First, he concocts a story saying 

a consortium of edhors were planning to "offer [her] a handsome yearly salary for 

^̂ ^ Fem, Ruth Hall 131. 

^̂ " Fem. Ruth Hall 131 

^ '̂ Fem. Ruth Hall 152. 
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writing exclusively for [their] three papers."^^^ Seeing no progress in this approach, 

Lescom tries making her feel guilty for abandoning the "first paper for which [she] 

ever wrote," saying that he "had more than ordinary claims upon [her]."̂ "̂̂  During 

their entire relationship as edhor and journalist, Lescom explohs Ruth. That he pays 

her a pittance for her work is not totally out of line whh the times, but that he will not 

raise her wage when she increases his circulation is unforgivable. Finally, he resorts 

to deception and to a personal assault on her loyalty. Lescom's treatment of Ruth 

aligns him indisputably whh the poseurs of Ruth Hall. 

To this point, Fem has painted a dim view of most of the men in her novel. 

She does, however, provide a few good men. These are the valiant males whose 

chivalry manifests bravery, honor, courtesy, and concern for the oppressed. They 

unselfishly assist the heroine with no expectations of reciprocation either sexual or 

otherwise. Fem exemplifies these characteristics in the unnamed "gentleman" who 

comforts Katy, in Johnny Gait, and Horace Gates. She grants each of these men only 

brief vignettes, but she uses each to make a point. John Walters possesses these traits, 

but he also has some of the progressive thinking of the new man and will be discussed 

separately. 

Fern's first valiant man, the unanamed "gentleman," exhibhs kindness and 

concem as his most outstanding characterists. By the kindness of his heart, he 

spontaneously stops and asks Katy, "What is the matter, my dear," when he sees her 

^̂ ^ Fem, Ruth Hall 148. 

^̂ ^ Fem. Ruth Hall 149. 
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crying in the street.̂ ^^ He continues to show his compassion as he identifies Katy and 

realizes that his friend and business associate, who he "learned to love . . . very 

much," has died and left his wife and children penniless.^^^ In "Where Have I Been 

and What Have I Seen?" Fem asserts, "if men only knew how to be gallant without 

being effeminate, how to be manly and yet to be tender, wouldn't we adore them?" 

The gentleman's "moistened eyes" at the sight of fatherless Katy suggest that he is 

tmly touched by the plight of this child, but his gift of an unspecified amount of 

money demonstrates the honor of a man who not only feels but acts. In his act of 

gallantry toward Katy, he is both manly and tender. He shows his senshivhy more 

explichly when he tells Katy "whh delicate tact, 'Tell your mamma, my dear, that is 

something I owed your dear papa," rather than damaging Ruth's pride by offering her 

charity.̂ ^^ His kindness toward Katy and her "papa" and his concern for her welfare 

instill in her a comfort and tmst that causes her to wish "the kind gentleman were her 

grandpapa."^^° This statement both honors the "kind genfieman" and indicts Katy's 

grandfather, who is "never glad to see" her and who tells her she "must grow up 

^̂ ^ Fem, Ruth Hall 88. 

^̂ ^ Fem, Ruth Hall 89. 

^̂ ^ Fem. Ruth Hah 295. 

^̂ ^ Fem, Ruth Hall 88, 89. 

^̂ ^ Fem, Ruth Hall 89. 

"̂̂^ Fem, Ruth Hall 89 
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quick" and "earn something too."^^' The unnamed gentleman deserves Katy's and 

Ruth's adoration for the tendemess in his treatment of Katy and his manliness—the 

man does control the money—in his response to her need. 

Another of Fern's valiant men comes in the form of an awkward, yet 

senshive, farmer, Johnny Gait. He worked for Harry on their idyllic country place. 

He honors Ruth by remembering her love for flowers and sending her a bouquet, 

"handsome enough for Queen Victory," and by remembering her need and sending "a 

basket of apples all done up in green leaves."^^^ His thoughtfulness spawns fond 

memories of his attention to Katy when they lived on the farm. Unknowingly, Gait, 

through his gift, provides Katy a brief reprieve from the gloom of their dreary room 

and the sadness on her mother's face. Fem uses the Ihtle bouquet of flowers to evoke 

memories of a better life, of his catching "butterflies for [Katy] in the meadow" and 

picking "nosegays of buttercups" for her and letting her "ride the pony to water" and 

bringing "cunning little speckled eggs he found for [her] in the woods" as well as a 

myriad of other kindnesses, bringing a smile to Ruth's lips and joy to Katy's heart. 

His simple gift of flowers and apples seems insignificant, but the pleasure it bestows 

on Harry's widow and children is immeasurable. Warren, in her introduction to Ruth 

Hall, goes so far as to say that Gah's "flowers and basket of apples 'saved [Ruth's] 

^ '̂ Fem, Ruth Hall 87. 

^'^^ Fem, Ruth Hall 84. 

273 Fem, Ruth Hall 84-5. 
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life' in [a] way when she was shunned by everyone else."̂ "̂* Prompted by his 

concern, he gives what he has, an honorable gift indeed. 

The next time Fern mentions Gah, she portrays him as a hero. He is what 

Kristie Hamihon calls "farmer cum fireman."^^^ Gah risks his own life to save Ruth 

and her children from a hotel fire in which they are stranded. Warren says "the hotel 

fire is the closest we come to a hair-breadth escape in Ruth Hall." a component of the 

conventional novel that Fem promised in her preface not to include.^^^ Following the 

heroic act, Fem compares the flamboyant celebration—^the "shouts [of] bravo! 

bravo!," the accolades from the "[t]elegraph wires and printing-presses," and the 

parades in the "flower-garlanded streets"—for the "butchering, ambitious conqueror" 

to the "gallant, noble, but unhonored firemen." Warren believes that Fem wanted 

to pay tribute to the uncelebrated sacrifice of firemen, but she also points out that, 

stmcturally, the two chapters that refer to the fire sandwich "four chapters depicting 

respectively the Millets, Mrs. Hall, Mr. Ellet, and Tom Develin and their various 

on9 ŷ  

reactions to Ruth's success" in between. By fitting the self-serving remarks of 

these characters between two chapters describing the life-threatening heroism of 

Johnny Gait and the gratitude of Ruth and her daughters, "Fem indirectly comments 

^'^^ Joyce Warren, introduction, Ruth Hall and Other Writings, by Fanny Fern 
(New Bmnswick: Rutgers UP, 1986) xxx. 

'̂'̂  Hamilton 102. 

^̂ ^ Warren, introduction xxx. 

^̂ ^ Fem. Ruth Hall 199. 

^̂ ^ Warren, introducfion xxx. 
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on the selfishness of the other characters."^^^ Whatever her purpose, she created in 

Johnny Gait the attributes of a hero—gallantry, nobilhy, and selflessness. His simple 

act of gallantry in the gift of flowers and apples that saves a day for Ruth and her 

daughters from the oppression of their lifestyle is no less noble than the selfless act of 

bravery he exhibits by saving their lives. Perhaps his most outstanding trait is his 

humilhy. In nehher instance does he expect even a thank you in return. He sends the 

flowers and apples up to Ruth rather than taking them to her. His purpose may have 

been twofold—he may have been trying to save Ruth the embarrassment of his seeing 

her in her present situation, but he may also have been trying to perform an 

anonymous act of kindness. After saving their lives. Gait returned quietly and 

unnoticed to his home, "whh pallid face, and smoky, discolored garments . . . [and] 

weary limbs." Ruth promises her children that she "will see that Johnny Gait is 

rewarded," but part of his heroism stems from his expecting no reward—a tmly 

valiant man. 

The final valiant male, Horace Gates, appears more good than valiant. This 

character, based on James Parton, Fern's future husband, comes close to being Ruth's 

male double. He works long hours in "this fumace of a garret," preparing edhorials 

279 Warren, introduction xxx. 

^̂ " Fern. Ruth Hall 199. 

^ '̂ Fem, Ruth Hall 208. 
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for which Hyacinth Ellet takes credit.̂ ^^ Gates remembers the heat of his garret 

existence, while Ruth remembers the cold of hers. Also, they both suffer from the 

abuse of Ellet. Warren, in Fanny Fern, asserts that "Parton's feelings about Willis are 

probably reflected in the comments of Horace Gates in Ruth Hall about Hyacinth 

Ellet." Fem has voiced her opinion about her brother; she now verbalizes Parton's 

opinion. Gates, similar to Ruth early in her career, is overworked, underpaid, and 

unappreciated. His momentum for continuing his writing springs from a dream of 

owning a newspaper, whereas Ruth's impetus lay in the stmggle for survival for 

herself and her children. Gates' reasons for wanting to own a newspaper are 

honorable, however. He does not believe in the "[m]utual admiration-society" 

concept between newspapers where one refrains from discrediting the opinions of 

another in exchange for the same favor. He wants to "call things by their right 

names," to praise a book on hs merit not on the sex of the author or because he feels 

an obligation to the author or "authoress."^ '̂* He wants to be free to speak what he 

believes to be the tmth whhout having his "tongue or . . . pen tied in any way by 

policy, or interest, or clique-ism."^^^ Warren believes that 'Tern and Parton shared 

similar attitudes not only toward N. P. Willis but toward edhorial practices in 

^̂ ^ Fem. Ruth Hall 158. 

^̂ ^ Warren, Fannv Fem 152. 

^̂ ^ Fem. Ruth HaH 160. 

^̂ ^ Fem. Ruth Hall 161. 
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general." In this chapter on Horace Gates, Fem allows Parton a voice; that the 

voice reinforces hers makes her statement that much more emphatic. Fem endows 

Gates whh honesty and nobilhy, but why does she refrain from bestowing gallantry? 

Parton resigned his poshion whh the Home Joumal where he worked for Willis in the 

"fall of 1853 . . . apparently because of Willis's insistence the he (Parton) stop 

printing Fern's articles." Parton's resignation occurred several months before Fern 

signed the contract whh the Mason Brothers to write Ruth Hall. Had she depicted 

Gates as resigning to preserve his integrity how much more powerful would have 

been his support of Ruth. Perhaps the strength of such a statement is what Fem is 

trying to avoid. Such a sacrifice could have come whh obligations from the heroine 

that did not fit Fern's purpose. Her point is to fiirther convict her brother. She does 

not intend to complicate Ruth's life, or her plot, by making Gates the "soul-mate" that 

Parton seemed to be to her. Though she does not allow Gates to be a valiant male or 

a new man, she does make him honorable and noble. 

The last male from Ruth Hall under discussion is John Waher, who possesses 

characteristics of both the valiant male and the new man. The gallantry of his defense 

of Ruth takes the form of a protective older brother, while the genuineness of his 

belief in her and her talent leans toward the progressive thinking of the new man. 

286 Warren, Fanny Fem 153. 

^̂ "̂  Warren, Fanny Fem 150. 
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Walker calls Waher "a male 'savior,'" who offers Ruth "a job, not his hand in 

marriage." Fern pattems Waher after her friend and advisor, Oliver Dyer. Walker 

states that Waher is "a thin disguise for Robert Bonner, of the New York Ledger." but 

Fern did not begin her association with Bonner unfil the spring of 1855, almost six 

months after Ruth Hall was published.^^^ According to Warren, Dyer, "in the fall of 

1852, as publisher of the New York Musical World and Times, had sought out the 

anonymous Fanny Fern in care of the Boston papers for which she wrote," just as 

Waher does Ruth in the novel.^^° Fern and Dyer remained friends even though they 

each later pursued other sources of employment. Warren notes that as late as 1858 

"Grace was taking some Christmas gifts to Dyer's children."^^' Dyer was also Fem's 

financial and legal advisor. Fem places the warmth and tmst she felt for Dyer in 

the relationship between Ruth and John Walter. Waher, in his letter introducing 

himself to Ruth, attests to "feel[ing] a warm, brotherly interest in [her] welfare." 

She, in tum, longs for "a real, warm-hearted, brotherly brother."^^"^ He begins his 

^̂ ^ Walker 47. 

^̂ ^ Walker 47; Warren, Fannv Fem 145, 123. 

290 Warren, Fanny Fern 221 

^ '̂ Warren, Fanny Fem 222. 

^̂ ^ Warren, Fanny Fem 121, 

^̂ ^ Fem. Ruth Hall 143. 

^̂ ^ Fem, Ruth Hall 144. 
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brotherly battles on Ruth's behalf before ever having met her, by taking on the man 

who claims to "have made her reputafion what it is," F. Lescom.̂ ^^ In answer to 

Lescom's request that Waher release Fern from her exclusive contract to continue to 

write for his paper, Waher wrhes a scathing letter assuring him that Fem "has made 

'The Standard,' instead of [his] making her reputation," and that her contract will 

expire after a year at which time he may feel free to "compete for her pen."^^^ By 

defending her, Walter exacts the revenge denied to Ruth as a woman and takes the 

place of the brother who deserted her instead of rescuing her. His next encounter in 

her defense resuhs from Ellet's claim that Ruth is his sister and his assertion that "[i]t 

is a great thing . . . for a young writer to be literarily connected."^^^ Lewis, the 

recipient of these remarks, goes to Walter for confirmation. The latter assures Lewis 

that Ellet is Ruth's brother, but that the association has done nothing but hinder her 

progress. He tells the inquirer that Ellet advised Ruth "to seek some unobtmsive 

employment," yet when she succeeds without his help, he "comes in for a share of the 

spoils."^^^ Fem uses this scene to demonstrate Waher's complete devotion to Ruth 

and at the same time to continue her indictment of Ellet. 

She depicts in Waher the protective instincts that are normally found in a 

brother but that are totally lacking in Ellet. Waher's most aggressive act in his role 

^̂ ^ Fem. Ruth Hall 150. 

^̂ ^ Fem. Ruth Hah 152. 

^̂ ^ Fem. Ruth HaU 177. 

^̂ ^ Fern. Ruth Hall 179. 
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of brother/protector occurs when he seeks out Develin. On the other two occasions, 

Waher has merely responded to the requests of others; however, disturbed by mmors 

that Develin has been attributing the "little popularity" of Ruth's book to the "writer 

being a sister of Hyacinth Ellet, he seeks out the bookseller. ̂ ^̂  By this time, Waher 

has heard Ruth's story form her own lips and has guessed at much of h before she 

tells him. Develin's misrepresentations anger Walter, who takes action, assuring 

Develin that his next "version of this matter" better be "a correct one."^°° Whh this 

overt act to defend Ruth's honor, Waher fulfills her need for a "real. . . brotherly 

brother." This last battle also allows Fern to retaliate somewhat for Develin's earlier 

treatment of Ruth, if his "limited mental endowments" will allow him to notice. 

Walter's role as surrogate brother also fits the "warm-hearted[ness]" that Ruth 

longs for. In his first vish with Ruth, he senses the pain and embarrassment Ruth's 

circumstances have inflicted on her. He empathizes whh her as a caring brother 

would when little Nettie tells him that Katy cannot live with them "because [they] 

don't have supper enough." He also fills a brother's role by taking Ruth to reclaim 

Katy. For such a monumental task as defying the Halls for her rights to her daughter, 

Ruth needs support, and through his senshivhy, he realizes her need. Ruth is pleased 

that "Mr. Waher, whose name was synonymous whh good tidings, should be 

^̂ ^ Fem, Ruth Hall 206 

^^ Fem, Ruth Hall 207 

^°' Fem, Ruth Hall 207 

302 Fem. Ruth Hall 162. 
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associated with her in the retum of the child." Finally, before taking her to her new 

home, he takes her to Harry's grave. There he promises to bury her next to her 

husband and take care of the children if necessary, swearing, "[s]o help me God," to 

seal his commhment. Through the genuine senshivhy of Waher, Fem mocks the 

false "sensitivhy" of Ruth's biological brother. Hyacinth Ellet. Ruth could not ask 

for more compassion, more understanding, or more concem from a "real warm

hearted brotherly brother" than she receives from her friend and business associate, 

John Waher. 

In his role of professional associate, Waher depicts the new male. First, he 

listens to his wife as he ponders the on-going debate of "Floy's" gender. He believes 

the author is a woman but places more faith in his wife's opinion: "my wife says so, 

and women have an instinct for such things." In his ability to recognize as well as 

value the differences between men and women, he endorses Catharine Sedgwick's 

belief that men and women are different but equal. He also recognizes Ruth's 

genius: "What an elastic, strong, brave, loving, fiery, yet soft and willing nature! A 

bundle of contradictions !"^°^ Amazingly enough, Fem critiques her own work very 

insightfully. All of the attributes she extols on her work in her novel aptly apply. For 

"̂̂  Fem. Ruth Hall 181. 

"̂̂  Fem. Ruth Hall 211. 

^̂ ^ Fern, Ruth Hall 140. 

^°^ Kelley, "Legacy Profile: Catharine Maria Sedgwick" 44. 

^̂ ^ Fem, Ruth Hall 140. 
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her understanding of the genius whh which she wrote, however, she "was criticized 

for 'self-praise,' 'self-exahation,' and 'self-love.'"^^^ Nevertheless, the character 

Waher also knows her worth, and after a year of following her assent, he decides to 

make a bid for her pen for the "Household Messenger." Knowing Ruth's fame will 

only grow, he limits his contract to one year to leave her open to options that will 

surely arise in a year's time. He realizes Ruth's talent is a valuable commodhy even 

in the business world dominated by men. He does not discount her genius or her 

popularity because she is a woman. In the mutuality of their business relationship, 

Ruth's popularity, as noted by the "batch[es] of letters" that arrive almost daily, 

refiects well on the "Household Messenger."^^^ Walter possesses the nobility of the 

valiant male as well as the belief in woman's intelligence and the support of her 

independence that is prevalent in the new man. 

Fem outlines her goal in her preface as a desire to "fan into a fiame, in some 

th-ed heart, the fading embers of hope, well-nigh extinguished by wintry fortune and 

summer fiiends."^'° To achieve that goal, she creates a rare role model in her 

heroine, Ruth Hall—a woman who attains complete independence, while losing none 

of her femininity. Warren asserts that this "revolutionary message" of female 

°̂̂  Warren, Fannv Fem 125. 

