
The American Novel series provides students of American literature with
introductory critical guides to the great works of American literature. Each
volume begins with a substantial introduction by a distinguished authori-
ty on the text, giving details of the work's composition, publication histo-
ry, and contemporary reception, as well as a survey of the major critical
trends and readings from first publication to the present. This overview is
followed by a group of new essays, each specially commissioned from a
leading scholar in the field, which together constitute a forum of inter-
pretative methods and prominent contemporary ideas on the text. There
are also helpful guides to further reading. Specifically designed for under-
graduates, the series will be a powerful resource for anyone engaged in the
critical analysis of major American novels and other important texts.

Feminist literary criticism has fundamentally revised our understand-
ing of Sarah Orne Jewett and The Country of the Pointed Firs. What Jewett's
place in American literature will be at the end of the twentieth century
remains to be seen, however, and the essays in this volume offer a radi-
cally new view of her significance. Building on feminist analyses of Jew-
ett's role in the female literary culture of her day, the distinctive formal
qualities of her fiction, and the importance of her subject matter, the
essays also historicize Jewett's work in the frames of reference that have
emerged as important in recent critical study. Most strikingly, they reveal
how deeply racialized and nationalist are the categories through which
Jewett - as a participant in the culture industry and a highly successful
writer negotiating gendered institutions - constructs her local solidarities.
The currently received ways of understanding Jewett - as a regionalist
and as a woman writer — are unified in an account of her involvement in
the process through which a national culture was constructed at the turn
of the century. Less celebratory than feminist criticism of Jewett has been
so far, the essays in this volume are nevertheless deeply respectful of her
craft and seriousness. As a group they present the most historically in-
formed and critically appreciative readings of The Country of the Pointed Firs
published to date.
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Series Editor's Preface

In literary criticism the last twenty-five years have been partic-
ularly fruitful. Since the rise of the New Criticism in the 1950s,
which focused attention of critics and readers upon the text itself -
apart from history, biography, and society - there has emerged a
wide variety of critical methods which have brought to literary
works a rich diversity of perspectives: social, historical, political,
psychological, economic, ideological, and philosophical. While at-
tention to the text itself, as taught by the New Critics, remains at
the core of contemporary interpretation, the widely shared as-
sumption that works of art generate many different kinds of inter-
pretation has opened up possibilities for new readings and new
meanings.

Before this critical revolution, many American novels had come
to be taken for granted by earlier generations of readers as having
an established set of recognized interpretations. There was a sense
among many students that the canon was established and that the
larger thematic and interpretative issues had been decided. The
task of the new reader was to examine the ways in which elements
such as structure, style, and imagery contributed to each novel's
acknowledged purpose. But recent criticism has brought these old
assumptions into question and has thereby generated a wide vari-
ety of original, and often quite surprising, interpretations of the
classics, as well as of rediscovered novels such as Kate Chopin's The
Awakening, which has only recently entered the canon of works
that scholars and critics study and that teachers assign their stu-
dents.

The aim of The American Novel series is to provide students of
American literature and culture with introductory critical guides to

vii



Series Editor's Preface

American novels now widely read and studied. Each volume is
devoted to a single novel and begins with an introduction by the
volume editor, a distinguished authority on the text. The introduc-
tion presents details of the novel's composition, publication histo-
ry, and contemporary reception, as well as a survey of the major
critical trends and readings from first publication to the present.
This overview is followed by four or five original essays, specifi-
cally commissioned from senior scholars of established reputation
and from outstanding younger critics. Each essay presents a dis-
tinct point of view, and together they constitute a forum of inter-
pretative methods and of the best contemporary ideas on each text.

It is our hope that these volumes will convey the vitality of
current critical work in American literature, generate new insights
and excitement for students of the American novel, and inspire
new respect for and new perspectives upon these major literary
texts.

Emory Elliott
University of California, Riverside
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Introduction:
Sarah Orne Jewett

and the Traffic in Words
JUNE HOWARD

SARAH Orne Jewett published her first short story when she
was eighteen years old, in 1868. The acceptance of "Jenny

Garrow's Lovers" by a Boston weekly periodical was quickly fol-
lowed by others; by the time Jewett turned twenty-one, she had
published three more stories and two poems - including a story in
the Atlantic Monthly, the leading literary periodical of the day
(which paid her the respectable sum of fifty dollars). Although her
strongest work was done later, in the 1880s and '90s, from that
first pseudonymous publication until her disabling carriage acci-
dent in 1902 not a year passed without something Jewett had
written appearing in print. In thirty-five years Jewett published
more than two hundred magazine and newspaper pieces, ten col-
lections of short stories and sketches, four books for children, and
five novels. And despite the occasional negative notice, her work
was consistently praised by critics during her lifetime; it has been
admired by at least some readers and scholars ever since. Yet esti-
mates of her importance in American literary history have varied.
A certain language of diminution - her work is characterized as
"small," "exquisite," "minor" - appears from the first in the com-
mentary on Jewett and becomes the keynote of professional liter-
ary critics' assessments of her work as the twentieth century pass-
es. Our understanding of Jewett's work has been profoundly
revised in recent years, however, and we may again be ready to
take seriously Willa Cather's often-quoted assertion: "If I were
asked to name three American books which have the possibility of
a long, long life, I would say at once, The Scarlet Letter,' 'Huck-
leberry Finn,' and The Country of the Pointed Firs.'"1

One point that has never been disputed, however, is that The
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Country of the Pointed Firs is Jewett's finest book - even, perhaps, a
kind of summation of what is best in her work. Her reputation had
been firmly established for many years when it appeared in 1896,
first as a serial in the Atlantic Monthly and then in book form. It was
a certainty that the book would be respectfully reviewed. But the
response went far beyond that; most critics recognized imme-
diately that Jewett's seventeenth book exceeded her ordinarily
high standard. It was praised for intensifying the qualities consis-
tently found in Jewett's work: for its vivid portrait of the human
and natural landscape of rural New England, for the beauty of its
style, for its capacity to evoke a sense of deep significance in every-
day life. These are topics that, in various formulations, continue to
concern critics today. Alice Brown, herself a regional writer of
distinction, wrote a review that began, "The Country of the Pointed
Firs is the flower of a sweet, sane knowledge of life, and an art so
elusive that it smiles up at you while you pull aside the petals,
vainly probing its heart" and went on to say that "the pointed firs
have their roots in the ground of national being; they are index
fingers to the stars. A new region unrolls before you like a living
map." After praising specific characters and episodes, many of
them the same as those receiving attention in the pages of this
volume, Brown concludes, "No such beautiful and perfect work
has been done for many years; perhaps no such beautiful work has
ever been done in America."2

In contrast, the anonymous reviewer in the Bookman comments
favorably on the "picturesque delineation of character, the writer's
close contact with nature, and her appreciative insight, [which] all
contribute a reality and charm to the book which are very con-
vincing," but concludes that "the little volume comes to its quiet
ending, leaving the impression that, suggestive and delightful as
such books are, they cannot, save in rare instances, leave any deep
impression. Miss Jewett possesses the artistic power, the knowl-
edge, and the self-control to venture more. These delicate sketches
of life hold the same place in literature as do their counterparts in
painting, but no artist can rest an enduring popularity on such
trifles light as air."3 No other reviewer sounds so dissatisfied, but
many characterize the book, and Jewett's work in general, in ways
that suggest they view it as somehow inconsequential. One writes
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that this "little book is marked by good taste" and is "at times
gently pathetic, at others delicately humorous" and "always free
from exaggeration." Others refer to Jewett's "slender song" and
slight material.4 This note is struck even by Jewett's literary friends
and acquaintances. For example, in a reminiscence written some
years later, Henry James expresses intense, yet distinctly limited
and even condescending admiration for her work: Jewett is "mis-
tress of an art of fiction all her own, even though of a minor
compass," with a "beautiful little quantum of achievement" that
might have lived up to her gift if not for the "premature and
overdarkened close of her young course of production."5 Jewett's
career was, certainly, deplorably shortened by her death at the age
of fifty-nine; but even in comparison with James's own remarkably
long life as a writer, it is difficult to think of her career as un-
fulfilled. There is, we will see, something important to be under-
stood in the curiously mingled tone of respect and depreciation
found in so many assessments of Sarah Orne Jewett.