°̂̂  Fem. Ruth Hall 180. 
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Fem. Ruth Hall 3. 
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independence posed a "real threat" to nineteenth-century convention.^" Women 

were expected to be dependent. Few were totally independent financially and fewer 

still were independent to the extent of Ruth Hall. To make her protagonist palatable 

to her contemporary audience. Fern, as Linda Huf so aptly puts h, "went to some 

lengths in Ruth Hall to create a heroine who, like Caesar's wife, would be above even 

unwarranted suspicion of unwomanly conduct."^'^ Huf goes on to say, "She made 

her protagonist so fauhless a wife, mother, and housekeeper that. . . Ruth needs no 

uhra feminine foil." Fem also seeks to make Ruth's profession acceptable to her 

audience. Women were to remain in their domestic sphere being careful not to draw 

attention to themselves. Accordingly, Bardes and Gossett assert that women writers 

"were not perceived as challenging the social limhs as long as they stayed whhin 

certain bounds. Female authors wrote at home, sometimes anonymously, and rarely 

accepted public credit for their work."^''' Fem applies all three criteria to her heroine. 

Ruth writes in the seclusion of her "heterogeneous boarding-house." She assumes the 

nom de plume of "Floy," hoping to keep her identity a secret. Finally, she wrhes not 

to draw attention to herself through fame, but to provide for her children and herself 

She tells little Nettie that "no happy woman ever wrhes. From Harry's grave sprang 

^" Warren, Fanny Fem 130. 

'̂̂  Huf 29. 

'̂̂  Huf 29. 

'̂"̂  Barbara Bardes and Suzanne Gossett, Declarafions of Independence (New 
Bmnswick: Rutgers UP, 1990) 40. 
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'Floy.'" For Ruth writing is a means to an end—she needs financial independence, 

and writing will provide h. Mr. Grey, Waher's brother-in-law, is astonished that 

"'Floy' should be so little elated by her wonderful success." Walter explains, "amid 

all these 'well done' plaudhs, the loved voice is silent."^'^ Had Harry not died, Ruth 

would not have written; because he died and because she successfully wrote, she has 

no one to bask in her glory with her. 

Harry's death provides the need, but Ruth's determination provides the 

success. After seeing a carrier deliver newspapers across the street from her boarding 

house, she decides she can "write for the papers," sets her course, and does not 

hesitate. She remains on course when her brother tells her she has "no talent," 

when editor after edhor refuses to publish her work, and when her purse is "nearly 

empty." Her unrelenting determination and persistence result in a publisher for her 

work. Her success begins immediately. Unfortunately, her "fame as a wrher [is] 

increasing much faster than her remuneration." She has two opportunities almost 

simuhaneously that quickly resolve the latter. Walter hires her to write exclusively 

for the "Household Messenger," and a "publishing house" offers "to collect her 

'̂̂  Fem. Ruth Hall 175. 

'̂̂  Fem. Ruth Hall 192-3. 

'̂"̂  Fem. Ruth Hall 115. 

'̂̂  Fem. Ruth Hall 116, 122. 

'̂̂  Fem. Ruth Hall 132. 
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newspaper articles into a volume." These two accomplishments seal her success. 

She could now reclaim her daughter and purchase "comforts for Nettie and Katy— 

clothes—food,—eamed by her own hands !"^ '̂ Her determination has not been spent 

for fame but for "remuneration," and not until she has money in her purse does she 

feel successful. For Ruth success and independence are synonymous, yet 

independence cannot be achieved whhout money. The extent of her monetary 

success becomes apparent in the final chapter when Walter hands her a stock 

certificate for ten thousand dollars. Fem creates a heroine whose success and 

financial independence rival any male success story of the period. Through Ruth 

Hall, Fern gives women everjrwhere a pattem to apply to their own lives. She 

provides a "fan" to ignhe "the fading embers of hope" that may inspire some "tired 

heart . . . well-nigh extinguished by wintry fortune" to set her course and through self-

reliance and determination, to remain steady until she attains her goal—financial 

independence. 

Fanny Fern in her novel Ruth Hall does not paint many poshive pictures of 

male characters. She had been abandoned and abused by most, her family members 

in particular, and honored and supported by a few. In her patriarchal male characters, 

she denigrates the ideology of patriarchy through Mr. Ellet, Dr. Hall and Mr. Leon. 

The elder patriarchal figures exhibh avarice and hypocrisy, two characteristics that 

Grace Greenwood, Fem's contemporary and biographer, claims elich the author's 

320 Fern. Ruth Hall 153. 
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"hearty contempt."^^^ Also with Mr. Ellet and whh Mr. Leon, she attacks the 

oppression of women that the patriarchal system perpetuates. Mrs. Ellet suffers 

unknown anguish through the selfishness and inconsideration of her husband; she is 

imprisoned in an unhappy home. Yet Mrs. Leon pays the greatest price demanded of 

the system; not only Iherally imprisoned, she suffers the death penalty. Through 

Harry Hall, Fern portrays the idyllic life of the poshive side of a conventional 

nineteenth-century marriage, which makes even more poignant the sudden death that 

ends it. The author stresses the temporary state of such bliss and how quickly women 

can be robbed of the security marriage is supposed to present. She condemns a 

system that leaves women and children at the mercy of selfish and uncaring relatives. 

Even through her most benevolent patriarchal character, she denounces the 

patriarchal system. 

In her poseurs, she emphasizes the barriers men place before women who are 

stmggling for survival in the marketplace. They seem to share the opinion toward 

women of misfortune that Fem reveals in her article "A Bh of Injustice": 

No matter how isolated or destitute her condhion, the majority would consider 
h more "feminine" would she unobtmsively gather up her thimble, and 
retiring into some out-of-the-way-place, gradually scoop out her coffin whh it, 
than to develop that smart tum for business which would lift her at once out of 
her troubles; and which, in a man so situated, would be applauded as 
exceedingly praiseworthy. 

Women were not encouraged to exercise their business acumen to become self-

reliant. Instead, their efforts to find adequate employment were squelched at every 

^̂ ^ Greenwood 76. 

"^ Fem. Ruth Hall 318. 
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tum. Norma Basch, author of In the Eyes of the Law, says that men felt threatened 

that women might enter the "commercial arena."̂ "̂̂  The poseurs in Fem's novel join 

ranks in keeping her heroine out of that man-controlled arena. Hyacinth, Develin, 

and Millet ehher discourage or impede her efforts to attain employment. Lescom 

gives her a job; then he explohs her. All of the poseurs try to inhibh Ruth's success. 

Through her portrayal of her valiant characters, Fem depicts the noble 

qualities of men. Johnny saves Ruth's day whh flowers and her life from fire. The 

unnamed gentleman renews her faith in mankind, at lest temporarily. Horace Gates, 

with whom she has no interaction, empathizes whh Ruth, identifying him whh the 

heroine. John Walter, her business associate becomes Ruth's friend and protector. 

None of her poshive male characters have a lasting relationship whh the heroine 

except Walter and that is strictly platonic. Fem keeps her heroine free of romantic 

involvement to stress the strength and completeness of her independence. 

Through her male characters, both the good and the reprehensible, she 

exhibhs the unimpeachable character and the amazing talent of her heroine, Ruth 

Hall. Her purpose in wrhing her novel is to offer despau-ing nineteenth-century 

women an ahemative to meekly accepfing their plight. The brevhy of Ruth's idyllic 

life at the beginning of the novel illustrates the tenuous thread that holds the domestic 

ideal together. She claims for women the strength and self-reliance necessary to 

achieve financial independence—a feat formerly reserved for men. She fiouts 

convention by having her heroine succeed in the marketplace. To accentuate her 

"^ Basch 141. 
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strength she surrounds her heroine whh weak, self-serving men. The few "good 

men" have only fleeting interaction whh the protagonist, and some none at all, with 

the exception of John Walter. Fem keeps Waher from being a threat by creating a 

wife for him and by having him assume a "real warm-hearted brotherly brother" role. 

Ruth challenges the patriarchal system that valorizes financial success in man while it 

sublimates that desire in woman, confining her to the private sphere of the home. 

Ruth succeeds, and she does it through her own determination and self-reliance. 

Refusing to give in to the conventions of her society, Ruth Hall becomes a woman of 

independent means. 
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CHAPTER V 

ELIZABETH STUART PHELPS' THE STORY OF AVIS 

As an epigraph for Chapter VII of The Storv of Avis. Elizabeth Stuart 

Phelps uses an excerpt from George Eliot's poem "Armgart": 

Armgart, I would whh all my 
soul I knew 
The man so rare, that he could 
make your life 
As woman sweet to you, as 
artist safe.' 

In her life and in her fiction, Phelps sought whh no success "[t]he man so rare." 

The Story of Avis provides the promise but not the fulfillment of such a man. 

Phelps believed that "[mjarriage . . . is a profession to a woman" and that 

committing to the profession of marriage and the profession of an artist can have 

fatal consequences. Even as late as the 1870s and 1880s, the nineteenth-century 

conventions that demanded domestichy of women had not changed enough to 

make a place for the aberration that was the woman artist. Perhaps the dilemma 

of the woman artist could be resolved by "[t]he man so rare." Phelps's life and 

works testify to the elusiveness of this rare man. 

' Elizabeth Stuart Phelps, Story of Avis, ed. Carol Fariey Kessler (1877; 
New Bmnswick: Rutgers UP, 1995) 66. 

^ Phelps, Story of Avis 71. 
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Elizabeth Stuart Phelps, bom August 31, 1844, "was given in baptism the 

name of her mother's friend, Mary Gray."^ She was the first of three children and 

the only daughter bom to Ausfin and Elizabeth Stuart Phelps."* At the fime of her 

birth her father was the pastor of the Pine Street Church in Boston.^ In the spring 

of 1848, Ausfin accepted the poshion of chair of Sacred Rhetoric and Homiletics 

in the Andover Seminary.^ He had believed that the pastorate was his calling, but 

he feh inadequate to the call, a self-doubt that plagued him professionally 

throughout his life no matter how much adulation he received from his 

congregation or his colleagues. Mrs. Phelps dreaded retuming to Andover, her 

former home, where only the graves of her family awahed her, but as a tme 

woman, she would do nothing to influence her husband's decision. 

Phelps's first memories of her mother were of her reading to her and her 

brother Stuart stories that she had written and illustrated with colored crayons— 

stories "never meant to go beyond that little public of two.' Both of Phelps's 

^ Mary Angela Bennett, Elizabeth Stuart Phelps (Philadelphia: U of 
Pennsylvania P, 1939)8. 

^ Elizabeth T. Spring, "Elizabeth Stuart Phelps," Our Famous Women. 
(1883; Freeport, NY: Books for Libraries Press, 1975) 561. 

^ Bennett 7. 

^Bennett 14, 12. 

^ Carol Farley Kessler, Elizabeth Stuart Phelps (Boston: Twayne 
Publishers, 1982) 11,12. 

o 

Elizabeth Stuart Phelps, Chapters From a Life. (Cambridge: H. O. 
Houghton & Co., 1896) 13. 
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parents were gifted wrhers. Austin Phelps's most popular book. The Still Hour. 

written in 1853, became a best seller. English Stvle in Public Discourse, later 

published as Rhetoric: Its Theory and Practice, was used under hs earlier thle as a 

guide for writing sermons but came into general use in college and univershy 

rhetoric classes with hs latter name. Austin also wrote for religious publications 

such as the Christian Union and The Congregationalist.^ Phelps's mother wrote 

under the "pseudonym H. Tmsta, an anagram for Stuart." Other than some of her 

works for children, Mrs. Phelps wrote The Sunny Side: or the Country Minister's 

Wife, which sold 100,000 copies whhin a year, A Peep at "Number Five": or a 

Chapter in the Life of a City Pastor. The Angel over the Right Shoulder, as well 

as a collection of short stories in press at her death. The Tell-Tale: or. Home 

Secrets Told by Old Travellers.'° Mrs. Phelps experienced ill heahh that Carol 

Farley Kessler suggests may have been muhiple sclerosis, but when she picked up 

her "pencil" to wrhe, she had no more need for doctors." Phelps said of her 

mother: 

She lived one of those rich and pheous lives such as only gifted women 
know; tom by the civil war of the dual nature which can be given to 
women only. It was as natural for her daughter to write as to breathe; but 
h was impossible for her daughter to forget that a woman of intellectual 
power could be the most successful of mothers. . . . I have sometimes feh 
as if. . . the generation that knows her not would feel a certain degree of 

^ Lori Duin Kelly, Life and Works of Elizabeth Stuart Phelps. Victorian 
Feminist Wrher (Troy, NY: Whhston Publishing Company, 1983) 1. 

'° Carol Farley Kessler, "Lherary Legacy: Elizabeth Sttiart Phelps, Mother 
and Daughter," Frontiers 5.3 (1980): 28, 29. 

" Kessler, "Lherary Legacy" 29. 
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interest in the tact and power by which this unusual woman achieved the 
difficult reconciliation between genius and domestic life.'^ 

The toll of this "reconciliation" was dear: "Her last book and her last baby came 

together, and killed her."'^ Phelps shows more ambivalence toward the cost of 

her mother's "civil war" than she suggests in her tribute to her mother. She 

explores the possible solutions for the stmggle between genius and domestichy in 

her fiction, but she never finds a satisfactory answer. 

When her mother died, Phelps was eight years old. Elizabeth T. Spring, 

Phelps's contemporary, wrote that at her mother's death the young Phelps "was 

given" her mother's name.'"* Two years later, her father married her mother's 

sister, Mary Stuart, who was suffering from tuberculosis. She was devoted to her 

sister's children, but within two years she too died. Austin Phelps then married 

Mary Ann Johnson, who bore him two more sons.'^ These are two of the rowdy 

litfie brothers who challenged Phelps at every tum when, after she began to write, 

she searched for a quiet place to work. 

As several of the authors in this study have, Phelps attributes her 

education to her father. In her autobiography, Phelps asserts that her father 

became "father and mother in one to motherless children." She remembers the 

"rare qualhy" of his voice as h resonated through his study when he read to his 

'^Phelps. Chaptersl2. 

'̂  Phelps. Chapters 12. 

"* Spring 561. 

'̂  Bennett 16. 
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children from De Quincey and Wordsworth.'^ Under his tutelage, she leamed to 

"speak the tmth, say [her] prayers, and consider other people." By his example, 

she learned the discipline of good study habhs. Through his conversation, he 

stretched her mind to encompass "[t]ime and etemhy, theology and science, 

lherature and art, invention and discovery." And under his supervision, he, with 

Professor Park, selected the curriculum for the school Phelps attended—^Mrs. 

Edwards's School for Young Ladies, referred to as the Nunnery.'^ Phelps admhs 

that, in sphe of Professor Park and her father's rather "feudal views," they 

approved a broad course of study. Except for Greek and trigonometry—"thought, 

in those days, to be beyond the scope of the feminine intellect"—the curriculum 

equaled that of her brothers in college.'^ 

Friends and schoolmates of Phelps remembered "the amazing yams" she 

spun for their entertainment.'^ At thirteen, the young storyteller put pen to paper 

and wrote her first story for publication, printed in the Youth's Companion. Her 

on 

payment for her first effort was a year's subscription to the paper. Phelps 

remembers nothing of her next effort except that she eamed two dollars and fifty 

cents for her work. Not wanting to squander her new wealth, she purchased under 

'̂  Phelps. Chapters 17. 

''̂  Phelps, Chapters 55, 57, 59, 60. 

'^Phelps. Chapters60-61. 

'^Spring 561. 

20 Phelps, Chapters 19. 
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her father's supervision prints of Thorwaldsen's "Night" and "Morning."^' These 

prints "hang today on the walls of [Phelps's] husband's home in South Berwick, 

Maine." Spring claims that Phelps had an "extreme sensibility to color, and no 

little skill whh bmsh and pencil." The biographer goes on to say that "the artist 

life was one of [Phelps's] dearest dreams." On the other hand, Phelps disliked 

domesfic chores. She once held a thimble and a paintbmsh in front of one of her 

friends and said, "[i]t is a choice between the two."^^ Her mother had died trying 

to combine the two; at this point she saw no other answer than to choose. When 

she was sixteen, she read Aurora Leigh by Elizabeth Barrett Browning. Not the 

poem so much as the "philosophy of life that lay behind it" impressed the young 

author. She could relate to the heroine, who was stmggling whh the choice 

between domesticity and a career. ̂ "̂  Aurora Leigh inspired Phelps's The Story of 

Avis. 

The outbreak of the Civil War occurred while Phelps still attended Mrs. 

Edwards's School. The war distressed the young schoolgirl greatly and was soon 

to touch her emotionally. She said that Andover may not have been more loyal 

than other New England villages, but "the presence of so many young men helped 

^' Phelps. Chapters 19-20. 

^̂  Bennett 20. 

23 Spring 566. 

^''Bennett 17. 
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to make her seem so."^^ One of these young men was Samuel Hopkins 

Thompson, class of 1861 at Phillips Academy. He and Phelps had no formal 

engagement, but there was a "deep attachment." He died October 22, 1862, in the 

battle of Antietam leading his troops with the cry, 'Torm on me, boys, form on 

Of\ 

me!" This loss probably inspired "A Sacrifice Consumed," an article published 

in Harper's New Monthlv Magazine in January 1864, that Phelps claims began 

her literary career. For the article she received twenty-five dollars, an amount 

that not only gave her pleasure but also made her realize that she could, and did 

from that point forward, support herself ^̂  With her resolve to be financially 

independent, she exemplified the cause she so stringently advocated in her later 

life—^women should have careers and those careers should not be confined to 

needlework and teaching. The greater result of Lieutenant Thompson's death 

came in the form of the novel Gates Ajar (1868), Phelps's most famous work. 

Phelps's concept of heaven as a more blissful continuation of life on earth caused 

quhe a controversy, especially with the theologians. However, Elizabeth Spring 

best formulates its overall reception whh her comment: "many who came to scoff 

25 Phelps, Chapters 72. 

^̂  Bennett 43-44. 

^̂  Kessler, Elizabeth Sttiart Phelps 23, 

^̂  Phelps, Chapters 76, 79. 