Suggestions that Jewett's work is fine but slight are usually
linked to her regional subject matter and often (at least by implica-
tion) to her status as a woman writing mostly about women. The
sources and significance of such suggestions can be understood
only against the broad canvas of American literary history. In what
follows I situate Jewett's career, and the trajectory of her reputa-
tion, in the history of American literary culture since the mid-
nineteenth century. Jewett emerged as a writer through a small but
very influential New England literary elite that had been consoli-
dated during the 1850s, by an earlier generation. She worked
successfully within this tradition even as it was being transformed
into a broader middle-class American culture. But changes already
at work during her lifetime reshaped literary institutions in ways
that rendered Jewett's distinctive version of the genteel tradition
less and less readable; attitudes that developed in the profession-
alized study of language and literature in universities, in particular,
meant that Jewett's place in the revised American literary canon
created in the 1920s was much reduced. Since the 1960s, another
shift in attitudes has reversed the downward trend in Jewett's
reputation. The canon has been challenged for its exclusions, an-
alyzed from the perspectives of race, class, gender, and sexuality,
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and has been opened up to new authors and concerns. And as has
happened across the humanities, and increasingly in the social
sciences, new approaches to the understanding of language, cul-
ture, and society - what is often called "theory" - have led to
revised notions of the scholar's tasks. It remains to be seen wheth-
er these are signs that yet another disciplinary order is emerging.

Feminist literary criticism, an important part of this most recent
and still contested transformation, has fundamentally revised our
understanding of Jewett, but what her place in American literature
will be at the end of the twentieth century remains to be seen.
Feminist critics have recovered information about Jewett's role in
the female literary culture of her day, articulated the distinctive
formal qualities of her fiction, and insisted upon the importance of
her subject matter. This introduction and the other essays in this
volume build most immediately and crucially on that body of
work, but they also represent a new departure. Deliberately re-
visiting the familiar landscapes of Jewett criticism, we historicize
in frames of reference that have emerged as important since 1985
and offer a radically revised view of Jewett's significance. Most
strikingly, this volume reveals how deeply racialized and national-
ist are the categories through which Jewett constructs her local
solidarities. It also shows her as a participant in the culture indus-
try, a highly successful writer negotiating a nexus of gendered
institutions for producing literary meanings and commodities.
Thus the currently received ways of understanding Jewett - as a
regionalist and as a woman writer - are unified in an account of
her implication in the process through which, at the turn into the
twentieth century, a national culture was constituted. Less celebra-
tory than feminist criticism of Jewett has been so far, it is neverthe-
less deeply respectful of her craft and seriousness; the essays in this
volume seem to me to constitute the most historically informed
and critically appreciative readings of The Country of the Pointed Firs
published to date.

Theodora Sarah Orne Jewett was born in 1849, in South Berwick,
Maine, a town of about five thousand inhabitants some ten miles
from the Atlantic Ocean along the Piscataqua River. At the time of
her birth, four generations of Jewetts lived in her paternal grand-
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father's distinguished house on the village square (built in 1774
and purchased from its original owner in 1819). Not long after-
ward, her father, Theodore Herman Jewett, built a separate, small-
er residence next door, and Sarah and her sisters, Mary and Car-
oline, grew up there. Her grandfather was a retired shipowner and
a prosperous merchant, her father a doctor, her uncle a merchant
and later a banker; her close-knit extended family included most
of the town's leadership, and its connections reached into other
New England communities.6 Jewett was deeply attached to her
home in South Berwick, and biographers have, plausibly, identi-
fied it as an emblem of her family's solid social and financial stand-
ing and of her rootedness in family and community. After the
deaths of her grandfather, father, and uncle, Jewett returned to live
in the "great house" and made it her primary residence from the
mid-1880s until the end of her life.7

Jewett's health during her childhood was poor, and she at-
tended school irregularly, although she did graduate from the Ber-
wick Academy in 1866. From Jewett's autobiographical writing,
we know that the many days she spent out of the classroom,
driving through the countryside with her father as he made rounds
for his rural medical practice, were formative for her; they served
as an important source of her intimate knowledge of and sympa-
thy for the human and natural landscapes of Maine. She credited
her father with educating her as an observer, as well as guiding her
wide reading and advising her about her writing, until his sudden
death in 1878. She dedicated Country By-Ways (1881) to him: "My
dear father; my dear friend; the best and wisest man I ever knew;
who taught me many lessons and showed me many things as we
went together along the country by-ways."8 Jewett's expressions
of affection for her mother, Caroline Perry Jewett, are more con-
ventional, and what has been written about the relationship be-
tween the two is more speculative; we know, however, that her
mother and grandmother introduced her early to female authors
such as Austen and Eliot who were immediately congenial.9 She
was close to her sisters, and they corresponded voluminously
when apart; she dedicated a book to each of them. Affectionate
references to other family members fill her letters.

As Jewett grew up, others joined her family at the center of her
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emotional life. The historical record includes detailed information
about the ever-widening circle of Jewett's friendships —  with, to
name only a few representative figures, Edith Haven Doe, a mar-
ried woman living a mile away who spent time with all of the
Jewett girls; Kate Birckhead of Newport, Rhode Island, one of
several early "crushes" and the model for Kate Lancaster in Deep-
haven; Lily Munger, daughter of a Maine clergyman, younger than
Jewett and recipient of a number of rather didactic letters during
the late 1870s; and, most important, Annie Fields, who was her
close companion from the early 1880s on. Even before she began
spending a considerable portion of her time at Fields's homes in
Boston and Manchester and journeying to Europe with her every
few years, Jewett was scarcely secluded in South Berwick but
traveled widely, visiting family and friends. She went frequently to
Boston and Newport, stayed for some months during 1868 and
1869 with her mother's brother and his wife in Cincinnati, visited
other sites in the Midwest, and saw the 1876 Centennial Exposi-
tion in Philadelphia while visiting her mother's relatives there.
Jewett enjoyed both her particular friends and sociability in gener-
al; on one busy day during an 1878 visit to Washington, D.C.,
where a friend's husband was sitting in Congress, Jewett reported
that she "assisted in receiving ninety callers in the afternoon, then
attended a reception given by President Lincoln's son where she
saw 'ever so many people we knew,' entertained dinner guests,
and went to a White House reception in the evening."10 As a
young woman Jewett formed connections that would continue to
the end of her life, and she constantly added to their number.

Neither the institution of visiting - Jewett spent two months
with her friend in Washington - nor such intense, durable bonds
of female friendship are familiar to us in the late twentieth century.
But historians enable us to make the leap of understanding nec-
essary to see how fundamental they were in the fabric of Jewett's
life. Carroll Smith-Rosenberg broke the ground for the study of
nineteenth-century female friendship in a 1975 essay titled "The
Female World of Love and Ritual." Depicting a social world char-
acterized by sharply differentiated gender roles in the family and
in society as a whole, producing an "emotional segregation of
women and men," she finds a correspondingly strong, "unself-
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conscious pattern of single-sex or homosocial networks." The di-
aries and letters Smith-Rosenberg examines show relatives and
friends supporting one another in domestic work and in the rituals
with which they surrounded marriage, childbirth, illness, and
death, creating a female world of "mutual dependency and deep
affection." Women wrote of "the joy and contentment they felt in
one another's company, their sense of isolation and despair when
apart. The regularity of their correspondence underlines the sin-
cerity of such words." Smith-Rosenberg describes relationships
ranging "from the supportive love of sisters, through the enthusi-
asms of adolescent girls, to sensual avowals of love by mature
women," sometimes between women of similar ages and some-
times across generations. She notes that these intimate, long-
lasting friendships "did not form isolated dyads but were normally
part of highly integrated networks. Knowing one another, perhaps
related to one another, they played a central role in holding com-
munities and kin systems together."11

Subsequent historical research has suggested that Smith-
Rosenberg overestimated the degree of gender segregation among
middle-class Americans in the nineteenth century; certainly Jew-
ett, whose life in any case extended well beyond the period Smith-
Rosenberg examines, included men in her friendship networks.12

But Jewett's biography confirms the existence and importance of
these powerful bonds among women. Willa Cather wrote that
"her friendships occupied perhaps the first place in her life."13

Such connections both shaped daily life and carried deep spiritual
significance. Jewett's sense of communion with friends and her
religious faith were linked in her mind; in an often-quoted letter,
with explicit allusion to the New Testament, she wrote, "There is
something transfiguring in the best of friendship."14 She believed
that powerful bonds might even enable communication between
the living and the dead; as Elizabeth Ammons has detailed in an
essay titled "Jewett's Witches," Jewett, like others of her period,
took spiritualism, and the possibility that a supernatural order left
its traces within the natural, quite seriously.15 The wide-ranging
significance of these female bonds is a necessary context for under-
standing both the texture of Jewett's life and the centrality of
relations among women in her fiction, including The Country of the
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Pointed Firs. Reciprocally, her fiction provides a rich resource for
recapturing the depth of meaning with which themes of hospi-
tality and friendship can be imbued.