^̂  Bennett 45. 
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remained to be comforted."^^ A twentieth-century critic, Nancy Schnog, asserts 

that Gates "offers striking testimony to Elizabeth Stuart Phelps's profound 

interest in middle-class women's emotional situation in nineteenth-century 

"X 1 

America." She was especially concerned for the grief these women experienced 

through the loss of loved ones in the Civil War. The reviewers of Gates found 

enough to criticize that Phelps learned not to read her reviews.^^ Unless a friend 

brought a particularly interesting comment on one of her works to her attention, 

she never read any of her reviews. She feh assured of the wisdom of this decision 

when she leamed that her friend, George Eliot, applied the same policy. Phelps 

found letters to be a more certain measure of the readers' response to her work. 

At the time she wrote Chapters From a Life, almost thirty years after the 

publication of Gates, she was still receiving letters from people who had recently 

read it for the fkst fime. The book sold 81,000 copies in the Unhed States, more 

than 100,000 copies in England, and was translated into German, French, Dutch, 

and Italian. Of the foreign printings, she received only nominal remuneration as 

most were pirated. 

°̂ Spring 568. 

^' Nancy Schnog, '"Comfort of My Fancying': Loss and Recuperation in 
The Gates Aiar." Arizona Ouarteriv 49.3 (1993): 148. 

^̂  Phelps. Chapters 119. 

" Phelps. Chapters 128. 

"̂̂  Kessler, Elizabeth Stuart Phelps 30. 

^̂  Phelps. Chapters 112. 
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For Phelps the Civil War was a coming of age. She established herself as 

an author with Gates. For women in general, the inhial effect of the war became 

apparent in the surge of women into the work force. Jean Matthews, in Woman's 

Stmggle for Equalitv: The First Phase. 1828-1876. states, "Women began to 

work in new kind of jobs, including retail stores and business offices."^^ They 

also became more involved in public service. Clara Barton claimed that the war 

advanced the status of women by fifty years.^^ Women rose to the emergency, 

but as Matthews asserts, it was "just that: a rising to an emergency," with no 

lasting effects. As for the women's movement, the previously united forces of 

the abolitionists and the feminists were now divided. The thmst for the 

enfranchisement of the freedman did not include women. Whh the Fourteenth 

Amendment the word "male" entered the Constitution for the first time, making 

concrete what had only been implicit previously.''^ In 1867 the focus of the 

women's movement changed from equal rights to suffrage, ending one era and 

entering another."" Phelps took up the gauntlet as an advocate of women's 

^̂  Jean V. Matthews, Women's Stmggle for Equality: The First Phase. 
1828-1876 (Chicago: Ivan R. Dee, 1997) 117. 

^̂  Matthews 118. 

^̂  Matthews 118. 

^̂  Ellen Carol DuBois, Feminism and Suffrage: The Emergence of An 
Independent Women's Movement in America 1848-1869 (Ithaca: Comell UP, 
1978) 59. 

°̂ DuBois 60. 

^' Dubois 78. 
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suffrage, but the main effect of the Civil War on her personal life was 

emancipation. Whh her first book came financial independence. 

During the two years that h took for Phelps to write Gates Ajar, she did 

not have an adequate place to work. Her father suggested the dining-room table, 

where she had done her lessons and which had been taken over by four "noisy 

boys." Her own room, which she chose instead, was small and unheated, and she 

spent many hours wrapped in her mother's fur cape "curled up . . . on the chilly 

bed in the cold room." She also tried the attic, an "unfrequented closet," and the 

bam, trying to escape the noise."*̂  Whh the success of Gates and the subsequent 

requests for more books, Phelps acquired the use of a "sunny room in the 

farmhouse of the seminary estate" next to her father's house. She eventually 

remodeled the summer house in her father's garden that had been her mother's 

A'X 

Study. Shefinally had a study of her own. 

Gates had established Phelps's popular success; her lherary success came 

with the publication of "The Tenth of January" (1868), based on the collapse of 

the Pemberton Mill in Lawrence, three and a half miles from Andover. Eighty-

eight young women were trapped in the building that housed seven hundred fifty 

workers. They all died when a rescuer overtumed a lantem and set the mbble on 

fire. The trapped girls sang hymns until the last one was overcome by smoke. 

Phelps, not "of the privileged sex," was not allowed to go to the she at the time of 

^̂  Phelps, Chapters 100-103. 

"^^ Phelps. Chapters 115. 
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the accident, but later investigated the circumstances extensively before wrhing 

her story.''^ The Atlantic Monthly published her article in March 1868. John 

Greenleaf Whittier and Thomas Wentworth Higginson both wrote Phelps a note 

praising her work, providing her "first lherary recognhion."^^ 

Soon after the success of Gates Ajar. Phelps began to summer in 

Gloucester, where she soon built a house. Gloucester and its people influenced 

much of her writing. Unlike most summer people, Phelps became involved in the 

lives of the locals. After coming upon the scene of a murder in a pub while riding 

through the streets whh a friend, Phelps held services on the she for several weeks 

and gave readings of her work to raise money for the widow and her twelve 

children. This incident also inspired her interest in temperance. The following 

year, she was invited to join the Gloucester reform club. She served three years 

and was successful in involving some of the other summer people by soliciting 

contributions. Phelps made a place for herself in her beloved Gloucester. Van 

Wyck Brooks in New England: Indian Summer 1865-1915 says of her affection 

for hs people, "Miss Phelps jealously guarded the self-respect of the natives, who 

were sometimes patronized by the summer people." 

^"^ Phelps, Chapters 88-92. 

''̂  Kessler, Elizabeth Sttiart Phelps 41. 

"^ Van Wyck Brooks, New England: Indian Summer 1865-1915 (N.p.: E. 
P. Dutton & Co., Inc., 1940) 344. 
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Phelps wrote whh dedication and determination. In a letter to Richard 

Watson Gilder in 1887, she claimed, "I never work 'for Art's sake.' I don't 

believe in h. I work for life's sake, and for tmth's sake; for God's sake when I 

can." Besides wrifing with a purpose, she tested her talent by attempting more 

than one genre. She wrote short stories, novels, poetry, and essays, and on rare 

occasions, she spoke publicly. During her prolific career, Phelps published fifty-

seven volumes. Some of them were collections of short works, some were novels, 

some were children's lherature, one was a memoir of her father, and one was an 

autobiography.''^ Of her short stories, Phelps said, "A good short story is a work 

of art which daunts us in proportion to hs brevity." She usually spent four to six 

weeks writing and perfecting each one."*̂  Spring claims that "The Lady of 

Shalott" is the best American short story, and "The Chief Operator" is "skillfully 

wrought."^^ Though Phelps is most noted by her contemporaries for her novel 

The Gates Ajar, twentieth-century feminists have revived several others, such as 

The Silent Partner. The Story of Avis, and Doctor Zay. Between 1883 and 1901, 

she published three more Gates books. Beyond the Gates. The Gates Between, 

and Within the Gates, but none received the acclaim of the first. 

"̂^ Qtd. in Susan Coultrap-McQuin, Doing Lherary Business: American 
Women Writers in the Nineteenth Centurv (Chapel Hill: U of North Carolina P, 
1990)183. 

''^Bennett 139-142. 

49 

50 

Phelps, Chapters 266, 267. 

Spring 575; Bennett 131. 
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Phelps's children's lherature originated from her determination to remain 

independent. To subsidize her income, Phelps did what she called "hack work"— 

writing Sunday School books for children. She did not feel that she had a talent 

for writing children's stories and discontinued this genre whh the success of The 

Gates Ajar. As for her poetry, Bennett speculates that these works also 

originated from need. Phelps could eam twenty-five to thirty-five dollars for a 

poem that took much less time to write than a short story or a novel. She suffered 

from chronic insomnia that became more debilhating after The Story of Avis in 

1877. Phelps had very few extended periods of inactivhy, but she often felt the 

need for money. Poetry may have helped supplement her income during her 

bouts whh ill heahh. Bennett sees little merit in Phelps's poetry, yet as h relates 

to the author, she thinks it is worthy of investigation.^^ In a note in his New 

England: Indian Summer. Brooks sees Phelps's "Gloucester Harbour" as being 

worthwhile. ̂ ^ 

Phelps's essays, as did much of her fiction, promoted women and their 

rights. In a letter to Whittier in 1871, she wrote, "I am . . . almost invested in the 

'Woman Cause.' It grows upon my conscience, as well as my enthusiasm, every 

day."̂ "* She claimed to inherit her reformer spirit from her patemal grandfather 

^' Phelps, Chapters 81; Bennett 31 

^̂  Bennett 108. 

^̂  Brooks 314n. 

^̂  Qtd. in Kelly 12. 
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who helped in the underground railway. ̂ ^ She took as her most urgent concem 

equalhy for women.^^ To her, equality began whh financial independence. In her 

article "What Shall They Do?," she encouraged young women to seek 

employment and not to limh themselves to needlework and teaching school.^^ In 

the companion article, "Why Shall They Do It?," Phelps addressed women who 

did not need income, challenging them to make themselves useful. She even 

CO 

urged women to seek apprenticeships, positions previously reserved for males. 

The author attacked women's dress with a vengeance. The long heavy skirts and 

the corseted waists restricted "each and every process of respiration, of 

circulation, of digestion, and assimilation, of waste and renewal, of brain and 

nerve action, necessary to the healthy condition of the human body." She 

believed that the popular term "dressed to kill" was more realistic than 

metaphoric.^^ Another of her causes, woman's suffrage, must have brought her 

some anguish. Her father, whom she admh-ed and wanted to please, stood firmly 

against women voting. He wrote two articles explaining why women should not 

vote. He readily agreed that women should have the option of higher education. 

^̂  Phelps, Chapters 6. 

^̂  Kelly 12. 

" Elizabeth Sttiart Phelps, "What Shall They Do?," Harper's New 
Monthlv Magazine 35.208 (Sept. 1867): 520-23. 

^̂  Elizabeth Sttiart Phelps, "Why Shall They Do It?," Harper's New 
Monthlv Magazine 36.212 (Jan. 1868): 219. 

^̂  Qtd. in Kelly 63, 64. 
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that they should have a wider range of job opportunhies, and that they should 

maintain control of their own property, but he could foresee discontented women 

and "antagonism between the sexes" as two of many problems that would 

accompany women's right to vote.^° Along whh the vote for women, Phelps 

promoted reform in the legal system that restricted women's rights. She did not 

confine her reform efforts to women, however. Waher Fuller Taylor accredhed 

her with being one of the first American novelists to address the social ills 

brought about by industrialization.^' As mentioned earlier, she established her 

temperance campaign in Gloucester. In her later life, she protested against 

vivisection.^^ In her reform creed that she includes in her autobiography, she 

added, hesitantly, her belief in the "homeopathic system of therapeutics."^^ She 

attested that she pledged at the age of twenty-five to "approve and further the 

enfranchisement and elevation of her own sex." Even though she feh her efforts 

were nominal, she sacrificed much for her stance: "I do not, to this hour, like to 

recall, and I have no intention whatever of revealing, what h cost me." 

In sphe of Phelps's dedicafion to women's rights, she preferred her pen to 

the platform. On rare occasions she spoke publicly, but she agonized over her 

^°Coultrap-McQuinnl76. 

^' Helen Soofin Smith, introducfion. Gates Ajar, by Elizabeth Stuart 
Phelps (Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1964) xx. 

"Phelps, Chapters 251. 

" Phelps, Chapters 252. 

^̂  Phelps, Chapters 250. 
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preparation to such an extent that she quickly learned to say, "I am not a platform 

woman." She may have feh inadequate, but she was nonetheless successful. 

After hearing her lecture series on "Representative Modem Fiction" prepared for 

Boston Univershy, Whittier said, "I have never heard a woman speak whh such 

magnetic power." Although she could not comfortably lecture, she considered 

reading her own work both in halls and in pariors "among the most delightful 

experiences of her life."^^ 

Phelps took great pride in her financial as well as her personal 

independence. As her heahh began to fail, however, independence became 

synonymous with loneliness. In 1882, she wrote a letter to a friend saying that 

she should have married earlier to avoid being alone.^^ She soon began to 

develop a relationship whh the son of William Hays Ward, edhor of the 

Independent, for which Phelps had been a long-time contributor. Herbert 

Dickinson Ward, seventeen years her junior, also suffered from ill heahh. He 

took phy on Phelps, whose eyes were temporarily dysfunctional, and read to her 

much of the winter prior to his graduation from Andover Theological Seminary in 

June 1888. That fall they married quietly in her beloved Gloucester whh her 

brother Reverend Lawrence Phelps and Ward's father officiating. Phelps's father 

^̂  Phelps. Chapters 255. 

^̂  Spring 570. 

'̂̂  Kessler, Elizabeth Stuart Phelps 36. 
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did not attend.^^ The unusual match did not escape the criticism of the press. 

And as might be expected, the happiness she expressed in a letter to Whittier three 

days after her wedding did not last long. She soon began to complain of her 

husband's absence. Ward had a weakness for sailing and many young friends to 

encourage him to sail rather than spend time with his wife. He also had a 

predilection to travel. The summer after their wedding, Phelps wrote to Ward's 

aunt that if all the time he had spent with her in that ten- month period were added 

together, the total might reach four or five weeks.̂ ^ Marriage failed to cure her 

loneliness, but it increased her liabilhies. At the request of S. S. McClure, "edhor 

of a New York lherary syndicate," she and Ward collaborated on two books. The 

Master of the Magicians and Come Forth, to be written for serialization. The 

first of these "was by far the more successfijl of the two," but nehher had great 

merit. Their only other notable collaboration, "A Lost Hero," "won a prize of a 

thousand dollars" in a contest in the Youth's Companion.^' Ward asph-ed to be a 

writer, but he ehher lacked the talent or the work ethic. Phelps tried to promote 

his work by recommending h to edhors she knew, ignoring her own advice to 

young writers—"Do not depend on infiuence."^^ Having access to his wife's 

68 Bennett 84,85, 88. 

^̂  Bennett 92. 

"̂^ Phelps, Chapters 245-6. 

''' Bennett 90. 

72 Phelps, Chapters 86. 
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income. Ward had little incentive to pursue the arduous task of writing and soon 

devoted his fime entirely to travel and yachting. Kelly asserts that Ward's most 

telling act in his relationship whh Phelps came when, having been advised that 

she was dying, he did not retum home until after he was notified of her death.*̂ ^ 

In none of her fiction does Phelps portray a happy marriage.^'' She could not 

break that tradition in her own life. 

The end to loneliness that Phelps coveted may have been accompanied 

whh a desire to expend her limhed energy more selectively, reducing her 

production somewhat. If so, she was disappointed in that wish also. She 

continued to work consistently, leaving at her death a notebook of story ideas and 

a short story, "Comrades," that her husband published posthumously. Ward's 

dependency on her may have contributed to her need to work, but his absence was 

probably a larger factor. Also, the work ethic her father instilled in her seemed 

unrelenting. The most derisive portrait Phelps painted of marriage. Confessions 

of a Wife, she wrote under a pseudonym, but her brother affirmed her 

authorship. Unlike her own story. Confessions assumes a happy ending. 

^̂  Kelly 18. 

74 Carol Farley Kessler, "Reservations: Women versus Marriage in 
Novels by Elizabeth Stuart Phelps (1844-1911)," Proceedings of the Sixth 
National Convention of the Popular Culture Association. Chicago. Illinois. April 
22-24. 1976. ed. Michael Marsden (Bowling Green: Bowling Green State U 
Popular P, 1976) 1153. 

"^'Bennett 93. 

^̂  Kessler, Elizabeth Stuart Phelps 109. 
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A heart condition that haunted her for many years became more serious 

early in 1911. She made her funeral arrangements and prepared her will, getting 

her house in order. She died January 28 of that year. Phelps once wrote, " Too 

useful to be lonely and too busy to be sad," a comment that aptly describes hs 

author. She experienced loneliness in her later life, but she filled her hours so 

full of work that she had no time to be sad. 

Phelps wrote The Story of Avis in 1877, eleven years before she married. 

She said at the time, "Were I married, I could not write this book."^^ In this 

novel, she attempts to create the "man so rare" that George Eliot describes in 

"Armgart" as being able to make the life of the woman who chooses to be an 

artist a sweet life. She records in her autobiography that she did not expect Avis 

"to have a wide circle of friends."^^ She knew her story would be controversial, 

inspiring criticism, and many of her contemporary reviewers did not disappoint 

her. Critics described the book as "morbid" and not "ahogether a wholesome 

story" as well as presenting "a wholly erroneous theory of womanhood. . . that 

"̂̂  Qtd. in Bennett 137. 

'^^ Qtd. in Bennett 84. 

^̂  Qtd. in Phelps, Storv of Avis 66. 

^̂  Phelps, Chapters 157. 
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marriage is not a woman's best and highest destiny."^' Lucy Stone, Phelps's 

contemporary, embraced the book for addressing the pressing question of the 

compatibilhy of marriage for the talented woman, saying the "story is told whh 

great power, with artistic skill, and with unflagging interest," which will provide 

it whh "a permanent place in English literature."^^ Longfellow wrote several 

letters to Phelps praising her book, demonstrating an understanding of Avis that 

few men were able to grasp.̂ ^ Elizabeth Spring, another of Phelps's 

contemporaries, said that Longfellow kept the book on his "table, and re-read h 

often with sympathetic appreciation."^"* Of the following twentieth-century 

critics, Bennett does not believe The Story of Avis deserves the "oblivion into 

which [it] has fallen"; Kelly views the book as a "minor classic"; and Couhrap-

McQuin sees the book as "the most powerful and searing of all of Phelps's 

work."^^ The Story of Avis depicts the sttain a woman of talent endures who also 

chooses marriage. Phelps vividly portrays the demands of domestichy and 

^' "New Books," Philadelphia Inquirer 31 Oct. 1877, Story of Avis, ed. 
Carol Farley Kessler (New Bmnswick: Rutgers UP, 1995) 273; Harper's New 
Monthly Magazine 56 (Jan. 1878): 310. Story of Avis, ed. Carol Farley Kessler 
(New Bmnswick: Rutgers UP, 1995) 275; "The Story of Avis, and other Novels." 
Atlantic Monthlv 41 (April 1878): 487. 

^̂  Lucy Stone, "Lherary Nofices," Woman's Joumal 8 (15 Dec. 1877): 
400, Story of Avis, ed. Carol Fariey Kessler, (New Bmnswick: Rutgers UP, 1995) 
274. 

^̂  Phelps. Chapters 157. 

"̂̂  Spring 571. 

^̂  Bennet, 137; Kelly 121; Coultrap-McQuin 174. 
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motherhood, not to mention those of just being a wife, in constant conflict whh 

the time and energy necessary to pursue a career as an artist. The new man that 

Philip Ostrander promises to be as Avis's husband does not prove successful. 

Phelps challenges the restraints a conventional nineteenth-century marriage 

placed on a woman. This challenge induced the fear that prompted the critics to 

berate Phelps "most powerful and searing" work. They wanted no change in the 

status quo. One critic goes so far as to say that marriage "is not quite so 

involuntary as birth or so inevhable as death, but ranks so near them that we may 

fairly apply to it the serene and triumphant saying of Marcus Aurelius: 'That 

which is universal cannot be a calamity.'"^^ Phelps does not give her readers a 

happy marriage, but she promises hope in the third generation woman and in the 

man "who understands what a woman's tenderness is. With her, he is a crowned 

creature; but with him she is a free one." 

In The Story of Avis. Phelps does not follow Baym's pattem of woman's 

fiction previously mentioned. The young woman is not left bereft of friends and 

funds, but instead has the privilege of following her dream by studying art with 

the masters in Europe. The marriage that occurs at the end of many of the works 

by women, for women, and about women comes earlier in the novel, and the 

happy ending always present in woman's fiction takes the shape of the acceptance 

of dashed hopes, when Avis can no longer paint and leaves only the promise of 

^̂  "The Story of Avis, and other Novels" 488. 

^̂  Phelps, Storv of Avis 247. 
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better prospects whh a new generation. In sphe of the women's movement that 

was bom in the middle of the century, the late nineteenth-century did not show 

vast improvements for women. The ideal of the tme woman, who was confined 

to the domestic sphere and hs demands, was firmly implanted, and books such as 

The Story of Avis met with opposhion whh the patriarchal male still in charge as 

well as whh some of the women who held tightly to their designated role in the 

domestic sphere. Phelps challenges this ideal, but she has no concrete solution 

for the dilemma a career woman experiences when she considers marriage. 

Men in Phelps's novel are overshadowed by the powerful presence of her 

protagonist. Avis Dobell, but they are, nonetheless, a vhal part of The Storv of 

Avis. She presents the classic patriarchal male in Hegel Dobell, Avis's father, 

whh a younger, slightly less tradhional version in John Rose. For posing as a new 

man, the author makes of Philip Ostrander the poseur. Stratford Allen, Avis's 

neighbor, receives little mention and no explanation, yet he proves to be a tmly 

valiant male. Phelps creates each character with hs own unique personalhy. As 

Gail Hamihon states in her crhique of the book, "All the characters are real."^^ 

Hegel Dobell qualifies as the most docile of the patriarchal men in the four 

novels under scmfiny. Phelps uses her father as a model. In her portrayal she 

alludes to philosophers and philosophies that she surely learned during the 

conversations whh her father that she remembers so fondly in her 

^̂  "Gail Hamilton's Criticism," Woman's Joumal 29 (30 March 1878): 99, 
Storv of Avis, ed. Carol Farley Kessler, (New Bmnswick: Rutgers UP, 1995) 275. 
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autobiography.^^ Her first allusion is evident in the name Hegel from the German 

philosopher, Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel. She selects Dobell's profession as 

a professor from her father's life, but she chooses philosophy, Hegel's field, 

rather than rhetoric, her father's. As the patriarchal head of household, 

convention demands that Dobell preside as the undisputed authority over his 

household and that he protect those dependent upon him. He performs his duties 

quietly from his study. Phelps's overall description of Professor Dobell gives the 

reader the sense of his being a mild-mannered man, who experiences nehher great 

joy nor extreme anger. His nearest approach to great joy occurs when he takes a 

nineteen-year-old society girl for his bride, saving her from "mnning away to go 

upon the stage."^^ The thirty-five-year-old professor of Ethics and Intellectual 

Philosophy disappoints the conservative people of Harmouth by never regretting 

his rash act. The likelihood that a union of such disparate personalities could be 

happy may rest in Hegelian dialectic. A loose application of Hegelian dialectic of 

"thesis-anthhesis-synthesis" shows that "all difference presupposes a unity."^' 

The "old imperious story . . . of the scholar and the woman" presents the 

differences; the Dobells' devotion to each indicates the unity. Phelps leaves no 

doubt that "the woman" loves "the scholar," but she questions whether love can 

^̂  Phelps, Chapters 59. 

"̂ Phelps, Storv of Avis 20. 

^' "Hegel, Georg Wilhelm Friedrich," Oxford Companion to English 
Lherature (New York: Oxford UP, 1985). 

92 Phelps, Storv of Avis 22. 
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sufficiently fulfill the woman. Dobell admhs that his wife possessed "the 

histrionic gift" and "might have become famous. "̂ ^ One of the reviewers of The 

Storv of Avis very graphically describes the fate of that talent: "a masterful 

philosopher swooped down and married her, and she died to art and was buried in 

a respectable home." "* Putting the reviewer's sarcasm aside, the reader finds his 

assessment to be valid. Mrs. Dobell, buried alive in woman's sphere, dies of no 

apparent cause while still a young woman. Dobell expresses his lack of 

perception at Avis's inquiry—"do you not suppose . . . she knew a restless 

longing in . . . such directions"— when he answers with "[y]our mother was my 

wife . . . and my wife loved me."^^ Operating on the simple syllogism that all 

women in love are happy and fulfilled, he believes that because his wife loved 

him, she must have been happy and fulfilled. This professor of Ethics and 

Intellectual Philosophy, who would never close his mind to a new theory of ethics 

or logic, is so indoctrinated in a culture that restricts acceptable possibilities for 

women to the home that it never occurs to him to question hs limitations. In his 

inability to see past conventions, Phelps draws another parallel between Dobell 

and a philosopher, this time Sir William Hamilton. On one of the many fimes 

Chloe, Dobell's sister and housekeeper, complains of Avis's neglect of her 

domestic chores, the professor is reading Hamihon's Logic. An over 

^̂  Phelps, Storv of Avis 25. 

^̂  "The Story of Avis, and other Novels" 487. 

95 
Phelps, Story of Avis 25. 
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simplification of Hamihon's theory suggests "we must remain ignorant of 

uhimate realhy since knowledge . . . must be conditioned by the knowing 

mind." Dobell, steeped in nineteenth-century tradhion, cannot conceive of the 

realhy of his wife's needing a career outside of the home. According to tme 

woman ideology, she should be fulfilled as a wife and mother. Phelps surrounds 

Dobell whh a cloud of incomprehension that never leaves him. To connect her 

character more closely whh Hamihon, the author instills in Dobell a touch of 

pride in his vague resemblance to the portrait of the philosopher he keeps in his 

study. His students have learned to make note of the similarhy between the 

professor and the portrait. Dobell remarks on "how much that resemblance 

seemed to be thought to increase with the years." Perhaps the increased likeness 

is analogous whh his increased blindness to the need for a woman to seek 

fulfillment outside her designated home sphere. 

Another side of Dobell's personality expresses hself quietly, showing his 

discontent as he brings his "black brows together." 'booking up from the copy of 

Hamihon's Logic," he reluctantly tums his attenfion to Chloe, his widowed sister 

and housekeeper, who confronts him whh "[t]he same old story" of Avis's 

contempt for sewing. Dobell can identify with the "crawling" Avis feels when 

^̂  "Hamihon, Sir William," Oxford Companion to English Lherature 
(New York: Oxford UP, 1985). 

"̂̂  Phelps, Storv of Avis 34. 
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she must sew, but "h was unquestionably proper for all women, certainly for all 

women belonging to himself, to be versed in those domestic accomplishments to 

which the feminine nature was created to adjust hself happily at some cost."^^ 

Again, the irony of Dobell's reading material, Hamihon's Logic, becomes 

apparent in this interaction. Avis's father can commiserate whh her repulsion for 

sewing, yet he cannot break the barrier of nineteenth-century convention to free 

her of that restraint. Phelps captures the thinking of the period when she reveals 

the advice of another father to his daughter in her article "What Shall They Do?," 

"you . . . had better be fitting yourself to be a wife and a mother."^^ Dobell feels 

more competent to control "two hundred unmly boys in the college" than to 

manage "a little girl who did not Hke to sew." He knows from teaching that some 

considerafion must be given to students' "moulds of individuality,"'^° but when 

that concept applies to his daughter and that "individuality" defies the precept of 

the tme woman, tradition overrides differences. The reserve that controls him 

emotionally also controls him mentally. The necessity of allowing for individual 

differences and the societal demands for women to "happily" learn the skills of 

domesticity refuse to conciliate in his mind. Margaret Fuller in Woman in the 

Nineteenth Century seems to be describing Dobell when she says, "[his] opinions 

are already labelled and adjusted too much to [his] mind to admh of any new 

^̂  Phelps, Storv of Avis 28. 

^̂  Phelps, "What Shall They Do?" 522. 

'̂ ^ Phelps, Storv of Avis 28. 
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light. . . [but he] make[s] out with precision the limits of Woman's sphere."'^' 

Rather than process the disharmony between Avis's bent toward raking leaves or 

going to the post office or making sculptures from tinfoil and her intense dislike 

for sewing and cooking and other domestic chores, he adheres to what he knows 

and understands. He instmcts Aunt Chloe to confinue teaching his daughter the 

trahs of a tme woman as he retreats "promptly and safely behind the cover of the 

Logic."'' ' 

On one other occasion, Dobell draws his "black brows together." When 

Avis announces that she wants to be an artist, her father's reaction seems 

disproportionate to the magnitude of the announcement: 

"Nonsense, nonsense . . . I can't have you filling your head whh any of 
these womanish apings of a man's affairs, like a monkey playing tunes on 
a hand-organ." He spoke whh a mde irrhabilhy not common with him in 
his treatment of his little daughter; and under the cavem of his brows 
glittered the rare spark which his wife had known so well."^ 

Dobell views art as a man's profession, unsuitable for a woman. Unlike Fuller, 

who believes that if "[w]e would have every path laid open to Woman as freely as 

to Man. . . . a ravishing harmony of the spheres, would ensue," Avis's father sees 

only one path for women— t̂hat of domesticity."'' He had clipped his wife's 

wings in the name of love; he now attempts to subdue his daughter's ambhion 

'° ' Margaret Fuller, Woman in the Nineteenth Century (1855; New York: 
W. W. Norton & Company, 1971) 31. 

102 
Phelps, Story of Avis 29. 

'̂ ^ Phelps, Storv of Avis 33. 

"'Fuller 37. 
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whh his irrational, narrow-minded concepts, believing this action too is in the 

name of love. Phelps's reference to Mrs. Dobell's familiarity whh the "rare 

spark" that fiashes under the "cavern of [Dobell's] brows" suggests that he knows 

that "love" was not enough for his wife. His unkind response to his daughter's 

desire to be an artist may have awakened the memory of similar fears he 

experienced whh his wife. He shows his repentance by placating his daughter 

whh the promise that she might "[m]ake [herself] happy with [her] paint-box" and 

by complimenting her "likeness" of Sir William Hamihon.'^^ He still expresses 

concem over her plan to "be" something, but he does not dash her dreams 

irretrievably. His concession may resuh from his dislike for confrontation, or he 

may be taking the initial steps, in his own mind, to rectify the wrong he inflicted 

on his wife. As the patriarchal father, he fails to understand his daughter, but he 

learns to accept her difference. The "touching anecdote about the carrier-doves" 

that he uses when he allows Avis to remain in Europe to study indicates the 

limitations of his understanding. He expects her to "retum readily without 

interference" to her rightful place as a tme woman. '°^ He seems to imagine her 

time in Europe as a rite of passage—not a passage into the role of new woman, 

but rather the passage through the rigorous preparation for a career into the role of 

a tme woman. However, he seems a little unprepared for her apparent acceptance 

of the latter role at her announcement that she plans to marry Philip Ostrander but 

'̂ ^ Phelps, Storv of Avis 33. 

106 Phelps, Storv of Avis 37, 35. 
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that she "never meant to marry." To her news he applies Hegelian dialectic, "The 

conceivable . . . lies between two inconceivable extremes."'"^ In his theory, her 

inconceivable that she marry and devote her life to domestichy and her father's 

inconceivable that she dedicate her life totally to art should come together to 

create the perfect conceivable—a compatible blend of domestic responsibilhy and 

career. Just as Dobell accepts rather than understands his daughter's desire to be 

an artist, he has no comprehension of the impossibility of the heretofore unheard 

of conceivable. Phelps's mother tried to balance the demands of both worlds, and 

as her daughter so graphically relates in her autobiography, "[my mother's] last 

book and her last baby came together and killed her."'^^ The perfect conceivable 

also escapes Phelps. She has not witnessed a successful merger of career and 

marriage for women, and she cannot imagine it. 

Although Dobell never understands his daughter, he loves her and feels 

compassion for her. Phelps portrays Avis's father as she remembers her own: 

"What tenderest of men knows how to comfort his own daughter when her heart 

is broken?"'^^ "[S]ick at heart to say some tender word," after he tells Avis that 

her husband must resign his professorship, he says, "The Ihtle folks interfere whh 

'̂ "̂  Phelps, Storv of Avis 115. 

'"^Phelps. Chapters 12. 

109 Phelps, Chapters 98. 
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the studio just now.""° Then, when Avis tells her father, after her husband dies, 

that she plans to give up painting, he says, whh his usual wish for his wife's 

presence and her wisdom, "Do you suppose . . . that your mother would think this 

to be the best, my dear?" In the next sentence, Phelps evaluates Dobell's 

response: "the professor's sympathy yielded what his intellect gmdged."'" In 

his compassion for his daughter, he could, heshanfiy, assure Avis that her mother 

would have approved of her ambhion to be an artist, ahhough he could not 

wholeheartedly comply with her choice. Dobell could conceptualize, but not 

comprehend, her desire to be an artist. The professor gently mles his home with 

the authority typical for the patriarchal male. Yet in his effort to protect them 

from the world beyond their sphere, or to protect his archaic concept of woman's 

place, he displaces his wife's aspirations and disappoints his daughter. 

Mrs. Dobell, as the helpmeet of the patriarchal male Hegel Dobell, eludes 

the imprint of the tme woman in sphe of her remaining in the domestic sphere. 

Of the characteristics of the tme woman, piety, purity, submission and 

domesticity, the latter proves to be her weakest attribute. She is not like Phelps's 

mother who performs domestic chores, takes care of children—^who "can't 

remember one hour in which her children needed her and did not find her"—and 

wrhes. "^ By not modeling Mrs. Dobell more after her mother, Phelps presents a 

"° Phelps, Storv of Avis 174. 

' " Phelps, Storv of Avis 243 

"^ Phelps. Chapters 13. 
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character that seems to have no real purpose in life. As for her tme woman 

attributes, there is no direct reference to Mrs. Dobell's piety. Phelps mentions her 

peeping "shyly as an anemone out of her stylish hat at the congregation in the 

college chapel." ^ This comment places her in church, but says nothing of her 

possible religious convictions or their infiuence on her husband and child. 

"Peeped shyly" may result from her being uncomfortable in the little college 

chapel or from her being more concemed about the effect of her stylish hat than 

the condifion of her soul. Her purity is another implied attribute. The author says 

she is "very tender and tme" and that "she loved the great hand that lured her.""'' 

Phelps stresses the love the Dobells shared, leaving no doubt that Mrs. Dobell is 

physically pure and devoted to her husband. The question of purity regards her 

heart. The words and phrases that Phelps uses to characterize the professor's wife 

present a conflicting picture. In a rather satirical portrayal of the communhy's 

perception of Mrs. Dobell, Phelps describes her as "a society girl known to have 

been gay," one difficult to restrain, one who is "restless" and "petulant," and one 

with "buoyant attitudes" and "cooing tones.""^ The contradictions suggest that 

the "deep happiness" Phelps stresses in the passage glosses over the turmoil under 

the surface. Mrs. Dobell's response to Avis's question—^"Did you never want to 

mn away after you had married papa?"—makes the depth of the happiness even 

"^ Phelps, Storv of Avis 20. 

' '^ Phelps, Storv of Avis 21. 

115 Phelps, Storv of Avis 20, 21, 23. 
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more suspect. She first pushes her daughter away as if Avis has uncovered a tmth 

her mother has not allowed herself to face. Then she clutches her child and cries 

over her, repeafing again and again, "My little woman!""^ This scene reveals 

Avis's insight into the heart of her mother. The desire to "mn away" has been 

buried for such a long time that it surprises Mrs. Dobell that h is still there. 

Because she has not been tme to herself, she has not been tme to her husband. 

Her purity of heart— t̂he undivided allegiance to her husband—falls short of that 

prescribed for the tme woman. Of domesficity, Mrs. Dobell is not inclined 

toward household duties nor are they required of her. Harmouth describes her as 

an "inefficient thing," and Avis in her own defense against doing domestic chores 

says, "[M]amma never cooked about the kitchen. I think that is a servant's 

work." Aunt Chloe criticizes her sister-in-law's management of the servants: 

"if Avis failed in the end to grow up like other girls . . . it would be owing chiefly 

to her poor mother's city-bred, unthrifty system of allowing servants to manage 

their work with so little personal supervision." The professor's wife has no 

domestic skills and seems little interested in how they are accomplished. She 

sews. She "[lays] aside her sewing and [draws] her little daughter upon her lap" 

when Avis questions her about wanting to mn away."^ Having no household 

"^ Phelps, Storv of Avis 24. 

""̂  Phelps, Storv of Avis 21, 27. 

"^ Phelps, Storv of Avis 29. 

"^ Phelps, Storv of Avis 24. 
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responsibilhies, she may sew to fill her hours. No explanation of her sewing 

reveals whether her sewing is domestic or entertaining. Mrs. Dobell's strongest 

tme woman trah is submission. Her "uptumed look," her "uninsistent voice," and 

her "certain reserve" infer submission. The most decisive evidence of her 

submission becomes apparent in her death. She dies while still a young woman: 

"she had no disease; only the waxing and waning and wasfing of a fine, feverish 

exchement, for which there seemed to be neither cause nor remedy."'^° Mrs. 