Women were at the center of Jewett's emotional life; whether
we therefore think of her as a lesbian writer depends on how we
define that category. In some sense the characterization is anach-
ronistic. It was toward the end of the nineteenth century that the
concept of lesbianism, in medical literature and individual con-
sciousness, emerged in the United States and Great Britain; Jewett,
her attitudes already formed, never defined her loving female
friendships in that way. Sharon O'Brien has shown what a pro-
found difference the single generation that divides Jewett from her
protege Willa Cather (born in 1873) makes. As O'Brien points out,
in Jewett's 1897 story "Martha's Lady," for example, she "felt no
need to cast one character as male when she presented a friendship
marked by sensuality as well as spiritual and emotional inten-
sity."16 When Cather made a different choice and used a male
narrator in a love story, Jewett thought of it simply as a mistake in
craft rather than in terms of social acceptability. She wrote in a
1908 letter: "The lover is as well done as he could be when a
woman writes in the man's character, - it must always, I believe,
be something of a masquerade. I think it is safer to write about him
as you did about the others, and not try to be he! And you could
almost have done it as yourself - a woman could love her in the
same protecting way."17 Only three years later, when Annie Fields
edited Jewett's letters, she was persuaded that it would be safer to
delete affectionate nicknames and omit some letters - for fear
people would "'read them wrong.'"18 Clearly, Jewett's relation to
modern sexual identities is oblique; just as clearly, she has a place
among writers who portray intimacies and devotions that do not
follow heterosexual scripts.

As Jewett became established as an author, her friendships in-
creasingly drew her into the literary world. Those connections
followed the initial success of her work; Jewett submitted her
earliest stories and poems through the mail, to strangers. But she
quickly enlisted editors as professional advisers and friends, offer-
ing them in her letters unstinted admiration and deference. In the
early years of Jewett's career, the most important of these mentors

8
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was Horace Scudder, whom Richard Brodhead characterizes as
"one of those nineteenth-century literary figures who seem to
have belonged simultaneously to the management of every literary
and cultural institution, and who integrated their workings in
practical terms; as Houghton Mifflin's chief editor, he was also a
manager of children's magazines, an eventual editor of the Atlan-
tic, and a longtime member of the Massachusetts Board of Educa-
tion."19 Jewett was also close to William Dean Howells, who was
for decades a central figure in the literary life of his time. While
associate editor of the Atlantic Monthly, he rejected Jewett's first
two submissions and accepted the third; he went on to serve as
editor from 1871 to 1881 and later broadened his influence from a
base in New York with the extensive Harper's publishing enter-
prise. Howells took the lead, supported by Scudder, in encouraging
Jewett to produce her first novel, Deephaven, published in 1877. It
is likely that it was Howells who introduced her to James and
Annie Fields.

The significance of that introduction may not be apparent to all
readers, for the Fieldses have been among the casualties of the
twentieth-century revisions of the canon; but they were key fig-
ures in the genteel literary culture Jewett was joining. There was
no publisher in nineteenth-century America more respected than
James T. Fields. He built Ticknor and Fields into a strong house
during the 1840s and '50s; Henry James wrote (long afterward, in
the same reminiscence quoted earlier) that Fields "had a concep-
tion of possibilities of relation with his authors and contributors
that I judge no other member of his body in all the land to have
had. . . . Few were our native authors, and the friendly Boston
house had gathered them in almost all."20 Richard Brodhead de-
scribes Fields's contribution in equally striking, if less reverent,
terms, writing that he "in effect pioneered the art of book promo-
tion. He began the practice of advertising beyond local markets,
thereafter making advertising into a central part of book produc-
tion. . . . He converted reviewing into a form of advertising too,
using his friendly relations with editors he advertised with to get
them to give favorable notice to books he published."21 The consti-
tution of an American literary public depended both on the con-
solidation of cultural authority and on the creation of a market.
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Fields's innovative ingenuity was thus devoted to the task of
promoting fine American literature, a category whose existence
could not be taken for granted in the mid-nineteenth century. It
was a period in which, as Brodhead puts it, "the paying audience
for imaginative writing was expanding/'

Fields found a way to identify a certain portion of that writing as
distinguished - as of elevated quality, as of premium cultural value;
then to build a market for that writing on the basis of that distinc-
tion. Fields solidified this differentiated category of the literary not
only by printing the contemporary works that were the most distin-
guished, or that were the most highly literary (though his eye for
such works is impressive); he established it too by devising ways to
identify and confirm the literary as a difference before the market.
His inventions in this regard include the production features he
found to stamp on his books, features that both mark them off as
separate from other books and confer on them an air of distinction
— features like the Ticknor and Fields format of conspicuously good
paper and handsome brown boards, promising that what is inside is
serious and well-made.

Fields was also the second editor of the Atlantic Monthly, succeed-
ing James Russell Lowell in 1861, not long after his publishing
house had purchased the journal, and remaining as owner after he
passed the editorship on to Howells in 1871. The journal, too,
worked to confirm the authority of this elite literary establishment.

The literary salon over which Annie Fields presided in their
home was an important part of the system. It continued even after
her husband's retirement in 1871 and after his death in 1881.
Willa Cather was introduced to Mrs. Fields and Miss Jewett in
1908; this is how she evokes the atmosphere of this unofficial
institution:

For a period of sixty years Mrs. Fields' Boston house, at 148 Charles
Street, extended its hospitality to the aristocracy of letters and art.
During that long stretch of time there was scarcely an American of
distinction in art or public life who was not a guest in that house-
scarcely a visiting foreigner of renown who did not pay his tribute
there.

It was not only men of letters, Dickens, Thackeray, and Matthew
Arnold, who met Mrs. Fields' friends there; Salvini and Modjeska
and Edwin Booth and Christine Nilsson and Joseph Jefferson and
Ole Bull, Winslow Homer and Sargent, came and went, against

10
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the background of closely united friends who were a part of the very
Charles Street scene. Longfellow, Emerson, Whittier, Hawthorne,
Lowell, Sumner, Norton, Oliver Wendell Holmes - the list sounds
like something in a school-book; but in Mrs. Fields' house one came
to believe that they had been very living people - to feel that they
had not been long absent from the rooms so full of their thoughts, of
their letters, their talk, their remembrances sent at Christmas to the
hostess, or brought to her from foreign lands.22

The intensely retrospective tone of this memoir derives not just
from the fact that Cather was writing in 1936 but also from her
knowledge that she entered this world as it was closing. In 1908,
Fields was seventy-four, and Jewett, at fifty-eight, was only a year
from her death. (Fields lived until 1915.) Cather is looking back
toward the making of the American literary classics of her own
schooling, fully aware that the power of this genteel culture is gone
and that even as she writes the canon is being remade.

The educational system played a central role in the constitution
of a small body of New England writing as a national literature,
and that role was itself the invention of the cultural "aristocracy"
Cather describes. Jewett's mentor Horace Scudder was one of
those who actively promoted the adoption of American classics in
the schools. During the 1860s and '70s, Ticknor and Fields under-
went a series of transformations through changes in the partner-
ship - they can be traced, in fact, through the sometimes compli-
cated publishing information to be found in first editions of
Jewett's early books - and by the 1880s Houghton Mifflin had
bought the firm's list and was carrying forward, less exclusively but
still distinctively, the project of publishing fine American litera-
ture.23 Scudder issued inexpensive editions of New England au-
thors for use in the schools, simultaneously securing an enormous
market for textbooks and acting on his "deeply Arnoldian belief in
the spiritual value of literary classics and their supreme social sig-
nificance in a democracy."24 To many elite New Englanders, and
other Americans as well, it seemed that the foundations of social
order were under threat from big business and class conflict, igno-
rant plutocrats and uncivilized immigrants. Scudder believed that
by reading these works an increasingly heterogeneous and disor-
derly populace would be elevated and Americanized. This faith in
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culture in the normative sense, in Arnold's "study and pursuit of
perfection" through uplifting aesthetic experiences, as a way of
harmonizing the body politic and preserving social and moral or-
der, was a powerful force among middle- and upper-class Ameri-
cans of the late nineteenth century.25

Recent cultural histories may make literary scholars more self-
conscious about the distinctions we habitally draw among cultural
practices, and in particular about the link between what Lawrence
Levine calls the "sacralization of culture" and authority in a class-
stratified society.26 Brodhead connects the New England literary
Victorians with that process when he writes, "Fields the canon-
former and institution-builder is the agent, in the literary domain,
of a general social process - its results are everywhere in the late
nineteenth century, but he reminds us that it began in mid-century
— through which American culture was reorganized on a more
steeply hierarchical plan, featuring sharp gradations of levels of
cultural value."27 I am not suggesting that the motives of Fields,
Scudder, or others in this establishment were narrowly mercenary
or baldly political. They were sincere (assuming one trusts the
evidence and finds the category meaningful), and they succeeded
in making particular kinds of literary achievement possible. Rath-
er, I am suggesting that the literary distinction they championed
was founded on paradoxes that grew more vexing as the publish-
ing industry expanded and social divisions sharpened. At one and
the same time, it disclaimed commercial motives and constituted a
market. It affirmed a cultural hierarchy that both legitimized and
depended upon a social hierarchy widely felt, by the end of the
nineteenth century, to be rather precarious. Within that frame-
work, writing could be - shall I say, accomplished and appre-
hended? or produced and consumed? These are not simple ques-
tions; indeed, the writings of Howells and James, who inherited
and extended the project of writing and selling distinguished liter-
ature, can be taken as extended meditations on the mysteries of
this traffic in words.