Dobell loves her husband, but she has another passion too—the theater. She may 

have thought her love for the professor would fill her to the point of eradicating 

the desire to pursue a stage career. Her husband certainly thought that for a 

woman love should be all-sufficient. Margaret Fuller, on the other hand, does not 

share such a concept: "It is a vulgar error that love, a love, to Woman is her 

whole existence." The professor makes a "vulgar error" in assuming that love 

could be enough for his wife. His wife with her "histronic gift" cannot be 

domesticated. She cannot be the tme woman to his patriarchal male. 

John Rose is another of Phelps's patriarchal heads of household. As 

keeper of the money, he never remembers that his wife. Coy, may need a regular 

1 00 

allowance. She complains to Avis, "I do not like to ask John for money." Yet 

she qualifies her statement as the "one thing" in her married state that concems 

120 Phelps, Storv of Avis 25. 

'^'Fuller 177. 

'̂ ^ Phelps, Storv of Avis 248. 
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her. Rose fits the more positive of the fathers Fanny Fern poses in her article, 

"Look on This Picture, and Then on That." In the first scene the mother hushes 

the children and hustles the toys into the closet when she hears the father 

approaching. In the scene that resembles the Rose household, the children shout, 

'"Father is coming!' and bright eyes sparkle for joy, and tiny feet dance whh glee, 

and eager faces press against the window-pane; and a bevy of rosy lips claim 

kisses at the door; and picture-books lie unrebuked on the table; and tops, balls, 

and dolls, and khes are discussed."'^^ Rose and Coy share a conversation, as he 

stands "playing his after-dinner game of human phch-penny with that remarkable 

infant." He shows his dedication to both his wife and his children. The 

conversation becomes intense, yet he does not intermpt his time whh the children 

nor does he miss a word of his conversation with his wife. Rose and Coy's three 

children "were not kept out of the parsonage-parlor any more than the sun or the 

air."'̂ "* Both parents love their children and enjoy then- presence, unlike the first 

scene in Fem's article. In their conversation. Coy makes a recommendation for 

his ministry that Rose implements. Coy has the perception that helps her to 

evaluate her husband's work and to suggest office hours to suh his "soul-doctor" 

role. Rose values her suggestion and initiates it, which "made so memorable a 

1 ^S 

feature in his Harmouth work." 

'̂ ^ Fanny Fern, Ruth Hall and Other Wrhings. ed. Joyce W. Warren (1855; 
New Bmnswick: Rutgers UP, 1994) 250. 

'̂ ^ Phelps, Storv of Avis 247. 

'̂ ^ Phelps, Storv of Avis 3, 157, 158. 
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When Coy becomes engaged to Rose, she tells Avis that he is "precocious, 

patriotic, and pious,—three harmonious p's."'^^ His precocity may have been 

more apparent to Coy than to others. He misinterprets Avis's Una sketch that 

Coy brings to the Poetry Club meeting, saying, "Pretty girl . . . very pretty girl."'^^ 

For his lack of insight into Avis's sketch, he has a rare insight into people. Phelps 

says of him, "John Rose was one of those people to whom one might surrender a 

confidence, and never repent h."'^^ This insight draws the "aching people" to 

him, and as many as "twenty souls each day" call during his office hours.'^^ As 

for his patriotism, he acquired "one becoming scar in the army."'^° He served his 

nation in a time of war and was wounded in the process. His loyalty to his 

country expands to his loyalty to his fellowman. In his concern for Phhip 

Ostrander, Avis's husband, and the town gossip about the dory accident in which 

he and Barbara Allen were involved. Rose urges Ostrander to refrain from further 

reason for gossip. Rose's stability and genuineness comfort Avis when she sees 

him with her husband. She thinks, "There never lived a tmer friend." His 

genuine character is one whh his genuine piety. Coy believes that he has "not a 

'̂ ^ Phelps, Storv of Avis 88. 

'̂ ^ Phelps, Storv of Avis 9. 

'̂ ^ Phelps, Storv of Avis 156. 

'̂ ^ Phelps, Storv of Avis 158. 

'̂ ^ Phelps, Storv of Avis 88. 

'^' Phelps, Storv of Avis 198. 
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shred of cant in him."'^^ He also suffers from no discrimination. When the 

'"dangerous classes' of society," who frequent his home during office hours, 

begin to attend church, the "heavy pew-owners . . . proposed a mission church." 

Rose says, "If these men and women go, I go with them." They all attend 

1 'X'X 

together. PCs three "p's" do present a harmonious character, which translates 

into a harmonious patriarchal home. Rose loves his wife and children and 

respects his wife's opinion, but that he holds the purse strings a little too tightly 

suggests that he sfill exercises his patriarchal authority. 

Coy Bishop assumes the role of tme woman whh ease as she takes the 

poshion of Mrs. John Rose. The accepted connotafions of her name, such as 

"quiet," "shy," "affecting innocence," and "coquetfish" do not apply to Avis's 

friend. Coy. She speaks openly, whhout embarrassment, at the Poetry Club 

meeting. When John Rose would pursue a conversation about fiiendship between 

a man and a woman leading to a more personal relationship, she skillfully diverts 

the conversation, revealing no affectation or coquettishness. She admires Avis 

without jealousy or pettiness, telling Rose that "Avis is not like other women." 

As a tme woman, she is pure in her love and admiration for her husband. She 

'̂ ^ Phelps, Storv of Avis 89. 

' " Phelps, Storv of Avis 158. 

'̂ ^ "Coy," Webster's New World Dictionarv. 3''' ed. (New York: Simon 
and Schuster, 1988). 

'̂ ^ Phelps, Storv of Avis 14. 
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tells Avis she will "never be half good enough for him."'^^ Before her marriage. 

Coy "had never been considered 'religious,'" but after marriage, she adopts her 

husband's work, his people, and his pulph. Prayer-meetings, mission school 

activhies, and church fairs fill her hours. Her suggestion of "at home" hours 

increases her husband's effectiveness as a pastor and expands his ministry.'^^ She 

exemplifies piety. Except for having to ask for money, she seems to have no need 

for submission. Her husband honors her by respecting her judgment. 

Domesticity comes naturally to Coy. Her "children [do] not tire her: 

she look[s] radiantly at Avis across the brisk Babel in which they [sh]." Coy 

seems to thrive on motherhood, never feeling stress from the constancy of caring 

for her children. Although the sewing for three children must be abundant, the 

"little garments lying half-made" around her "sewing-chair" add to the serenhy of 

the scene. Upon Coy, "domesfic details sh with a natural. . . grace." Phelps 

leaves the reader with a sense of domestic tranquility present in the Rose 

household that is valorized in the tme woman. Coy's is "a peaceful, pleasant 

story."'^ 

'̂ ^ Phelps, Storv of Avis 89. 

'̂ "̂  Phelps, Storv of Avis 156, 158. 

'̂ ^ Phelps, Storv of Avis 247. 

'̂ ^ Phelps, Stow of Avis 123. 

'̂ ° Phelps, Storv of Avis 249. 
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In the next category of male characters, Phelps's valiant male is very 

neariy a silent male—Stratford Allen. The author weaves his good deeds almost 

invisibly through her story. Phelps had several male mentors during her career, 

but her publisher and friend James T. Fields is who she praised the most: "He had 

one of the kindest hearts I ever knew; and his good-will to men was a fountain, 

springing up to continual life.""" Some of this quality of "good-will" are evident 

in the valiant Allen. The reader leams of Allen's actions primarily from other 

characters, as he seldom speaks. When Phelps first mentions Allen, she does not 

even call him by name; he is merely "Barbara's brother." He escorts Avis home 

from the meeting of the Poetry Club, but Phelps records no conversation between 

the two. She credhs Avis whh "talking common-place with Barbara's brother." 

Coy Bishop and John Rose walk whh Avis and Allen, and Coy refers to Avis's 

escort as "[p]oor Mr. Allen."'''^ She indicates that Allen desires more than 

friendship from Avis, but she allows no hope for that relationship. The next 

mention of Allen comes from Aunt Chloe, who announces that Allen and his 

sister have come to call. The call gains significance in that it coincides whh the 

day Avis completes the portrah of Philip Ostrander—"the greater part of 

1 A'X 

Harmouth is familiar whh the history and the progress of this portrah." 

Perhaps they hope to receive the honor of viewing the much talked about portrait. 

'^' Phelps, Chapters 144. 

'̂ ^ Phelps, Storv of Avis 13, 14. 

143 Phelps, Story of Avis 59. 
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When Allen appears again, h is whh his fiall name and his first recorded 

valiant act. Coy declares that "Mr. Stratford Allen" went "as far as Washington" 

to bring the wounded Philip Ostrander to be nursed back to heahh in his 

"luxurious guest-room" by his sister, Barbara. Altmistically, Allen, at his 

expense, travels to collect the man that all of Harmouth must know aspires for the 

woman he, himself, secretly admires. Ostrander attributes his recovery to the 

"kingly hospitality" of Stratford Allen and the care of his sister.'''^ Phelps 

introduces Allen early in the first chapter, yet she does not reveal his full name 

until he performs a selfless act toward Ostrander. His character becomes 

important enough to identify whh the significance of his deed. While Ostrander is 

still convalescing as a guest, Allen comes home late for tea and, for the first time, 

is an active participant in a scene. Before he speaks, Phelps informs the reader 

that even though he has endowed a university, he has maintained his humility. He 

also demonstrates his personal involvement with the facuhy by seeing if Professor 

Dobell has the "German books for his department." Whh an "unwonted touch of 

his habitual, modest, sad reserve," he suggests that Barbara go to check on Avis, 

who injured her hand while "pulling her boat in through a heavy sea."''*^ In this 

brief vignette, Phelps depicts the broad spectmm of Allen's philanthropy from the 

magnitude of endowing a univershy to a more localized concem for departmental 

textbooks to the personal level of sending help to injured Avis. This interaction 

"'̂  Phelps, Storv of Avis 90, 91. 

'̂ ^ Phelps, Storv of Avis 94. 

290 



provides a glimpse into Allen as a person. He is unaffected by his wealth, 

exhibhing genuine interest in the welfare of others—Avis in particular. When 

Avis and Ostrander marry, Allen , again referred to as Barbara's brother rather 

than by name, is "out of town on business.""'^ The off-handed entry whh the 

exclusion of his name seems to negate the importance of his absence, but Coy's 

reference to "Poor Mr. Allen" in relation to Avis and his obvious concem for 

Avis's injury imply that his business trip is more than coincidental. His 

unproclaimed affection for Avis must have caused him to prefer being away to 

witnessing her marriage to someone else. 

In a visit whh Coy, Avis learns that Allen hired Susan Wanamaker Jessup 

as his housekeeper when his sister, Barbara, married. The irony of his choice is 

inescapable. Susan expects to marry Ostrander who abandons her for Avis. After 

a disastrous marriage to a man who abuses her, Susan becomes the housekeeper 

of another man devoted to Avis. "Poor Mrs. Jessup" applies to Susan as well as 

"Poor Mr. Allen" applies to her employer. On the other hand, Susan, now 

widowed, needs income, and Allen, attune to the needs of others, provides her 

whh a job. In the same conversation Coy emphasizes "how much good [Allen 

does] whh all his money" and tells Avis that he "bought [her] sphinx last winter." 

Coy regrets telling her about the sphinx. She feels as if she has said, "He bought 

your soul."''*^ The sphinx, a painting Avis began before her marriage, is very 

' ^ Phelps, Storv of Avis 126. 

'̂ ^ Phelps, Storv of Avis 248. 
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much a part of Avis, which may explain one reason Allen has bought h. If he 

cannot have her, he will settle for something in which she invested herself He 

also collects art—exceptional art—and Frederick Maynard, Avis's American 

teacher, assures the artist that the public has proclaimed her sphinx exceptional. 

Another, more significant reason, for his buying the picttire—his desire to help 

Avis—illustrates the depths of his gallantry. In Harmouth, nothing happens 

whhout everyone knowing. He knows when Ostrander loses his poshion as 

professor of geology and when he travels to Europe, leaving his family behind. 

He assuredly assumes their financial predicament. In his magnanimhy, as well as 

in his interest in Avis, Allen purchases the sphinx, discretely providing income for 

the desperate family on High Street. 

Stratford Allen takes an active part in only one scene in The Story of Avis, 

and in that scene, his anxiety over Avis's injury dominates his conversation. He 

takes a man he hardly knows into his home, overseeing his convalescence and 

absorbing the expense. He endows a university and becomes personally involved 

in hs operation. He employs Mrs. Jessup, who needs work and a place to live. 

His most self-sacrificing deeds, he issues to Avis. In his love for her, he makes 

no overtures, no demands. He just quietly helps her any way he can. His 

undeclared love for Avis remains his most remarkable act of gallantry, but his 

most noteworthy tangible deed occurs when he purchases the sphinx. Allen's 

selfless actions toward others present an infallibly valiant man. 

In 1871, Phelps wrote The Silent Partner, illustrating the need for a new 

man. Perley Kelso, daughter of a factory owner, and Sip Garth, a factory worker, 
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both remain single, Periey prefen-ing autonomy and Sip preferring not to 

perpetuate in her bloodline the destitution of the working class. Six years later, 

the author published The Storv of Avis (1877), promising a new man. Avis 

Dobell, dedicated solely to her career as an artist, falls in love with Philip 

Ostrander, who vows he can be the new man who would enable her to pursue art 

unintermpted by domestic cares. This professed new man fails to conquer the 

"inherited instinct" that "[g]enerations of. . . fathers have bred" in him to sustain 

the patriarchal household."'^ The stmggle between the ideal and the real 

characterizes Phelps's attempted new man. One of the author's contemporary 

critics finds "'Ostrander' . . . cleveriy drawn."'"*^ Ostrander appears to be "solid, 

ethical, generous, frank, hard-working, [and] energetic,"'^° but most importantly, 

he appears to valorize Avis and her independent spirh and to want fame for her in 

the field of art. His failure to substantiate his appearances cause him to be more 

appropriately categorized as a poseur—he poses as a new man but does not fulfill 

the role of a new man. 

Philip Ostrander is the golden boy of Harmouth. Solid as he is versatile, 

he projects the image of being hard-working and energetic. Phelps introduces 

him as he reads for the Poetry Club. A Lafin tutor at Harmouth University, he 

"'̂  Elizabeth Stuart Phelps, Doctor Zav. ed. Michael Sartisky, (1882; New 
York: Feminist P, 1987) 244. 

'̂ ^ "New Books" 274. 

'^° Nina Baym, Woman's Fiction: A Guide to Novels by and about 
Women in America. 1820-1870 (Ithaca: ComeU UP, 1978) 41. 
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exhibhs a "musical voice" at the poetry reading.'^' He teaches German, eamed a 

medical degree, and is being considered for the posifion of "professor of 

geology." Coy quotes her father as saying, Ostrander "has a very broad grasp."'^^ 

A contemporary reviewer says of Ostrander that he is above the average man in 

"personal attractiveness and mental attainments."'^^ The young tutor possesses 

abundant potenfial. Whh his diverse ability and education, he should find no job 

too challenging for him. Yet he allows his diversity to become a liability. He 

never fulfills a commhment. He studies medicine, but finds h "distasteful or 

injurious . . . to his health."'^'' When he enlists for three months as a doctor 

during the war, he acts impulsively in response to a bmised ego just as a petulant 

child mns away from home. He "skirk[s] the dmdgery of the class-room" and 

"dissipate[s] himself in inconsequent ways."'^^ He has committed to the 

classroom, but he prefers performing "popular lectures on physiology" and 

wrhing "poetry for the newspapers," uhimately losing his job. He works on a 

"text-book which had been coming out so long, but never came."'^^ Professor 

Dobell tells his daughter that her husband's "trouble is an extraordinary lack of 

'^' Phelps, Story of Avis 6. 

'̂ ^ Phelps, Storv of Avis 18. 

'̂ ^ "Gail Hamihon's Criticism" 276-77. 

'̂ ^ Phelps, Storv of Avis 74. 

'̂ ^ Phelps, Storv of Avis 173. 

156 
Phelps. Story of Avis 161 
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intellecttial constancy." Bennett makes the following statement describing 

Ostrander: 

Philip Ostrander is a gifted man of no constancy, emotional or intellectual. 
His professional life is mined by his instabilhy, his unwillingness to 
submh himself to the dmdgery of teaching in the face of the temptafion to 
invesfigate many subjects superficially and make a brilliant name for 
himself by writing popular articles and giving popular lectures.'^^ 

Intellectually superior to most men, Ostrander exhibits a weakness in character 

that dooms him to failure. The solidhy that his versatilhy suggests cmmbles over 

time when the hard work and energy go into frivolous, self-acclaiming works 

rather than the mundane tasks necessary to maintain a job. 

The ethics and frankness necessary in the new man are deficient in 

Ostrander, giving credence to his role as a poseur. Sins of omission constitute his 

failure to measure up in honesty. He neglects to tell Avis until after they are 

married that he has college debts amounting to nearly three thousand dollars.'^^ 

She feels dismayed that he does not eliminate the debt before he acquires a wife 

and uneasy that he claims to have told her about them before the wedding. He 

lacks responsibility as well as honesty. As proves to be a pattem whh Ostrander, 

he "mns away" to Europe, leaving Avis to pay his debt. In "the blind horror and 

shame of most delicate women in the presence of a debt," "she drew up an order 

for the sale of some bonds of her own, upon whose proceeds the family were in 

'̂ ^ Phelps, Storv of Avis 174. 

'̂ ^ Bennett 81-2. 

'̂ ^ Phelps, Storv of Avis 141. 
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part dependent for the coming year." Then she gives up the sphinx.'^° Through 

his dishonesty, he makes Avis responsible for his debts and forces her to sell her 

sphinx before she is ready. Ostrander also forgets to share with his wife a former 

relationship he had whh Susan Wanamaker, who "expected to marry him," but he 

"got tired" of her.'^' Thinking that the best defense is a counter attack, he attacks 

Avis for discussing so intimate a matter with a stranger. That he feels no remorse 

for jihing a young woman seems incomprehensible to Avis. Hiding the tmth from 

her becomes secondary to the grievous offense he inflicted on Susan. Kessler 

views Ostrander's "lack of candor about Susan Wanamaker and his debts" as 

omens predicting the shallowness of his concern.'" His "lack of candor" seems 

more a symptom of his flawed character. He shows the absence "of emotional 

constancy" and commits his greatest dishonor to Avis while she lies recovering 

from diphtheria. He carries on a flirtation with her nurse and life-long friend, 

Barbara Allen. Rather than begging his wife's forgiveness, he dismisses the 

incident as a "Ihtle thing" and mshes to Barbara to keep her from "suffer[ing] 

from his folly."'^'' He compounds his indiscretion with his misplaced loyalty. 

'̂ ° Phelps, Storv of Avis 205. 

'^' Phelps, Storv of Avis 162, 163. 

'̂ ^ Kessler, "Introduction" xxv. 

'̂ ^ Kessler, Elizabeth Stuart Phelps 90. 

'̂ ^ Phelps, Storv of Avis 186, 188. 
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What of his wife's suffering? Ostrander loses his credibilhy whh his wife 

through his dishonesty and his unethical behavior. 

Posing as a generous son, Ostrander commissions Avis to paint his portrait 

for his mother's birthday. Avis calls him a "devoted son." Aunt Chloe agrees, 

adding "And we have so few!"'^^ At the completion of the portrah, Phelps 

reveals that the devoted son "was not able to vish his mother as often as he would 

like; the state of his health requiring a different climate in the brief vacations 

which an over-worked man cannot afford not to expend to the best physical 

advantage."'^^ He seems to gmdgingly spend his vacafions away from his mother 

because his health demands it. He tells his story so convincingly that Avis feels 

"very sorry for him. It did not occur to her till afterwards to be very sorry for the 

1A7 

old lady." How much more his mother would prefer to see her son 

occasionally than to have a likeness permanently. That her name is Waitstill 

seems appropriate to her role in life. She waits still for him to come regardless of 

his broken promises and postponements. Ostrander selfishly spends his free time 

indulging himself rather than indulging his mother, who must have sacrificed 

greatly to provide for him. In Fanny Fem's "The Old Woman," she wrhes of a 

woman—a mother—reminiscent of Mrs. Ostrander: 
What matter that the coarser fare be hers, so that the daintier morsel pass 
his rosy lip? What matter that her robe be threadbare, so that his gracefijl 

'̂ ^ Phelps, Storv of Avis 51. 

'̂ ^ Phelps, Storv of Avis 61. 

167 Phelps, Story of Avis 61, 
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limbs be clad in Joseph's rainbow coat? What matter that her couch be 
hard so that his sunny head rest nightly on a downy pillow? What matter 
that tier slender purse be empty, so that his childish heart may never know 
denial?'^^ 

Phelps describes Ostrander as a "keen-eyed, poverty-ridden boy from an 

uncuhivated New-Hampshire home."'^^ His mother lives and dies in a "[p]oor 

narrow, solitary home!"'^^ In providing for her son, his mother's life surely 

resembles that of Fern's old woman. When Avis and Ostrander marry, he makes 

it "clearly understood among the guests, that Mrs. Ostrander's heahh had not 

permitted her attending her son's marriage, and that the young people would visit 

her in New Hampshire upon their brief litfie wedding tour."'^' The loving son 

tells his mother "h was too cold for [her] to go. He was always careful to think 

when [she] could take cold." The discrepancies in his two stories emphasize 

the depths of his self-absorption. Rather than take a chance that his "[p]oor, plain, 

old mother" might embarrass him, he feigns concem for her and makes excuses to 

the wedding guests. Denying his mother the joy of attending her only child's 

wedding illustrates his total disregard for her as well as the manipulative way he 

'̂ ^ [Fanny Fem], Sara Payson (Willis) Parton, Fem Leaves From Fanny's 
Port-Folio (1854; Freeport, NY: Books for Libraries P, 1971) 170-1. 

'̂ ^ Phelps, Storv of Avis 40. 

'"̂ ^ Phelps, Storv of Avis 144. 

''^' Phelps, Storv of Avis 127. 

'̂ ^ Phelps, Storv of Avis 145. 

173 Phelps, Story of Avis 144. 
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attains his own desire under the guise of the ever thoughtfiil son. At her death, 

Mrs. Ostrander unwittingly reveals to Avis her disappointment over being 

excluded from the wedding. When Avis questions her husband about why his 

mother did not come, he condemns himself whh his answer: "I really don't know 

what we could have done whh her exactly. But I was so absorbed then, my 

darling, that I am afraid I don't remember."'^^ In his obtuseness, he does not 

know what to do with the mother of the groom, and he cannot remember why she 

did not come. 

Ostrander, in his self-love, sees nothing remiss in his treatment of his 

mother. His unconscious disregard for her is symptomatic of the egocentricity 

that defines his character. That Ostrander selfishly prevents his mother from 

attending his wedding and that he continually postpones visits to her negate the 

generous spirit that the gift of the portrah suggests. Lori Kelly extends his 

negligence toward his mother to foreshadow that of his wife saying that 

Ostrander's "callous neglect of his mother is to become increasingly characteristic 

17S 

of his relationship with his wife as well." 

The selfish inconsideration that lurks under the facade of generosity that 

Ostrander wears becomes apparent early in his relationship with Avis. In his 

pursuit of Avis, Ostrander vows, "You should be happy. You should paint. I 

174 Phelps, Story of Avis 146-7. 

'̂ ^ Kelly 103. 
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should be proud to have you paint It would be the purpose . . . of my life to 

help you realize your dreams of success."'"^^ Yet even before the wedding, he 

intermpts her work, asking her to wait to paint: 

Why not leave that picture . . . until by and by? . . . I think you would 
make a greater picture of h after we are married . . . You will have more 
leisure, more calm. It is going to be a great work. Avis. I wish to be as 
proud of h as possible. I wish h to be grand and full, whhout deficiency. I 
want the world to know you by h, in some sense,—in its sense,—for 
what you are. 

Avis is "touched by his generous interest in her work and fame."'^^ Of course, he 

has no "generous interest," only self-centered jealousy. He already sees art as his 

rival for her time. In an effort to make her choose, he asks her to wait to paint, 

assuring her that his ultimate concem is for her work. When they do marry, the 

house they choose has no studio but stands only "three minutes' walk from the 

college green," a decisive point "in view of the New-England winters, and the 

delicate heahh of the young professor." He, who assures her to win her that 

"she should paint," places his needs above hers, selecting a house with only an 

attic as a possible studio. Four months after they marry, Ostrander, who has 

"plunged into his life's work with the supreme vigor of joy," retums home one 

evening finding Avis thinking what to do about the studio. '"Oh the studio!—yes. 

'̂ ^ Phelps, Storv of Avis 69. 

'̂ ^ Phelps. Storv of Avis 121. 

'̂ ^ Phelps, Storv of Avis 130. 
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We must attend to that to-mortow, immediately,' said Ostrander lightly."'^^ And 

"lightly" is how he perceives the necessity of a studio for Avis. He has 

enthusiastically immersed himself in his work, while Avis steals brief reprieves 

from clogged drains and dinner guests on ironing day to paint "in her old studio in 

her father's orchard."'^° After only four months of marriage, Ostrander's 

"generous interest" in Avis's work succumbs to the thrill of success in his own 

work: "Ostrander had become the demi-god of the term."'^' Christine Stansell, 

in her article, claims that "Philip's egocentric demands prevent [Avis] from 

• 190 

setting up her studio." His requirements come first. As Ostrander becomes 

more involved in his work. Avis becomes more oppressed by household chores, 

tasks that Ostrander the suhor promised she need not be concemed with. A long 

night with a crying baby and a breakfast of soggy cracked wheat, sour cream, cold 

steak, and bad coffee spur Ostrander to complain, "I really don't see why we can't 

have things more comfortable." His comfort now takes precedence over Avis's 

work. As Kessler assesses, he "makes blantantly clear that he does require her 

services."'^'' When at great cost to her she secures "a gracious home," Ostrander 

'•̂ ^ Phelps, Storv of Avis 138. 

'^° Phelps, Storv of Avis 139. 

'^' Phelps, Storv of Avis 137. 

'̂ ^ Christine Stansell, "Elizabeth Stuart Phelps: A Study in Female 
Rebellion." Massachusetts Review 13 (1972): 249. 

'̂ ^ Phelps, Storv of Avis 152. 

'̂ ^ Kessler, Elizabeth Sttiart Phelps 90. 
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says,' We never thought you would tum out so comfortable a housekeeper, did 

we. Avis?" This statement must have sent a chill through Avis. She never 

intends to become a housekeeper at all. His fervent vow that "the purpose . . . of 

[his] life" would be "to help [her] realize [her] dreams of success" echoes down 

through the years.'^^ She senses a "hardness in his nature" directed at her. "Was 

this the man who had wooed and won her whh an idealizing gentleness which 

made of his incarnate love a thing divine?"'^^ His self-absorpfion has blotted out 

the thoughtless promises he made to persuade Avis to marry him and has 

consumed the time and energy she needed to paint. Through the years, continuing 

to think only of himself, Ostrander has gone "to the beach for a week or so, as 

usual," he has dined whh friends, and he has stopped in "for a little music at the 

Aliens in the evening," all whhout Avis. He performs his quintessential 

egocentric act when, after losing his job, he deserts his stmggling wife and their 

two children to go to Europe: 

Philip must have the cream-whip and the sherry, and the canter across 
country, and Europe, though the nurse were dismissed, and the seamstress 
abandoned, and the rent paid—Heaven help her!—out of that locked 
studio to whose cold and disused walls she should creep by and by with 
barren brain, and broken heart, and stiffened fingers.'^^ 

'̂ ^ Phelps, Storv of Avis 199. 

'̂ ^ Phelps, Storv of Avis 69. 

'̂ ^ Phelps, Storv of Avis 199-200. 

'̂ ^ Phelps. Storv of Avis 159. 164. 

'̂ ^ Phelps, Storv of Avis 199. 
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In his supremacy, he does not consider the price his wife must pay for his 

indulgences. Eariy in his pursuh of Avis, Ostrander proposes a new kind of 

marriage: "Suppose a man and woman had been made and led and drawn to one 

another, just to show that the tolerance of individuality, even the enthusiasm of 

superiority, could be a perfectly muttaal thing." Avis replies, "There may be such 

women in the worid," but "I have never seen such a man."'^^ Carol Kessler 

asserts that Phelps believes "few men offered their wives the services that they 

expected to receive. Such a man in fiction would have been a romantic 

idealization, rather than the realistic 'tmth' that Phelps sought to present in her 

art." Ostrander could not live up to the ideal. He may have thought he could. 

He even wishes at one point that "his wife might have loved some better 

1QO _ 

fellow." This lapse does not linger, and he does nothing to become a "better 

fellow." Thirty years of viewing life only as it relates to him, beginning with his 

poor mother's sacrifices to provide for him, do not prepare him to consider how 

his actions affect his wife. In theory, mutualhy in a marriage sounds honorable 

and attainable; in realhy, mutuality falls to the status quo of patriarchal 

convention—male superiority. He demands everything and concedes nothing. 

Before marriage he believes, as "[o]nly lovers think h to be possible," that he can 

'^° Phelps, Storv of Avis 70. 

'^' Kessler, Elizabeth Sttiart Phelps 91, 

192 Phelps. Story of Avis 166. 
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be the new man, but instead he is the poseur.'^^ Marriage proves the fallibility of 

the logic of lovers. And Avis leams, one concession at a time, "[women] had to 

excuse so much in men."'̂ '* 

In The Storv of Avis, Phelps does not create a new man. Judhh Fetteriey 

believes she "rejects the lure of the myth of the excepfional man."'^^ Carol 

Kessler sees the new man as "a possibility Phelps was unable fiilly to imagine."'^^ 

Kessler may be closer to the tmth. Phelps's experience with men, her father in 

particular, provides no example. She enjoyed acquaintances with many great 

men—James T. Fields, Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, John Greenleaf Whittier, 

Oliver Wendell Holmes—but none were new men. Perhaps it is unfair to suggest 

that she could not "imagine" a new man. She probably just had not encountered 

one. Of her three novels considered career women's fiction, Phelps portrays the 

need for a new man in The Silent Partner. 1871, she attempts the new man in The 

Storv of Avis. 1877, and she promises a new man in Dr. Zay. 1882, but she does 

not continue the novel to test his validhy. Her unrealized attempt at a new man in 

Avis may have caused her to end Dr. Zay whh the proposal of this ideal, leaving 

the reader to decide whether the new man is fact or fiction. 

193 Phelps, Story of Avis 70. 

'̂ ^ Elizabeth Sttiart Phelps, "Number 13," Old Maids: Short Stories bv 
Nineteenth Century U.S. Women Wrhers. ed. Susan Koppelman (1876; Boston: 
Pandora P, 1984)140. 

'̂ ^ Judhh Fetteriey, "'Checkmate': Elizabeth Sttiart Phelps's The Silent 
Partner. Legacv 3.2 (1986): 24. 

'̂ ^ Kessler, "Reservafions" 1152. 
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Avis Dobell does not want to be a new woman to Philip Ostrander's 

proposed new man. She only wants to be an artist. Phelps instills in Avis her 

desire to be a career woman—an unmarried career woman. For Avis, a woman 

must make a choice. Her mother chose her father over her career. Avis chooses a 

career over marriage. She believes that "[s]uccess—for a woman—means 

absolute surrender, in whatever direction. Whether she paints a picture, or loves a 

man, there is no division of labor possible in her economy."'^^ Phelps, who read 

Brownings' poem at sixteen, has her heroine read Aurora Leigh at the same time 

in her life. Avis has an epiphany after reading the poem: "it had all come to her 

very plainly—why she was alive; what God meant by making her." She tells her 

astounded father, "I should like to be an artist."'^^ EUzabeth Spring, Phelps's 

contemporary, reveals that the "artist element was sttong in [the author's] nature. . 

. . [T]he artist Hfe was one of her dearest dreams."'^^ Phelps relates in her 

autobiography that The Story of Avis "came from near [her] heart, and tore it, 

perhaps, accordingly."^°° Christine Stansell interprets the character Avis and 

Phelps's connection to her as an obvious creafion of "Miss Phelps' ideal self" 

Phelps had a fiair for drawing as did her mother. Unable to acquire the training 

'̂ ^ Phelps, Storv of Avis 69. 

'̂ ^ Phelps, Storv of Avis 32, 33. 

'̂ ^ Spring 566. 

^̂ ^ Phelps, Chapters 226. 

^°' Stansell, "Elizabeth Sttiart Phelps" 247. 
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necessary to become an artist herself, Phelps endows her heroine with that 

opportunity. Avis studies six years under the masters in Europe. At the end of 

that time. Couture, her master teacher, gives her "two years to make a 

0C\0 

reputafion." Before she left Europe, she sold one of her painfings in London 

and "people who knew about such things . . . predicted a 'brilliant fiiture' for the 

modest young lady who made that picture."^^^ Ostrander intermpts her quest for a 

career, requesting a portrah that leads to a marriage proposal. Maintaining her 

focus on her objective, she retums to her work, telling him, 'Tor your soul's sake 

and mine, you are the man I will not love."^ '̂* Frederick Maynard, her American 

art teacher and mentor, tells her later in her career that she should not paint 

porttaits—"You must create: you cannot copy."^^^ However, the inspiration for 

her greatest painting, the sphinx, does not come naturally. After she tells 

Ostrander she will not marry him, she feels bereft of creativity, and she induces a 

vision by drinking a "cautious dose" of Eau de Fleurs d'Granger. Phelps 

glosses over the deviation from Avis's unblemished purity that her use of a dmg 
001 

suggests by intimating the frequency of hs use by "many a pretty Parisian." 

°̂̂  Phelps, Storv of Avis 37-38. 

°̂̂  Phelps, Storv of Avis 8. 

^^ Phelps, Storv of Avis 73. 

^̂ ^ Phelps, Storv of Avis 205. 

^̂ ^ Phelps, Storv of Avis 80, 79. 

^^'^ Phelps, Storv of Avis 80. 
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Avis has fahh in her talent, but seems to lack confidence in her inspiration. 

Nevertheless, it is Ostrander's weakness, not her own, that causes her to 

compromise her dream of being an artist. After he is wounded and Avis refuses 

him a second fime, he begins to waste away. She acquiesces, insisting that she 

"cannot resign [her] profession as an artist" and telling him that she "hate[s]— 

with a fervent hatred—to keep house." He agrees to her profession and of the 

latter, assures her, "I did not ask you to be my housekeeper."^^^ She assumes— 

ambivalently—^that she can be a new woman and that he will be the new man. In 

her acquiescence. Avis becomes another casualty of the Civil War. Had 

Ostrander not been wounded and brought into such close proximity of the 

heroine, she could have held firm to her decision to remain unmarried, devoting 

her life to her art. The Civil War freed the slaves, but the resuhs of h enslaved 

Avis, depriving the world of a great artist. 