The realm of undistinguished writing against which fine litera-
ture was defined was frequently characterized as feminine. Many
readers in the midcentury's growing market for fiction were wom-
en, and many writers who cultivated it were women; feminist
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criticism has recently recovered a whole group of authors who for
most of the twentieth century figured in literary history only as
Hawthorne's "damn'd mob of scribbling women." Precisely what
elite publishing attempted to constitute was a scene of reading and
a source of value that escaped domesticity, that subsumed but was
not confined to or dependent on that sphere; it reacted, as later
revisionings of American literature do, against the "feminization"
of American cultural life.28

But no simple equivalence between female and popular, male
and elite culture should be assumed. From its beginnings genteel
literary culture certainly addressed women as readers, and it in-
cluded them, less certainly, as writers; Harriet Beecher Stowe and
Rose Terry Cooke were among the thirteen contributors to the first
issue of the Atlantic Monthly in 1857. Jewett was welcomed into
genteel literary culture and, although there are generational dis-
tinctions to be drawn, affiliated herself with it. Spending her win-
ters from 1882 on with Annie Fields at 148 Charles Street put her
close to its heart. Nevertheless, the available positions in this cul-
tural system are marked by gender, and the conjunction of "liter-
ary distinction" and "female author" is an intrinsically uneasy
one. The rich confusions and controversies over Stowe, who had
the strongest claim to be considered a great writer, indicate how
difficult a crux this is; even now proposals for revising our under-
standing of nineteenth-century American literature seem, with
striking frequency, to entail new suggestions about where in the
tradition she might fit.29

As Mary Kelley has shown, the paradox of the popular women
writers of the midcentury was that they participated in the mar-
ketplace by writing about the home, entering the public forum as
private women; they were, in her phrase, "literary domestics."30

Annie Fields's very different, but equally literary and domestic life
tells us much about how women participated in elite literary cul-
ture. It is not so much that her biography lets us glimpse some of
the private underpinnings of the milieu that do not figure in loftier
accounts - we see how much time and effort went into her enter-
taining (and what that cost in terms of her own serious literary
aspirations), her disapproval of the way some of the men in her
circle treated their wives, the petty feuds among the literati.31 We
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also see Fields as a partner in her husband's enterprises, not only
playing a crucial role as a hostess in a house paid for by the firm,
but reading and evaluating submissions, editing manuscripts, and
handling correspondence. (A number of writers, particularly
women, wrote to Annie and James jointly or simply to Annie.) As
one critic observes, "A gifted woman in a position of power, she
managed to develop her talents and exert her influence without
violating propriety."32 The terms of her success and her subordina-
tion imply each other; the paradox for Annie Fields was that,
having entered literary culture specifically as a wife, she was a far
more important actor than could be publicly acknowledged.

Annie Fields wielded power in two arenas: a masculine pub-
lishing establishment and a "female world" of literary friendships.
In effect, she mediated between them. (Josephine Donovan goes
so far as to suggest that the New England local-color movement
could not have existed without her.)33 Fields exchanged letters
with notable women, from Jane Addams and Rose Terry Cooke to
Christina Rossetti and Frances Willard. Her biographer offers a
partial list of her correspondents almost fifty names long, writing:

Fields is generally acknowledged to have been at the center of a
loosely knit circle of women writers that not only included New
England writers but also extended well into what is now the Mid-
west. Although many of these writers never met, and even those
who lived relatively close to each other seldom had the time or the
means to visit each other, they supported each other with letters full
of encouragement. They exchanged photographs, manuscripts, and
published books. They congratulated each other on marriages and
children and consoled each other on the deaths of family members.
They understood, as most of the male writers did not, the difficulties
that women faced when they tried to achieve distinction in the arts.
In addition to writers, the support network included women paint-
ers, sculptors, stained-glass artists, educators, reformers, actresses,
and others. The network was international as well, including En-
glish and a few French women.34

Jewett was a member of this circle in her own right, as well as
through her connection with Fields; she corresponded with most
of the important female authors of her time, including Stowe,
Cooke, Julia Ward Howe, Elizabeth Stuart Phelps Ward, Mary
Wilkins Freeman, Helen Hunt Jackson, and others.
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Jewett and Fields had an inner circle of friends in New England
as well. The members of this close community were for the most
part active participants in elite cultural life, although they are now
considered only minor figures: the poet Celia Thaxter, for exam-
ple, and the artist Sarah Wyman Whitman. Sara Norton, to whom
Jewett wrote about the transfiguring qualities of friendship, was a
cellist (and the sister of the influential Harvard scholar and author
Charles Eliot Norton). Alice Greenwood Howe, to whom Jewett
dedicated The Country of the Pointed Firs, was one of the founders of
the Boston Symphony Orchestra. Fields herself was engaged in
philanthropy and reform, in addition to poetry writing, literary
editing, and translating. The feminist critics who have delineated
this community have shown that it also comprised a female liter-
ary tradition. Its participants shared a knowledge of, and a high
value for, a whole body of works by women - including writers
distant in time and place, as well as predecessors like Stowe who
were personally known to them and contemporaries. Reading
Jewett's work as part of a strong, well-established and still-
developing female literary tradition has made it possible to under-
stand it in ways that depart radically from dominant twentieth-
century interpretations, as we will see. It also helps us to under-
stand why friendship and literary influence blend so seamlessly for
Jewett; as her letters clearly show, when moved by a literary work,
she responded by expressing a sense of connection with, and grati-
tude to, the author and a desire to share the experience with a
friend.35 Jewett felt profoundly at home in the world of literature.

Knowledge of the female tradition serves as a corrective to liter-
ary historians' earlier views of the nineteenth century; but the fact
that we encounter two separate bodies of literary criticism should
not mislead us into thinking that the literary culture they describe
was so thoroughly segregated. Jewett loved and was influenced by
Flaubert as well as Austen, Tennyson as well as Stowe; her inti-
mate friends included John Greenleaf Whittier and Thomas Bailey
Aldrich.36 By Jewett's day, too, middle-class women's expectations
of participating in public life had increased. One might take as
emblematic the fact that although the gentlemen contributors to
the Atlantic Monthly had long gathered for dinners, when in 1877
owner Henry Houghton organized a more formal celebration on
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the occasion of Whittier's seventieth, and the magazine's twen-
tieth, birthday the women protested their exclusion. (The publicity
surrounding the event, and the fact that Whittier was closely con-
nected with so many literary women, no doubt increased their
indignation.) The women of the Atlantic Monthly, Jewett among
them, were invited to and attended the celebration of Holmes's
seventieth birthday in 1879; a newspaper account called their in-
clusion "a new departure - a historical event, an innovation of a
startling and a very important character."37 The next such occa-
sion, in 1882, honored Harriet Beecher Stowe.

The first issue of the Atlantic Monthly dealt with many topics,
from Florentine mosaics to finance, but both Stowe and Cooke
contributed New England sketches.38 The place accorded to wom-
en writers in "quality" literature was above all that of recorders of
regional life. Eric Sundquist indicates the importance of such writ-
ing at this historical moment when he points out that Jewett's
work is

representative of a paradoxical effect of much local color writing,
namely, that the same communication and transportation develop-
ments that closed the nation's sectional divisions following the Civil
War and brought isolated communities closer also began to destroy
rural "islands" of life. Local color records in part the rustic border
world rendered exotic by industrialism but now made visible and
nostalgically charged by the nation's inexorable drive toward cohe-
sion and standardization.39

Among the writers of local-color fiction throughout the nation,
one finds a strong representation of women and people of color;
their accounts were accorded legitimacy.40 But the very terms in
which they were included in the tradition ensured their subor-
dination. As Raymond Williams wrote of the English novel some
time ago, it was

as a function of increasingly centralized states . . . that "region"
came to take on its modern meaning of "a subordinate area", a
sense which is of course compatible with recognition of its now
"local" - "regional" - characteristics.