The new union that necessitates a new woman and a new man promotes 

"equalhy rather than hierarchy in marriage." Phelps published several articles in 

the 1870s, advising young women to pursue careers and to require equality in 

marriage.^°^ She experiments whh her theory in The Story of Avis. Susan Ward, 

in her article on Phelps's career women's fiction, asserts that the author combines 

the "traditional and the new" to form her own ideology, governing the career 

208 Phelps, Story of Avis 110. 

^̂ ^ Susan Ward, "Career Woman Fiction of Elizabeth Stuart Phelps," 
Nineteenth-Century Women Wrhers of the English-Speaking Worid (Westport, 
CT: Greenwood, 1986) 212. 
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woman/new woman. She demands purity and piety of her heroines, allowing them 

to dismiss the other two of the four virtues of the tme woman—domestichy and 

0\0 

submission. Ostrander, who "had no deeply preconceived repulsions to 

women whh 'careers,' but [who] had, without doubt, his preconceived ideals," 

tries to reconcile a career woman with his ideals.^" Society has shaped those 

ideals, telling him from infancy that the "model of womanly excellence" is that 

"most to man's convenience."^'^ To add a career to the "model of womanly 

excellence" does not seem an impossibilhy to him. Avis, on the other hand, sees 

the conflict between a woman's career and marriage as the riddle of the sphinx—a 

riddle as yet unresolved. Phelps implies through the language she uses that the 

marriage between Ostrander and Avis will not provide the answer. Ostrander 

leaps "to entrap her;" at then- engagement. Avis puts "both hands, the palms 

pressed together as if they had been manacled, into his;" and later she looks at the 

"ring that fettered her finger."^'^ The images of being captured and bound 

suggest imprisonment—confinement to woman's sphere perhaps. Such language 

threatens the independence necessary to a new woman. Avis ignores her intuhive 

reticence to enter into marriage, thinking, "this man brought her . . . that 

transcendent experience which is so often given to a man, but alas! so unknown to 

'̂̂  Ward 214. 

^" Phelps, Storv of Avis 50. 

'̂̂  Phelps, "Tme Woman" 271. 

' " Phelps, Storv of Avis 63, 110, 119. 
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women, in which the stemest aspiration is strengthened by the sweetest joy; in 

which love shall be found more a sfimulus to than a sacrifice of the higher 

elements of the nattire."^"' She begins to believe that her work will be inspired 

and enhanced by the love she and Ostrander share. The alarm she experiences 

over the "inevhable conflict between her art and her love" shrivels "from an 

organic to a fiinctional thing."^'^ Whh reservations, she embarks on the uncertain 

sea of matrimony, believing she can be a new woman. Her American art teacher, 

Frederick Maynard, attends the wedding "to see what he was known to have 

pronounced 'the burial of the most promising artist in New England.'"^'^ He does 

not share her optimism in the possibility of the new woman. 

The role of the new woman does not prove an easy one. From the 

beginning Ostrander's success supplants her own. "She reasoned herself through 

her honeymoon and its succeeding weeks with a steady eye. The studio was not in 

order; and she chose not to put into her picture— t̂his one picture, at least—any 

element less permanent than repose." She rationalizes her estrangement from her 

work, taking pleasure from her "husband's present popularity and prospective 

power in the college." On a rare occasion when she escapes to her old studio 

at her father's house, she gets intermpted with a barrage of domestic emergencies. 

'̂̂  Phelps, Storv of Avis 121-22. 

'̂̂  Phelps, Storv of Avis 122. 

'̂̂  Phelps, Storv of Avis 126. 

'̂"̂  Phelps, Storv of Avis 135. 
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The "chramy-tartar," butter, "the limon," and the "jelly-strainer" all need to come 

from the grocer. The "flooer-barrel" has been rained on from the "hole in the 

pantry-windy," the "khchen-drain" has backed up, and Ostrander has invited 

guests to dinner. Avis tends to these crises at the expense of her work, referring 

to the day as one "well wasted."^'^ Instead of devoting her time to her work and 

overseeing domestic chores as necessary, she steals time from her domestic 

responsibilhies to work. The new woman must be free of domestic dmdgery. 

Only that freedom allows the independence necessary to pursue a career. For 

Avis, whose husband brags that "[i]t is as much of an exhaustion of the nervous 

centres to [her] to sew as it would be to [him]," the freedom is limhed and costly. 

"[Ostrander] expressed surprise on learning, by accident one day, that the price of 

two portraits which she had painted—her only finished work—that winter, had 

^ 1Q 

gone to cover the seamstress's bills." The few precious hours she has worked 

during the long winter months are not devoted to creating but to copying and the 

proceeds go to pay bills. Her freedom suffers fiirther appropriation at the birth of 

her son. Unwittingly, she "thanked God that her life's purpose, for which she 

believed He had created her, would be more opulently fiilfilled by this experience. 

The baby would teach her new words to tell the world." Just as she expected 

inspiration from marriage to enhance her work, she believes that her child will 

'̂̂  Phelps, Storv of Avis 139-40. 

'̂̂  Phelps, Storv of Avis 148-49. 

220 Phelps, Story of Avis 151. 
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expand her mind and will evoke great paintings. However, her husband and her 

son come together to squelch her work almost entirely. After an exhausting night 

whh a crying baby. Avis faces her husband's disgmntled face over an ill-prepared 

breakfast. He, who deserts his wife to sleep in the "spare room, has had an 

undisturbed night's sleep, but sfill has the audachy to complain because "things" 

are not "more comfortable."^^' His complaint wrenches from Avis the 

determination to master "this one little house," securing "a gracious home."^^^ 

This domestic incident also marks the end of Avis's attempt at being a new 

woman and the beginning of her being a tme woman. 

Avis gains strength as she sets her course to becoming a tme woman. The 

purity and piety of the tme woman become apparent in Avis the new woman. She 

marries Ostrander in purity, wondering "if, when a woman had been for half a 

lifetime a happy wife, she could let her husband understand how much she loved 

him."^^^ Coy says of Avis, she "is precisely one of those women of whom you 

O^A ^^ 

can say that she never will be married again." The dedication to her husband 

illustrates the purity of her heart. Her purity contrasts with the impropriety of 

Ostrander's jihing Susan Wanamaker and his flirting whh Barbara Allen. Besides 

accentuafing Avis's purity, Ostrander's acfions also emphasize her strength over 

^ '̂ Phelps, Storv of Avis 153. 

^̂ ^ Phelps, Storv of Avis 155. 

^̂ ^ Phelps, Storv of Avis 128. 

^̂ ^ Phelps, Storv of Avis 130. 
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his weakness. As for her piety. Avis believes that her talent and her perseverance 

are God given: "God gave h to me."^^^ Because of her fahh in God, she feels 

"gravely conscious of the responsibility for the use of her talent."^^^ 

Unfortunately, the role of a tme woman usurps her talent, making her 

commhment to h a moot point. Another example of her piety occurs when she 

falls to her knees beside her children and issues a "mute prayer without 

" 000 

ceasing." Then on her sick bed, her concem for her children takes control of 

her, and she refijses to die. She demands that the doctor call her husband and 

"tell him to kneel dovm there and pray. God understands about this." She has 

fahh and her fahh conquers death. Ostrander's lack of fahh when Avis asks him 

if she is "going to die" again stresses her strength over her husband's weakness. 

Before marriage. Avis delcares that she hates "with a fervent hatred" to 

"keep house." To appease her husband, she attacks domestichy whh a vengeance. 

As money gets tighter after Ostrander loses his job, domestic burdens increase. 

She gives up the nurse and the seamstress. She renews "a baby's cloak" with dye; 

she makes Van's shoes—"poor little pathetic shoes, badly sthched, perhaps, but 

of exquishe color." Ostrander praises Avis's "petty economies."^^^ These 

^̂ ^ Phelps, Storv of Avis 72. 

^̂ ^ Spring 571. 

^̂ ^ Phelps, Storv of Avis 178. 

^̂ ^ Phelps, Storv of Avis 181, 180. 

229 Phelps, Storv of Avis 199. 
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economies may seem petty to the husband, but they cost the wife deariy. In her 

capachy as a mother, she makes the greatest sacrifice. The two weeks her son lies 

dying, she holds him in the only poshion he seems to be able to breathe. The 

unrelenting pressure on her arm causes irreparable damage. Her duties as wife 

and mother lay claim on her talent. 

In Avis, the tme woman virtue of submission gives way to strength. 

During her attempt at being a new woman. Avis illustrates a stronger tendency 

toward submission than she does as a tme woman. In her new-woman role, she 

submhs to a house without a studio; she submits to her husband's work taking 

precedence over her own; and finally she submits to his demands to have "things 

more comfortable." When she relinquishes her aspirations of being a new 

woman and becomes a tme woman, she exhibhs her strength. Phelps attributes 

her "instinct of strength" and "impulse of protection" to "a certain manhood in 

her." Strength and protection are attributes of the nineteenth-century patriarchal 

male, but Phelps asserts that certain elements of manhood are "latent in every 

woman."^^° The absence of these characteristics in Ostrander forces Avis to draw 

on her "instinct of strength" and "impulse of protection." Both come into play 

when Ostrander leams he must resign his professorship. He catches "the glow of 

her strong spirit" as she gathers "him under the wing of her great love whh a kind 

of fierce matemal protection."^^' She fiirther demonsttates her strength in 

230 

231 

Phelps, Storv of Avis 178. 

Phelps, Story of Avis 177. 
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overcoming her near-fatal illness and in accepting her husband's capriciousness. 

While he is in Europe, she assumes the financial responsibility of the family, 

another masculine capacity. When he retums weak and critically ill. Avis 

becomes the decision-maker. She arranges a trip to Florida for his heahh, 

providing the income to make h possible. Then, as happens to many tme women, 

she becomes a widow. Even in widowhood, she possesses strength. She no 

longer has the abilhy to paint great pictures, but she has the tenachy to provide for 

herself and her remaining child by teaching others to paint. 

Phelps moves her heroine from career woman to new woman to tme 

woman. Avis, who had the potential to become a great artist, assesses her 

progression—or digression: 

She wondered how h would have been if she had cared for him in some 
other way,—like some other women; if she had been made of tougher 
tissue; if her feeling for that one man, her husband, had not eaten into and 
eaten out the core of her life, left her a riddled, withered thing, spent and 
rent, wasted by the autocracy of a love as imperious as her own nature, 
and as deathless as her own soul. But she would do h all over again,—all, 
all! She would never love him by one throe the less. . . . She did not know 
how to express distinctly . . . her conviction that she might have painted 
better pictures—not worse—for loving Philip and the children; that this 
was what God mean for her, for all of them, once, long ago. She had not 
done h. ^̂ ^ 

Her love for Ostrander destroys her fiature as an artist, but she has no regrets other 

than losing her talent to her husband and children rather than using h because of 

them. Kelly, as do other critics, claims that Phelps suggests that Avis's daughter, 

Wahstill, holds the hope of the fiiture for women. She goes on to say, "Avis ends 

232 Phelps, Story of Avis 244. 
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whh mother and daughter reading aloud a passage from Idvlls of the King in 

which Lancelot, who admhs he has betrayed the quest, passes on the search for 

the Grail to his young son, Galahad."^^^ Avis, having betrayed her quest, passes 

the responsibilhy on to her daughter. 

Phelps seems to be saying that the answer to the riddle of the sphinx— 

"how to be both woman and artist"^^''—will be found in the next generafion. 

However, the next generation holds only a portion of the equation. The element 

missing from Avis's life—the reason for her regression from new woman to tme 

woman—is the new man. As Phelps says in Dr. Zay. "a happy marriage whh 

such a woman [a new woman] demands a new type of man." For a woman to 

be both wife and artist, she must have a new man: 

A man in whom the sources of feeling are as deep as they are delicate, as 
perennial as they are pure; whose affection becomes a burning ambition 
not to be outvied by hers, whose daily soul is large enough to guard her, 
even though h were at the cost of sharing h, from the tyranny of small 
corrosive care which gnaws and gangrenes hers,—such a man alone can 
either comprehend or apprehend the love of such a woman. 

Phelps describes the equality of commhment to each other's needs. Woman has 

been condhioned to nurture and serve; man has been condhioned to expect 

woman to nurture and serve. To break the mold that perpetuates this cycle both 

^" Kelly 104. 

^̂ ^ Kessler, Elizabeth Sttiart Phelps 89. 

^̂ ^ Phelps, Dr. Zav 244. 

^̂ ^ Phelps, Storv of Avis 246. 
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man and woman must change, but the greatest change will come with man. He 

must move from expecting to serving. 

Phelps demonstrates a certain amount of ambivalence toward the men she 

creates in The Storv of Avis She presents a benevolent patriarchal father in 

Avis's father. Her portrayal lends hself to comparison whh Phelps's own father. 

She loved and admired him and worked hard for his approval. When she 

intimated to her father that she felt her mother worthy of recognhion from her 

daughter, he told her, "Everybody's mother is a remarkable woman."^^^ She must 

have held a similar feeling for her father. Shortly after her father's death, she 

published a memoir of his life as a memorial to him. Professor Dobell and 

Phelps's father are both educators, and they both tolerate but do not understand 

their daughters' ambition. Professor Dobell does not remarry as does Phelps's 

father, and he often wishes for his wife's advice on rearing their daughter. He 

cannot give up his belief that women should be tramed to be tme women, but he 

tries to accept that his daughter is exceptional. His last interchange whh Avis 

reveals his feeling that his wife would have approved of Avis's desire to have a 

O'XSi 

career—his "sympathy yielded what his intellect gmdged." His admission 

comes almost as a blessing from him on her work. Up to this point, he has been 

supportive, but unconvinced of the rationalhy of her profession. Phelps wants 

the reader to feel the compassion this patriarchal male expresses for his 

^" Phelps, Chapters 12. 

^̂ ^ Phelps, Storv of Avis 243. 
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daughter—and she succeeds. Professor Dobell maintains his fahh in the 

patriarchal system in sphe of his daughter's intent at circumvention. 

To Professor Dobell's patriarchal male, Mrs. Dobell is the woman to the 

scholar rather than the tme woman to the patriarchal male. She relinquishes her 

aspirations to become an actress because she loves Professor Dobell. Her love for 

him so amazes him that every time he sees Miss Mercy, who expected to become 

Mrs. Dobell, he goes to his wife and lifts her chin: "Only to see if [she] look[s] 

happy and well."^^^ She indicates to her husband that she is "happy and well," 

but to her "little woman" child, she reveals a flaw in her happiness. Phelps 

illustrates through Avis's mother's experience the price of choosing marriage over 

a career. Though not a tme woman, Mrs. Dobell proves to be a devoted wife—at 

the expense of her life. 

On John Rose, Phelps bestows the poshive attributes of the patriarchal 

head of household. He mles with a gentle hand, considering his wife and his 

children. His only failing, to Coy, relates to his neglecting to give her money 

whhout her having to ask. He plays whh his children, and he honors his wife's 

opinion. Coy's tme woman compliments Rose's patriarchal male. She assumes 

his work as her own and excels in the demands of children and a home. Together 

they compose the exemplary conventional nineteenth-century marriage. 

239 Phelps, Story of Avis 22. 
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Phelps subtly reveals the person of Stratford Allen whh brief bhs of 

information throughout the novel. He possesses the most poshive attributes of 

any man in the novel, selflessly serving others. His constancy and his 

unselfishness make him a prime candidate for the role of a new man, but Phelps 

only allows him to be valiant. She makes h clear through Coy that he cares for 

Avis, but she does not allow her heroine to reciprocate. Through his selfless 

concem for others, he fiilfills the role of the valiant male. 

In Philip Ostrander, Phelps attempts the new man, but in her failure to 

achieve the new man, she creates a poseur. Initially, she gives him the desire to 

be the man to Avis that she needs for him to be. Time and the trials of daily 

living uncover the egocentrichy that mles his character. Rather than guarding her 

"from the tyranny of small corrosive care which gnaws and gangrenes her 

[soul]," he attacks her ineptness at guarding him from domestic discomforts. 

One of Phelps's contemporaries says of Ostrander, "he had weaknesses both of 

constitution and character."^"*' Through his weaknesses, the author emphasizes 

Avis's strengths. In the face of his selfishness and inconstancy, her selflessness 

and constancy are magnified. She gradually concedes to his demands, uhimately 

giving up her career as her mother had done. Avis progresses from career woman 

to new woman to tme woman, giving up a portion of her dream whh each phase. 

^̂ ° Phelps, Storv of Avis 246. 

^ '̂ "Story of Avis, and other Novels" 488. 
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Whh Ostrander's death, she relinquishes her dream ahogether. One of the 

reviewers of Avis says the following: 

If [Avis] had had a touch of the genius, a thhe of the power, which the 
author attributes to her, she would have laid hold of her old work, as soon 
as her body was rested, whh a breadth of grasp and a depth of insight 
impossible to her day of maiden dreams; and then, and then only, would 
she have done things worthy to live a while.̂ ^^ 

The author of this article forgets the physical toll that domestic cares have 

wrought on her body. Her fingers are stiff from sewing in the absence of a 

seamstress, from making shoes for unshod little feet, from mixing dyes instead of 

paints to renew old clothes, as well as from the myriad of other tasks that fall the 

lot of a tme woman on a very limited budget. The most significant damage comes 

from the love for a child and the constant watch of a mother alone. She cannot 

even hold a pen to write a letter at the end of her vigil over her dying son. She 

has the genius and the power this reviewer questions; she no longer has the touch. 

Her hope to become a new woman—a woman who can marry and have a career 

without their coming together and killing her—dies for want of a new man. 

Phelps offers hope for women of talent by promising a new man in The 

Story of Avis. She hints at but does not develop the new man in Stratford Allen. 

She undermines Philip Ostrander's effort to become a new man whh his egotism 

that destines him to be a poseur. She finally passes the gauntlet to the third-

generation Avis's daughter, Wahstill, represents. Avis has seen her mother pine 

away for a career she gave up completely, and she herself has tried to juggle being 

242 cc Story of Avis, and other Novels." 488. 
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a wife, mother, and housekeeper whh being an artist, with no success. Having no 

fahh in man's abilhy to maintain mutual "tolerance of individualhy" and 

"enthusiasm of superiority," she gives up on her generation. She believes the 

answer to the riddle of the sphinx—how to combine marriage and career—will 

come to her daughter. She places her hope for the new woman in the next 

generation, but as George Eliot writes so insightfiilly, "life/As woman sweet" and 

"as/artist safe" depends on "man so rare." '̂*^ Hope for the realization of the new 

woman rests in the hands of the new man. 