And then what is striking, in matters of cultural description, is the
steady discrimination of certain regions as in this limited sense "re-
gional", which can only hold if certain other regions are not seen in
this way. . . . [T]his is no longer a distinction of areas and kinds of
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life; it is what is politely called a value-judgement but more accu-
rately an expression of centralized cultural dominance.41

The genre of Jewett's work itself entails James's sense that it is "of
minor compass/' although I will suggest later that she implicitly
challenges the limits that come with this territory.

New England was the site of the strongest and most definitely
female-dominated movement; and in a period when population
and economic growth, as well as cultural and political dominance,
were shifting elsewhere, the region itself seems to have been femi-
nized. Literary historians uniformly cite this historical context and
reproduce the characterization of the local colorists as nostalgic
documentarists. Perry Westbrook writes in Acres of Flint, originally
published in 1951 and recently reprinted, "There are . . . many
fully qualified 'recorders of the New England decline/ as Fred
Pattee has called them. Some of them, such as Mary Wilkins Free-
man and Sarah Orne Jewett, are important, if not major, figures in
American letters. . . . [T]hey give a detailed and accurate contem-
porary picture of New England during the times of stress." West-
brook does, however, question Jewett's ability to assess what she
sees, finding for example her character Captain Littlepage "a piti-
ful, deranged old man. But Miss Jewett sets him up as a typical
sea-captain of the old school. . . . Miss Jewett is perfectly sincere;
she is simply seeing in the Captain more than was ever there."42

An emphasis on the oddity of the characters is characteristic of this
view of local color. The author of the article "Regionalism" in the
1988 Columbia Literary History of the United States writes that Jew-
ett, Freeman, and Brown portray "the isolate individual at the
edge of eccentricity" and repeats the assertion that New England
itself was lacking: the local-color writers "gave one last cultivation
to the region, but it is a region whose nature has grown thin,
whose economy has grown stingy, whose society has grown
small."43 The persistent reader of Jewett criticism comes to feel, in
the words of the narrator of The Country of the Pointed Firs as she
ends a conversation with Captain Littlepage, that she is "familiar
with the subject of the decadence of shipping interests in all its
affecting branches"44 - indeed, somewhat too familiar.

As Michael Bell points out in Chapter 3 of this volume, the
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aspirations of local-color fiction to "tell [people and things] just as
they are/' as Jewett's father advised her to do, ally it with literary
realism.43 But there was also considerable tension among the
stances of these movements. As Bell goes on to show, in the 1880s
and later Howells and other embattled proponents of varieties of
realism were striving to masculinize literature, explicitly distancing
themselves from genteel culture and envisioning fiction writing as
a vocation to grapple with the strenuous facts of contemporary
American life. Jewett was as confident as any realist that writing
was her work in the world. Certainly she never appealed, as the
literary domestics did, to financial necessity or the need for moral
literature to justify publishing; she did hope to be "useful/'46 Her
fictional practice seems to accommodate both genteel and realist
imperatives: it achieves both elegant style and apparently transpar-
ent representation; explicitly didactic only on rare occasions, it is
nevertheless pervaded by a strong moral sense and a strong spiritu-
al sensibility (each distinctively Christian if not necessarily ortho-
dox).47 And like her fictional practice, Jewett's expressed views on
writing are a complex amalgam; she accords places to both accu-
racy and the imagination, to both an Arnoldian view of culture as
"the best that has been thought and said" and an uncompromising
openness to everyday truth and common life.48

This compound of ideas, combined with her deep sense of a
personal relationship to literary tradition and her financial inde-
pendence (due to an inheritance from her grandfather), allowed
Jewett to take an extraordinarily confident stance toward her own
place in the traffic of words. This serenity has been mistaken for
simplicity, and the complexity of Jewett's view of authorship has
been lost in the general tendency to treat women's writings as
unselfconscious emanations and the specific belief that the female
local colorists were stenographers of simple lives. Thus Howells
compared her to a thrush. Kipling expressed the mingled respect
and depreciation that have become familiar, writing to Jewett of
The Country of the Pointed Firs that her " 'perfect little tale'" is " 'im-
mense'" and (as Annie Fields reported) adding "jovially in the
postscript, 'I don't believe even you know how good that work
is.'"49 Later, Van Wyck Brooks not only declared that Jewett's
vision was limited, but wrote about her without making a distinc-
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tion between art and life; he asserts as simple fact that Jewett
rented a schoolhouse to work in while on vacation in Maine,
although there is no evidence for it beyond the fact that the narra-
tor of The Country of the Pointed Firs does so (in fact, it is virtually
certain that Jewett did not).50 In a 1954 book asserting the serious-
ness and value of the American realist movement, Everett Carter
called the novel a collection of "etchings of New England life" in
which "the transition from fiction to nonfiction is so slight as to be
imperceptible."51 Many other examples could be cited. Jewett's
work is responsible enough to the historical circumstances out of
which it was written to be useful for historians - Laurel Ulrich
finds it a valuable source for her remarkable Midwife's Tale, for
example.52 But saying that it can enter into a complex adequation
of sources of historical evidence is very different from saying that it
simply tells the truth.

The center of gravity in the interpretation of American literature
shifted decisively, after the First World War, to colleges and univer-
sities. Courses in American literature were taught sporadically
from the last quarter of the nineteenth century on, and of course
nonacademic reviewers and readers continue to exert influence;
but both the expansion of higher education and enthusiastic post-
war Americanism led to greatly increased professional attention to
American literature.53 As studies of the politics of canon formation
in the twentieth century have shown, the local-color writers, and
in fact most women and nonwhite writers who in 1920 were
thought worthy of inclusion in anthologies and course syllabi, had
been eliminated from them by 1950. Those who participated in
this process often disagree with one another; both Arnoldian hu-
manists critical of professionalization and research-oriented phi-
lologists promoting it used gendered and racialized rhetoric. The
mechanisms through which it worked were complex, ranging
from outright misogyny expressed in essays like "The Feminine
Nuisance in American Literature" and the creation of theories of
the nature of American literature that simply defined away the
concerns of women writers, to the reorganization of the Modern
Language Association.54 The cumulative result was another, very
successful masculinization of cultural work. Jewett held onto a
small place in literary history. But despite the praise always given
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to her style, she was not even mentioned in Richard Poirier's influ-
ential A World Elsewhere: The Place of Style in American Literature,
published in 1966.55

Sharon O'Brien's examination of how Willa Cather was de-
moted from a "major" to a "minor" writer is not only a model
study in the politics of twentieth-century canon formation, but
casts light in passing on the decline of Jewett's reputation and
Cather's attempt to retrieve it. When in 1925 Cather edited Jewett
for Houghton Mifflin, O'Brien reports, she "was determined to
increase Jewett's size, literally and figuratively. She told editor Fer-
ris Greenslet that the existing editions of Jewett's fiction were sim-
ply too small — people would refuse to take them out of libraries,
she explained, because they would assume they were children's
books. Greenslet promised her an edition in a larger format, and in
her introduction Cather addressed her real aim - increasing Jew-
ett's literary stature" (with, in part, the words I quoted early in this
chapter). Her essay on Jewett in Not Under Forty reflected her con-
tinuing distress at "dismissals of Jewett as a minor writer whose
spinsterish eccentricity and genteel prudishness prevented her
from addressing important subjects"; it was a losing battle, and she
diminished her claims for her mentor in the 1936 volume. The
negative reviews it received silenced her.56

The version of The Country of the Pointed Firs printed in Cather's
edition was enlarged in another sense as well. When Houghton
Mifflin published it as part of a seven-volume edition of Jewett's
work in 1910, a year after her death, two later Dunnet Landing
stories ("A Dunnet Shepherdess" and the unfinished "William's
Wedding") were interpolated between the penultimate and the
final chapter; in 1919 "The Queen's TWin" was added at the end of
the novel. These decisions seem to have been somewhat casual; an
uncollected Dunnet story now considered among Jewett's finest,
"The Foreigner," was not included, and the order settled on vio-
lated chronology more than was necessary.57 Cather accepted the
additions, although she did not originate them. By the standards of
modern textual scholarship, this was a rather outrageous alter-
ation. It presumably did not seem so to those involved; Jewett was
in the habit of forming collections out of published stories and had
added chapters to the book between its serial and book publica-
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tion. Moreover, everyone, including Jewett herself, agreed that
plot construction was not one of her strengths. But the reader of
The Country of the Pointed Firs today will prefer to read the novel
Jewett wrote and is well advised to examine the text in hand
carefully to be sure that it has twenty-one chapters. The later Dun-
net stories ought, certainly, to be read, but as separate texts.

Reading Jewett as part of a female literary tradition has made it
possible to show that the novel does, indeed, have an integral
shape that is violated by interpolations. Feminist critics have ar-
gued that what we see is not so much an inability to create tradi-
tional plots as the creation of an alternative way of narrating fe-
male experience. Elizabeth Ammons, one of the contributors to
this volume, has proposed (in an earlier essay) a reading of The
Country of the Pointed Firs as structured by two interdependent
patterns. One is linear; the narrator moves from solitary absorption
in the business of writing to an understanding of and participation
in the community. The other pattern, less conventional and more
important, is radial, a network in which the narrative "constantly
moves out from its base to a given point and back again, out to
another point and back again, out again, back again, and so forth,
like arteries on a spider web."58 The spatial center of this web is
Mrs. Todd's home in Dunnet Landing; its dramatic center is the
home of Mrs. Blackett, Mrs. Todd's mother, on Green Island -
particularly the pennyroyal grove there, which takes on virtually
sacred significance. In this structure, Ammons argues, relation-
ships accumulate (as in the networks of friendship Smith-
Rosenberg describes) rather than compete with one another. An-
other contributor to this volume, Sandra Zagarell, has comple-
mented this view by analyzing The Country of the Pointed Firs in
terms of a genre she calls the "narrative of community." She ar-
gues persuasively for the existence of a whole group of works,
written primarily by women, that disregard linear development to
offer an episodically structured portrait of daily collective life and
give "literary expression to a community they imagine to have
characterized the preindustrial era."59

Marcia McClintock Folsom's influential essay on Jewett's "em-
pathic style" is another illuminating reading of the form of The
Country of the Pointed Firs - again, in terms of innovation rather
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than lack. This style, in Folsom's account, relies heavily upon the
interweaving of narration and dialogue (Folsom does not cite
Bahktin, but she could have). It also relies upon dramatizing cog-
nition; Folsom finds the key to Jewett's method in a key passage
from the Green Island sequence: "Tact is after all a kind of mind-
reading, and my hostess held the golden gift. Sympathy is of the
mind as well as the heart" (p. 46). Jewett has links to the philo-
sophical and literary tradition of sentimentality in which right
action springs from right feeling, but she carefully demonstrates
that achieving mutual understanding and reciprocal affection re-
quires "intelligent curiosity, mental activity, specific knowledge" as
well. Through close textual analysis, Folsom shows how the novel
offers the reader the opportunity to participate in the process by
which the narrator and Mrs. Todd observe details and make de-
ductions from them to reconstruct their social meaning. "Different
in their knowledge of Dunnet Landing, the two women are alike in
their impulse to see into and beyond casual conversation, gesture,
and expression, or details of houses, weather, and landscape, to
identify the larger human significance of each small outer sign."
And as Folsom recognizes, successful empathy also requires the
"accessibility of the natural and social world to reliable interpreta-
tion. The narrator's extraordinary responsiveness to what she sees
and hears is the corollary of the expressiveness of the world in
Jewett's work."60 Some critics have suggested that Jewett's world
lacks conflict, which is demonstrably untrue; but it is never unin-
telligible. Elizabeth Ammons's essay in this volume carries forward
this analysis, examining the legibility of material culture in The
Country of the Pointed Firs.

Ammons, Zagarell, and Folsom have articulated how the form of
The Country of the Pointed Firs works on sympathetic readers; they
have given an account of the elusive power of Jewett's fiction to
seem "immense" even to some of those who automatically categor-
ize it as "little." These as well as thematic insights, such as Sarah
Way Sherman's illuminating examination of Jewett's sources in
classical literature and scholarship,61 have derived from reading
Jewett in terms of women's concerns, locating her in what Jose-
phine Donovan calls "the world of the mothers."62 But we should
also note Margaret Roman's suggestion that Jewett "consciously
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collapses gender dichotomies. She, in effect, dissolves the binary
oppositions of gender, of the polarities termed woman and man."63

Michael Bell, in Chapter 3 of this volume, addresses the tension
implied here; as he suggests, Jewett makes both affirmation of
women and resistance to women's condition available though not
explicit. As Denise Riley and Nancy Cott, among others, have
shown, that tension is constitutive for feminism; advocacy for
women bases itself on sex solidarity even as it strives to defeat a
prescriptive unity, and both arguments based on sexual difference
and on equality or sameness are indispensable.64 In this Jewett
proves to be a writer not only of her own moment, but of a long
moment we share with her.

One must resist the temptation of an ahistorical affirmation of
continuity, however; as Susan Gillman points out in Chapter 5 of
this volume, feminist criticism of Jewett has tended to emphasize
"difference" arguments and essentialize female identity. The essays
by Sandra Zagarell and Elizabeth Ammons (Chapters 2 and 4)
offer significant rereadings of their previous work, examining the
ways in which the community of The Country of the Pointed Firs is
racialized and nationalist, even imperialist. The essays published
here combine the insights of feminist readings of Jewett with the
new analysis of regionalism that has emerged in the past few years
in the work of Sundquist, Brodhead, Philip Fisher, and Amy Kap-
lan. The volume constitutes a dialogue rather than a consensus,
but its remarkably cohesive collective project is to produce a his-
toricized reading of Jewett in terms of gender, genre, region, and
nation.

The received view of regionalism in American literary history
has emphasized its effort to render the local and conserve the
traditional, rather than the way in which the impulse to do so is
dependent on and part of a drive toward national unification. The
"invention of tradition" is a distinctively modern activity; local-
color fiction, in the broadest perspective, forms part of the great
wave of such efforts in Europe and the United States from about
1870 to the First World War.65 Amy Kaplan, using Jewett as her
primary example, argues that the "decentralization of literature
contributes to solidifying national centrality by reimagining a dis-
tended industrial nation as an extended clan sharing a 'common
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inheritance' in its imagined rural origins." On the one hand, she
suggests, regionalism "expands the boundaries of the imagined
community and democratizes access to literary representation."
On the other, it

contained the threatening conflicts of social difference, just as dia-
lect itself bracketed the speaker as uneducated and inferior to the
urban narrator with his standard English. This hierarchy structured
the conditions of literary production for regionalist writers as well,
who were published by a highly centralized industry located in
Boston and New York that appealed to an urban middle-class read-
ership; this readership was solidified as an imagined community by
consuming images of rural "others" as both a nostagic point of
origin and a measure of cosmopolitan development.66

Kaplan, although less affirmative than Alice Brown was about that
"national being" in which the pointed firs have their roots, has
returned to her insight about the novel. Susan Gillman's essay
reacts to and develops these insights, supporting the argument that
local-color fiction in general, and Jewett's in particular, is deeply
engaged in the continuing project of creating a national culture.

Kaplan's view of this body of fiction as "literary tourism" is
precisely the opposite of that proposed by two feminist critics who
have recently edited a Norton anthology called American Women
Regionalists. Judith Fetterley and Marjorie Pryse acknowledge that
they are suggesting a view different from that of the writers them-
selves, but suggest that rather than treating local color as a move-
ment that can be subsumed into the larger category of regionalism,
we see the two as quite different forms: "The regionalist narrator
empowers the voice of regional characters, viewing them as agents
of their own lives, rather than undermining them with the ironic
perspective characteristic of 'local color' writing."67 For many
readers of Jewett's work, this rings true; Folsom's work on "empa-
thetic style" suggests how, at the level of the sentence, narrative
might evoke such a sense of agency. Kaplan too acknowledges that
The Country of the Pointed Firs "cedes to the local the authority to
define itself through its vernacular history, conversation, natural
rhythms." But the derogatory comments about Jewett and the dull
old ladies who inhabit her fiction to be found in the record of
interpretations - even the limited sample given in this essay -
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make it amply clear that the "empathetic style" cannot enforce a
proper attitude upon any given reader. I would argue that Fetterley
and Pryse's view of regionalism is untenable because it makes the
definition of the genre depend upon its effect, and unhelpful be-
cause their analytic claim translates so rapidly into an evaluative
one.