243 Phelps, Story of Avis 66. 
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CHAPTER VI 

CONCLUSION 

Barbara Bardes and Suzanne Gossett in Declarations of Independence 

promote the premise "that virtually all novels are political in that they are written 

within the context of culture and ideology."' As established in the introducfion, the 

culture in which the nineteenth-century woman author wrote restrained women, 

delegating them to the private sphere of the home. By mid-century, many women 

began to take a public stand for women's rights; some of them during their work for 

the abolhion of slavery had realized the similarity of the plight of the slave and the 

plight of woman. During the second half of the century individual states passed what 

Norma Basch, in In the Eves of the Law, terms "married women's acts," loosening 

the bonds of the "common law" that delivered women, their property, and their 

income, as well their children of their union into the hands of men when they 

married. Because, in the courts, "judges clearly demonstrated the weakness of the 

statutes relative to the strength of the common law, . . . the married women's acts 

cannot be constmed as a revolution. They failed to oblherate the historic barriers the 

common law had built around married women." Changes to improve the status of 

' Barbara Bardes and Suzanne Gossett, Declarafions of Independence: Women 
and Polhical Power in Nineteenth-Century American Fiction (New Bmnswick: 
Rutgers UP, 1990)6. 

^ Norma Basch, In the Eves of the Law: Women. Marriage, and Property in 
Nineteenth-Centurv New York (Ithaca: Comell UP, 1982) 200. 

^ Basch 200. 
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women moved at a snail's pace, and when a law in their favor passed and then failed 

to hold up in court, women were fmstrated and discouraged. In 1871, twenty-three 

years after the Seneca Falls Convention, Elizabeth Stuart Phelps wrote an article 

about the tme woman and woman's sphere. She both described and challenged the 

still prevalent role of the tme woman, agreeing with Lucy Stone that woman should 

decide her own sphere: 

Woman is not man's ward. Man is not woman's guardian. Man is incapable, 
even if he were called upon to do so, of competently judging for woman in the 
adjustment of her "place" in society. Indeed, if one wisdom must decree for 
two, woman is far better qualified to regulate the poshion which shall belong 
to man. He is not the enigma to her which she must always be more or less to 
him. His force is more comprehensible to her than her fineness is to him."* 

Besides appropriafing woman's right to decide her own "place," Phelps claimed that 

women had more insight into men than men had into women. If woman's fiction 

could serve as a barometer of women's understanding of men, Robert C. Newell, a 

columnist in the nineteenth century, doubts their perception: 

Long and patient study of womanly works teaches me that woman's 
genius, as displayed in gushing fiction, is a power of creating an unnatural and 
umitigated mffian for a hero. . . . 

There is in this world, my boy, a noble type of manhood which unites 
dignified reserve with the most loyal integrity relentless pride of manner with 
the most kindly humility of heart, rigid indifference to the applause of the 
world whh the finest regard for its honest respect, and carelessness of 
woman's mere frivolous liking with the most profound and chivalrous 
reverence for her virtue and her love. 

This is the type which, whhout comprehending h, the intellectual 
women of America are continually striving to depict in their novels; and a 
pretty mess the make of h, my boy,—a pretty mess they make of h.̂  

"* Elizabeth Stuart Phelps, "The Tme Woman," Story of Avis, ed. Carol Fariey 
Kessler (New Bmnswick: Rutgers UP, 1995) 270. 

^ Qtd. in Fred Lewis Pattee, Feminine Fifties (New York: D. Appleton-
CenttiryCo., 1940) 127. 
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The "my boy" in his article assumes a male audience. Addressing men, Newell 

demeans women's wrhing by attacking their depiction of men in their literature. The 

irony of his article becomes apparent in his description of the "noble type of 

manhood" that he assures his audience does exist in this worid. By adding that this 

noble type valorizes equality in the male/female relationship, Newell could be 

describing the new man—the man women did desperately strive "to depict in their 

novels." In their portrayal of American men, American women writers of the 

nineteenth century attack the patriarchal ideology of their culture and strive to create 

a new ideology for women by giving them independence and for men by rendering a 

new man. Whhin these extremes, women also characterize the poseur and the valiant 

male. 

Karen Lystra places men in an historical context in her book Searching the 

Heart: "Thus far historical research suggests the dual role of the nineteenth-century 

middle-class man as both provider and companion whhin a value complex that 

emphasized male self-control, economic aggression. Christian kindness, worldly 

authority, and emotional attachments to wife and family."^ Lystra lists five 

prototypes of this composhe male, three of which apply to the patriarchal characters 

examined in this study. One is the "domineering, undemonstrative Victorian 

patriarch"; another is the "Christian Gentleman who 'eschewed excess in all things'"; 

and the last is what she calls the "tme man," who "encompassed self-control in 

Karen Lystra, Searching the Heart: Women. Men and Romantic Love in 
Nineteenth Centurv America (New York: Oxford UP, 1989) 123. 
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public, companionate marriage, occupational competence and abilhy to support a 

family, strength, courage, toughness, and a compethive spirit."^ The bifiircated role 

of man "demanded constant control of self in the public arena" but allowed a 

companionate means of expression in the privacy of the home sphere.^ The roles of 

the historical man included that of the provider, his public role, and that of husband 

and father, his private roles, all within the patriarchal conventions. In fiction, 

Catharine Maria Sedgwick, Caroline Kirkland, Fanny Fern, and Elizabeth Stuart 

Phelps comment on the ideology of patriarchy in theh" wrhings, some more radically 

than others. Jane Marcus claims that Virginia Woolf was "the first to identify the 

enemy openly as patriarchy."^ Laurie Lindop endorses Marcus' claim, but she adds 

that Woolf attacks "patriarchy covertly."'° The authors examined in this study also 

attacked "patriarchy covertly," some of them even mildly. 

The most overt attacks on patriarchy come from Sedgwick, Kirkland, and 

Fern, who target Lystra's "domineering, undemonstrative" prototype. These authors 

porttay the selfishness and egotism that can accompany absolute authority. Other 

than their unrelenting authority the common denominator with these men is money. 

Baym's quote on men and money has aptly described many of the patriarchal men in 

this study: "men had all the control—^the power to make it, to disburse h, to keep h. 

"^Lystra 123. 

^Lystra 123. 

^ Qtd. in Laurie Lindop, "Contemporary Writers Reading Woolf," Virginia 
Woolf Emerging Perspectives (New York: Pace UP, 1994) 192. 

'° Lindop 193. 
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and the terrifying power to lose."" Sedgwick's Sir William extends his control of his 

money to controlling his daughter's future, arranging her marriage to a man she does 

not know to protect his title and fortune. Fem's Ellet and Hall choose to keep h, but 

they want the worid to know they have h. Kirkland's Mr. B and Fem's Mr. 

Leon, who in different ways abuse their power over money, couple the law whh their 

patriarchal authority to afflict their wives. They are on opposhe ends of the spectmm, 

but each has sold his soul for wealth. Leon, enamored by possessions, treats his wife 

as one, discarding her when she is no longer usefiil to him. B , who exerts his 

"terrifying power to lose h," has lost two fortunes and exiles himself and his family in 

the wildemess. In their role as provider, these patriarchal men abuse their power, 

using their money or withholding h to manipulate and oppress their wives and 

daughters. The power and the money, another form of power, rest in the hands of the 

patriarchal head of household. Sedgwick, Kirkland, and Fem, through their 

characterizations of these men, condemn the patriarchal system that grants men such 

unrelenting power over their families. 

In the second of Lystra's prototypes, Sedgwick's John Winthrop parallels the 

"Christian Gentleman who 'eschewed excess in all things.'" In her portrayal of 

Winthrop, however, Sedgwick does not attack the man or his principles but rather his 

uncompromising spirit. Sedgwick values individual freedom; Winthrop, as govemor, 

relates his decisions to the public good. Sedgwick seems to be saying that not all 

Nina Baym, Woman's Fiction: A Guide to Novels by and about Women in 
America. 1820-1870 (Ithaca: Comell UP 1978) 40. 
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problems fall into an unquestionable right or wrong. Some issues require 

compromise that does not infringe on individual freedom or the public good. 

Through Winthrop, Sedgwick continues to question the absolute authority of the 

patriarchal system. 

Lystra notes a change in patriarchy in the nineteenth century from the more 

authoritative to the more companionate male.'^ These men loosened the reins on the 

family, allowing their wives a voice in some family decisions and being more 

attenfive to and indulgent with the children. Within this context, these authors place 

the majority of their patriarchal men, balancing them against the domineering 

prototype. Sedgwick molds William Fletcher into the milder more yielding 

patriarchal figure during the progress of the novel. Kirkland adds humor to the 

patriarchal male through Philo Doubleday and vulnerabilhy through Clavers. Fem, in 

sphe of her attack on men in general, creates a sympathetic patriarchal character in 

Harry Hall. Phelps creates a congenial man in Hegel Dobell and a companionate 

male in John Rose. These men in their roles as husbands and fathers still have 

authority over their families, they still have the responsibilhy as provider, but they 

fulfill these responsibilhies whh kindness and consideration. The more companionate 

patriarchal man softens patriarchy, but he does not eliminate the need for the new 

man. 

In their depiction of the tme woman, the counterpart to the patriarchal male, 

these authors demonstrate a certain ambivalence. They question the role of tme 

'̂  Lystra 227. 
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woman as a part of the patriarchal system they berate. Sedgwick's Mrs. Fletcher and 

Fern's Ruth Hall depict the uncertainty of the security in marriage that the tme 

woman poshion promises. Sedgwick satirizes the submission of the tme woman in 

Mrs. Winthrop, and Kirkland and Fern both satirize domesticity—Kirkland in Polly 

Doubleday, who is "possessed whh a neat devil,"'^ and Fem in Mrs. Hall, who 

criticizes her daughter-in-law's lack of h. With Mrs. Clavers, Kirkland does not 

undermine the role of the tme woman as much as she ignores h. Phelps provides the 

only poshive rendhion of a tme woman in Coy. But even as Phelps seems to 

ameliorate the role of the tme woman, she valorizes Avis' intelligence and talent over 

the simplicity of Coy's aptitude for domesticity and motherhood. None of these 

authors esteem the role of the tme woman. Sedgwick mildly belittles h, and Kirkland 

almost ignores it. Fem values independence over tme womanhood, and Phelps values 

marriage and a career whhout the bonds of tme womanhood. These bonds stem from 

the patriarchal conventions that prevail in the society in which they live. By striking 

out at tme womanhood, they are striking a blow at patriarchy. 

The poseur also stems from patriarchy. This character abuses the authority 

granted to the patriarchal male, victimizing women in the process. The more deviant 

poseur violates the morality sanctioned by society, often duping society whh his 

treachery. Kirkland's Mazard and Rivers afflict society whh their self-serving get-

rich-quick schemes, leaving in the wake unsuspecting victims. Another type of 

poseur reveals himself by his clothes—the dandy or fop. He may be as tyrannical or 

'̂  Caroline Kirkland, A New Home. Who'll Follow?, ed. Sandra A. Zagarell 
(NewBmnswick: Rutgers UP, 1990) 69. 
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as decehflil as the abusive patriarch or the lawbreaker, but he can also supply a 

humorous release in the tension of the plot. Fem's Hyacinth Ellet and Sedgwick's Sir 

Philip Gardiner are both pompous dandies, who, as in Hyacinth, deprive the heroine 

of her livelihood or, as in Gardner, attempt to divest the heroine of her virtue and her 

money. Fem adds Develin, Millet and Lescom to Hyacinth as poseurs who inhibh the 

heroine's brave attempt to support herself and her children. Develin, Millet, and 

Hyacinth place barriers in the heroine's path and Lescom explohs her. Phelps's 

Philip Ostrander promises to be a new man, but by breaking that promise he becomes 

a poseur. Through the characterization of these poseurs, aberrations of the patriarchal 

man who abuses the power vested in him by the patriarchal system, these women 

wrhers wam their readers of the phfalls of patriarchy. The authors adhere to Phelps' 

theory about writing: "Life is moral stmggle. Portray the stmggle, and you need 

write no ttact."''' By illustrating the negative components of the poseur and depicting 

their malicious deeds, Sedgwick, Kirkland, and Fern present a more graphic, more 

poignant picture of injustice than a tract could possibly constme. 

Sedgwick, Kirkland, and Fem project sympathy toward the belle and lady 

characters in their novels. Rosa, the belle in Sedgwick's Hope Leslie, succumbs to 

the charm and the promises of the lustful Sir Philip Gardiner. Sedgwick absolves 

Rosa of any guih by filling her whh remorse and allowing her to destroy the wicked 

Gardiner. The lady character is an anachronism, often a descendant of aristocracy, 

whose most notable characteristic is passivity. Kirkland's Mrs. B , whose 

'"* Elizabeth Stuart Phelps, Chapters from a Life (Cambridge: H. O. Houghton 
and Company 1896) 264. 
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husband lost her inheritance, suffers not so much from passivity as futility. Kirkland 

attacks the laws that divest women of all they own including their person upon 

marriage through Mrs. B . Fem's Mrs. Leon wastes away in a loveless 

marriage. She hides her pain and loneliness under a cloud of passivhy. Through the 

story of Mrs. Leon, Fern attacks the convention of condoning or encouraging 

marriages of convenience. These wrhers forgive the women, rendering them victims, 

while illustrating the ills of society and of the culture in which they live. 

The authors counterbalance the selfishness of their poseurs with the 

selflessness of their valiant males. The chivalry of the valiant male stems from the 

"knighthood's code of behavior." "His strength served to protect and aid the feeble. 

[He] championed right against injustice and evil, and never surrendered or flinched in 

the face of the enemy."'^ He always champions the lady whh no expectation of 

reciprocation. The wide spectmm of the deeds of the valiant men extend from 

Sedgwick's Digby and Fern's Johnny Gait who save the lives of the heroines to 

Fern's Horace Gates who just supports the cause of Ruth Hall. Fern's unnamed 

gentleman and Phelps' Stratford Allen take no risks in serving their heroines, but they 

are nevertheless heroic. They both serve their heroines humbly, seeking no 

recognition or acknowledgment. Kirkland adds a Httle levhy to the valiant male whh 

the gallant frontiersman and the neighborly Mr. Jennings, both honoring the heroine 

in unheroic deeds made heroic in their performance. Fem, who severely indicts men 

in her novel, also creates a most favorable portrah of a man by combining the valiant 

'̂  I. J. Sanders, "Knighthood," Worid Book Encyclopedia (Chicago: Field 
Enterprises Educational Corporation, 1977). 
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male and the new man in John Waher. Ruth Hall relies on Waher's valiant trahs to 

defend her and his new-man trahs to hasten her independence. The valiant man fits 

the patriarchal concept in the dichotomy of the strong male and weak female, but 

defies h by not claiming or demanding authority of the strong over the weak. The 

valiant male serves the heroine, expecting nothing in retum, emphasizing the nobilhy 

in man. 

Belief in equalhy between men and women forms the primary characteristic 

of the new man. He manifests honesty, generoshy, and ethics. He admires and 

respects the heroine, never feeling threatened by her intelligence or her independence. 

The new men in Sedgwick's and Kirkland's novels possess these attributes, but they 

do not face the more radical form of independence required by women later in the 

century—^that of a career. Everell Fletcher admires Hope's independent spirit and her 

intellect, and Everard Hastings adopts Cora's dream, but even as new men they live 

relatively uncomplicated lives. A career for women does not easily factor into the 

new man-new woman relationship. Fanny Fem evades the problem entirely by 

creating an independent woman. She seems to believe that the only way a woman 

could be financially independent—and only through financial independence is a 

woman ever tmly independent—would be whhout a husband. She creates a heroine 

who compares to some of the heroes of men's fiction, one who overcomes great odds 

to achieve success. Fern does not want marriage for her new woman, but she sees the 

necessity, in her portrayal of John Waher, of a new man. Phelps also sees the need 

for a new man but does not develop one. In Philip Ostrander, she promises a new 

man, but she fails to provide one. Having him pose as a new man, Phelps creates a 
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poseur instead. For a married woman to balance a career and family responsibilities, 

she needs a man who will help her maintain that balance—a new man. 

These four authors through the portrayal of their "domineering, 

undemonstrafive" patriarchal male characters indict the patriarchal convention. They 

condemn a society that attempts to keep women meekly at home while the "Lords of 

Creation" pursue their careers and mle over their private domain. They attack the 

laws that strip women of their property and their rights upon marriage. As Virginia 

Woolf pointed out, patriarchy was the enemy.'^ The authors register a change in the 

patriarchal male beginning whh William Fletcher that reflects a more gentle man. 

This man believes in "domestic equalhy," giving his wife a voice in family matters 

and indulging his children. This softening of the grip of patriarchy is the foremnner 

of the new man. In their poseurs and theh" valiant men, these authors render the worst 

and the best of a patriarchal system. The poseurs abuse the power they have over 

women, oppressing them and threatening them. On the other end of the spectmm, the 

valiant men use their power for the protection and support of women. Had Robert C. 

Newell looked a little further, he would have discovered that although women did 

create some "unmitigated mffian[s]" in their fiction, they also created some admirable 

men who possessed many of the traits he attributes to his "noble type of manhood." 

As for the quest for the new man, Sedgwick and Kirkland imagine them in 

their infancy. Fern sees the need for one, but not as Ruth's mate, and Phelps aspires to 

'^Lindop 192. 

'"^Pattee 127. 
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create one, but fails. Whhin the bounds of woman's sphere Hope Leslie Fletcher and 

Cora Hastings lived as new women. They both thought independently and acted 

independently. Everell Fletcher and Everard Hastings admire the intelligence and 

independence of their wives. Sedgwick and Kirkland place their new men in idyllic 

situations; the test of fire comes when the new woman has a career other than 

domesticity. Fern, determined to stress the strength of women by creating a woman 

of independence, does not risk marriage for her heroine even to a new man. Phelps 

restricts both Avis and Ostrander, allowing nehher of them to fulfill the promise of 

the new woman and the new man. In her essay, "The Tme Woman," Phelps says 

'"The tme woman,' I maintain, earth has never seen."'^ The tme woman earth has 

never seen is the new woman Avis strives to become. Phelps seems to be saying the 

new woman cannot survive in a marriage whhout a new man. Sedgwick, Kkkland, 

Fern, and Phelps, through their male characters, condemn the oppression of the 

patriarchal system, indict the poseur, valorize the nobility of the heroic in men, and 

give birth to the concept of the new man. The task of developing the new man into 

maturity, they bestow on the next generation. 

'̂  Elizabeth Stuart Phelps, "The Tme Woman," Storv of Avis, ed. Carol 
Farley Kessler (New Bmnswick: Rutgers UP, 1995) 271. 
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