Jewett's own statements about her fiction seem to support both
sides of this debate. She saw herself as a kind of advocate for her
characters:

When I was, perhaps, fifteen, the first "city boarders" began to
make their appearance near Berwick; and the way they mis-
construed the country people and made game of their peculiarities
fired me with indignation. I determined to teach the world that
country people were not the awkward, ignorant set those people
seemed to think. I wanted the world to know their grand, simple
lives; and, so far as I had a mission, when I first began to write, I
think that was it.68

But the adjectives "grand" and "simple" remind us that Jewett
necessarily construes characters through her own frameworks -
and the essays in this volume provide a great deal of new informa-
tion about Jewett's frameworks. Kaplan is right, I believe, in ob-
serving that The Country of the Pointed Firs often represents country
folk as premodern, even childlike, repositories of value, "both out-
side history and at the origin of history"; as Susan Gillman shows,
Jewett projects difference along both spatial and chronological
axes. But neither empathy nor literary tourism defines a genre;
rather, both are necessary possibilities in a literary form that dra-
matizes and itself enacts connections between locations in a cen-
tralizing political and cultural economy.

Jewett certainly does, as the received view of regionalism would
suggest, strive to convey the particular qualities of rural New En-
gland life. This aspect of her work is effectively evoked by a fre-
quently quoted passage in "From a Mournful Villager": "People do
not know what they lose when they make way with the reserve,
the separateness, the sanctity of the front yard of their grand-
mothers. . . . [W]e Americans had better build more fences than
take any away from our lives" (p. 127). Jay Martin writes that
Jewett built a "fictive fence" around her birthplace, and Marilyn
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Sanders Mobley uses the image to frame one of the chapters in her
book on the "folk roots" of Jewett's and Toni Morrison's work.69

Fetterley and Pryse understand the region as a separate, bounded
site of meaning when they write, "Characters in regional fiction
are rooted; they don't leave home in search of their identity."70

But Jewett's characters are very often in motion, and when sta-
tionary they are often busy reacting to someone's arrival or depar-
ture. For example, the other pieces that make up Country By-Ways,
in which "From a Mournful Villager" appears, are four sketches
that follow journeys by boat, on horseback, on foot, and by car-
riage; and three stories that narrate the circumstances of one man's
emigration to Boston, a family's first visit to what will become
their beloved summer home in the country, and the "pilgrimage"
of a woman who returns from western New York to her birthplace
in New England. From the multiple long-distance visits embedded
in her first Atlantic Monthly story, "Mr. Bruce" (1869), to the coun-
try ramble and supernatural messages of "The Green Bowl"
(1901), and at all points between, Jewett is deeply and systemat-
ically concerned with circuits of communication and transporta-
tion.

Jewett in fact depicts a very complex transformation in The
Country of the Pointed Firs, one that is obscured if her work is
assimilated too quickly to a narrative of decline or of progress
toward national integration. She describes a shift from a system of
global interconnections through shipping to one in which the rela-
tionship between the village and other parts of the world is medi-
ated by the metropolis. Captain Littlepage laments: "A community
narrows down and grows dreadful ignorant when it is shut up to
its own affairs, and gets no knowledge of the outside world except
from a cheap, unprincipled newspaper. In the old days, a good part
o' the best men here knew a hundred ports and something of the
way folks lived in them. They saw the world for themselves, and
like's not their wives and children saw it with them" (p. 20).
Jewett's stories include treatments of many phenomena associated
with a modernizing America: the influence of journalism, factory
layoffs, the rise of tourism, the relations between native-born
Americans and immigrants.71 Even when not addressing such top-
ics, her work is infused with a vivid experience of locality and a
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powerful sense of interconnectedness; each must be achieved, but
they do not undermine each other. Jewett is a sophisticated, and
unusually optimistic, analyst of what Anthony Giddens describes
as one of the constitutive features of modernity: "the complex
relations between local involvements (circumstances of co-presence)
and interaction across distance (the connections of presence and ab-
sence)."72

We see Jewett's concern with interaction across distance in the
fact that the railroad is a constant presence in her fiction. One
might think of Miss Catherine Spring, in the 1878 story "A Late
Supper," as a New England spinster living quietly behind a fictive
fence. But she is failing to make ends meet because of "the failure
of a certain railway to pay its dividend" and because her advertise-
ment for summer boarders in a Boston newspaper has gone un-
answered. The story turns on her generosity in giving cakes and all
the cream she has to a little girl who has come asking for work
because of the hard times (the reference to the depression that had
begun in 1873 would have been obvious to contemporary read-
ers). Unexpected guests come to tea, and Miss Spring makes a
hasty journey down the road to borrow cream from a neighbor;
while returning she mounts the platform to cross a train standing
on the tracks and blocking her way - and is carried off, "cream-
pitcher and all, without a bit of a bonnet."73 Two empathetic ladies
take her into their compartment, pay her fare, loan her a hood,
and wrap her pitcher respectably in paper. Eventually they come
back to take the rooms Miss Spring wishes to rent. "A Late Sup-
per" focuses intensely on a small number of subjective states and
face-to-face interactions to realize a vivid sense of place, in Gid-
dens's sense of a geographically specific site of social activity.74 Yet
it also addresses the impact of distant decisions and events on local
life; indeed, the locomotive on which Miss Spring finds herself
riding - exclaiming, " 'I wish we never had sold our land for the
track! Oh! what shall I do?'" (p. 95) - can be taken as a figure for
the immense forces of modernity. (It was used as such by other
authors of the period.) But for Jewett, this rupture serves as an
opening for a happy ending, as human kindness intervenes. The
connectedness that concerns Jewett is at once economic, social,
and spiritual: Her adventure on the train solves Miss Spring's fi-
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nancial difficulties, enriches her life with new friends, and demon-
strates the providential ordering of things; the change allows her to
take in the little girl, a decision in which the hiring of help, an act
of charity, and adoption are conflated.

The Country of the Pointed Firs too is concerned with presence and
absence, juxtaposing "local involvements" and "interactions
across distance." It vividly affirms the possibility of human connec-
tion across time and space in the "golden chain of love and depen-
dence" (p. 90) that unites Mrs. Blackett on her remote island with
her family and friends and weaves even the reclusive Joanna into
an inclusive, empathetic fellowship of the cell (p. 82). Devotion
overcomes even greater divisions - of time, space, and social posi-
tion - in "Martha's Lady" and the late Dunnet Landing story "The
Queen's Twin." Feminist critics have treated these stories as cele-
brations of bonds between women. Yet discussion of a story about
the love of a maid for a lady, expressed through perfect service in a
house her idol visited once, ought surely also to address questions
of inequality and subordination.73 Jewett shows spiritual beauty in
a life devoutly spent in what Ann Romines calls "domestic ritual"
- housekeeping - but the order she depicts, like nineteenth-
century improvements in manners as John Kasson has displayed
them, implies not only civility but hierarchy.76 And what are we to
make of a poor, rural Maine widow's feeling of identification and
companionship with Queen Victoria, however successfully Jewett
renders the rich subjective meaning that sense of connection
holds? It has too rarely been said that Jewett uniformly assumes
the benevolence of authority. Yet it would be wrong to ignore the
fact that, like Henry James, Jewett implies a virtually Utopian
"conception of possibilities of relation" among human beings. I
use James's phrase for James Fields's vision of a new kind of pub-
lishing house deliberately, for such possibilities are necessarily
thought through existing social arrangements - they are articulated
as part of our traffic in words. Like other Arnoldians, Jewett is both
profoundly democratic in envisioning universal participation in
culture and profoundly antidemocratic in what she imagines cul-
ture to be.

In similarly paradoxical fashion, Jewett works in a form that is
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constituted by its subordinate relationship to national culture, yet
embeds in her fiction a radical rejection of the hierarchy of region.
She writes in the opening of "A Late Supper": "One never hears
much about Brookton when one is away from it, but, for all that,
life is as important and exciting there as it is anywhere" (p. 80). For
Jewett, as this passage suggests, one finds the center of the world is
not on the site of social dominance, but on the site of conscious-
ness; it is potentially everywhere and anywhere. (This refusal of
arrangements of subordination is evoked, indirectly, in Louis Ren-
za's argument that Jewett systematically chooses to write "minor"
literature.)77 She is committed to what Charles Taylor calls the
"affirmation of ordinary life." From this perspective, the "highest
life can no longer be defined by an exalted kind of activity; it all
turns on the spirit in which one lives whatever one lives, even
the most mundane existence."78 In Jewett's fiction this claim
is ontological rather than explicitly religious. (The glancing al-
lusion of the title - not the last, but a late, supper - is character-
istic.) But we will, I suspect, more fully understand Jewett's
articulation of the local, the national, and the putatively universal
when we confront her view of democracy as rooted in spiritual
sources.

Jewett's sense of the value of ordinary life is also, it seems to me,
linked to her refusal to be difficult. She persists in finding signifi-
cance immanent in everyday surfaces, never making the reorder-
ing of perception a necessity for apprehending her writing as some
other writers - James, for example - begin to do in this period; her
apparently transparent narration makes itself available for a very
wide variety of interpretations. She requires that we pay attention
to the local, to the density and intimacy of face-to-face interaction,
in order to apprehend how other solidarities are woven and what
they mean. Those so inclined can belittle her work; it does not
proclaim its bigness in the strenuous, masculine terms of other
versions of the imagined community of America at the turn into
the twentieth century.79 Yet even in the face of the forces that
relentlessly define her concerns and characters as marginal, the
experience of reading The Country of the Pointed Firs has, for many
readers, sustained a sense that Dunnet Landing's "childish certain-
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ty of being the centre of civilization" (p. 2) embodies a complex
corrective to the pretensions of the metropolis.

Jewett's affirmation of the ordinary life of ordinary people, as
the essays that follow amply demonstrate, can never disengage
from the historical conditions of possibility in which it emerges.
Walter Benjamin said this in one way: "There is no document of
civilization which is not at the same time a document of barbar-
ism."80 Willa Cather, proved wrong by events in her assertion that
The Country of the Pointed Firs could "confront time and change
securely" but unwilling to abandon wholly her claims for Jewett,
said it in another: "To note an artist's limitations is but to define his
talent."81 The book we examine here is not a timeless masterpiece.
It is precisely because this is a moment when women reading as
women are prominent in literary scholarship, and when the con-
struction of racialized nationality has assumed a new significance
and urgency in our thinking, that Jewett's work is more legible
now than just a few years ago. The Country of the Pointed Firs
appears today as fully the equal in craft and resonant substance of
the novels to which Cather compared it and as one of the most
rewardingly complex American narratives we have.
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Country's Portrayal of Community
and the Exclusion of Difference

SANDRA A. ZAGARELL

A LOOK of delight came into the faces of those who recog-
nized the plain, dear old figure [of Mrs. Blacket] beside me;

one revelation after another was made of the constant interest and
intercourse that had linked [Green Island] and [the] scattered
farms into a golden chain of love and dependence/' Jewett's narra-
tor remarks early in the Bowden reunion section of The Country of
the Pointed Firs.l In a very different vein, another guest comments
later, "Somebody observed once that you could pick out the like-
ness of most every sort of a foreigner when you looked about you
in our parish . . . I always did think Mari' Harris resembled a
Chinee" (p. 101).

Reading the first passage, one may savor the empathic under-
standing of community that has made Jewett's Country so moving
for many readers, myself included.2 Reading the second, with its
use of the racist slur "Chinee" to dismiss a woman unpopular
among Dunnet Landing folk and excluded from the community
celebrated in Jewett's famous narrative, probably makes other
readers as uncomfortable as it makes me. Most commentators
seem to have responded simply by ignoring it. Except for a single
essay written in 1957, Ferman Bishop's "Sarah Orne Jewett's Ideas
of Race," there is virtually no critical discussion of Jewett's views
on race and little serious consideration of the genteel elitism evi-
dent in much of her writing. What little acknowledgment there is
takes the form of an aside. Warner Berthoff's landmark 1959 arti-
cle, "The Art of Jewett's Pointed Firs," notes circumspectly that
"readers of her letters and other work know that she was not free
of certain 'hysterias' of her time and society" and cites Bishop's
essay in a footnote; Josephine Donovan mentions her racial atti-
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tudes in connection with a few short stories, calling the "blatantly
racist" "A War Debt" (1895) "one of Jewett's few but unfortunate
lapses"; Sarah Sherman indicates that she was a Tory.3

The central concern of Country is the construction of community.
And it seems to me impossible to understand what "community"
in the book is without exploring the racial attitudes, nativism, and
exclusionary impulses that inflect the narrative's graceful, appeal-
ing depiction of community. To fail to engage in such an explora-
tion is to lift "community" in Country out of its context and to
generalize codes, cues, and references that are historically specific.
Similarly, to assume that Country's community extends to everyone
is to generalize what is actually the portrayal of a single group -
longtime Maine residents, especially those of French descent, and
readers like them - thereby obscuring the text's exclusions and
omissions. In historicizing the community of Country, however, I
wish to avoid judging it by present-day standards or hectoring it
into accountability to ideas about the representation of race or
ethnicity current in the late twentieth century. Rather, I wish to
place Jewett's narrative within her era, particularly her own cul-
tural and class milieu. Such an enterprise makes it clear that what
have been celebrated as universal, reader-embracing qualities,
such as Country's weblike structure and Dunnet Landing's ma-
trifocality, are really both inclusive and restrictive. They contribute
to a dynamic representation of community that continually traces
the bonds among community participants, but at the same time
they tacitly create a racially specific community and contribute to
the figurative exclusion of those significantly different from com-
munity members.

I
Many of the New England Brahmins who formed Jewett's circle of
friends in and around Boston felt America was under siege during
the 1880s and 1890s, when Jewett did most of her major work.
Immigration to the United States increased radically, the steady
stream of Irish immigrants joined by waves of newcomers from
southern Europe and the Slavic countries.4 Cities continued their
rapid growth and slums began to be a matter of a widespread
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concern; industrialization intensified and violent labor conflicts, of
which the Pullman and Homestead strikes are the best known,
escalated. These were decades during which the prominence of
New England's elite was on the wane: when one-third of the
population of Boston was foreign, the Irish were beginning to
dominate Boston politics, and New England was no longer the
main source of the nation's political or cultural leaders.

During this period, not surprisingly, many members of Jewett's
class were deeply nativist. They believed that "America" had been,
and should remain, a homogeneous nation - a nation whose
origins were usually identified as Anglo-Saxon. For example, Jew-
ett's close friend Thomas Bailey Aldrich — editor of the Atlantic
Monthly from 1881 to 1890, when Jewett published much of her
work in that magazine - was vehemently opposed to the un-
checked influx of foreigners. Along with Henry Cabot Lodge, he
was one of the most prominent proponents of the Immigration
Restriction League (founded in Boston in 1894), which, according
to literary historian Jay Martin, lamented "the loss of homogeneity
and promulgate[ed] a myth of Anglo-Saxon superiority."5 Al-
drich's poem "Unguarded Gates" (published in the Atlantic Monthly
in July 1892) articulates much of the League's sentiment. Its
second stanza begins, "Wide open and unguarded stand our
gates / And through them presses a wild motley throng" and asks
"O Liberty, white Goddess! Is it well / To leave the gates un-
guarded?" After the speaker's horrified evocation of various ethnic
groups, the poem cautions that an unchecked tide of immigrants
could destroy American liberty much as the Goths and Vandals
trampled Rome.6

In the 1890s, the Malayans, Scythians, Slavs, and others Aldrich
named were considered races. "Race" had no precise meaning
during this period; it could refer to what we currently call lan-
guage groups, to ethnic groups, to cultures, or to nations. Climate,
natural environment, and physical characteristics were considered
important factors in the creation of a "race"; a discrete language
and culture were seen as its preeminent properties. "Race" was a
key explanatory category in late-nineteenth-century thought. The-
ories about racial differences and the relative evolution and superi-
ority of northern, Nordic, or Teutonic races, Romantic in origin and
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buttressed by Darwinian biology and social Darwinism, dominated
much German and English and some French thinking. In the
United States, too, by the time of the Spanish-American War, as
historian Thomas Gossett puts it, "the idea of race superiority had
deeply penetrated nearly every field - biology, sociology, history,
literature, and political science." According to this thinking,
Anglo-Saxons were the superior race.7

By the mid- 1880s, hierarchical racialized thinking was also cen-
tral to Jewett's mentality. She was partly of French descent, and
like that of a number of Brahmins - including Lodge and Henry
Adams - her version of Nordicism cherished the "Northmen" who
had become the Normans of France. She felt that the best of Amer-
ica was Anglo-Norman. Her book for children, The Story of the
Normans (Putnam's Story of the Nations series, 1886), takes for
granted a hierarchy of races based on traits presumed innate. At-
tributing courage, energy, taste, and gentility to the Normans, she
assumes that they remained a discrete race from the time of their
Norse origins through their settlement in medieval Normandy, the
Norman invasion of England in 1066, and English settlement of
the United States, retaining their purity even in late-nineteenth-
century America. Contemplating England's greatness, for instance,
she links the traits she celebrates in the Normans with England's
expansionist world leadership: whether "the Norman spirit leads
[England] to be self-confident or headstrong and willful, or the
Saxon spirit holds her back into slowness and dullness, and lack of
proper perception in emergencies or epochs of necessary change,
still she follows the right direction and leads the way."8 Jewett
concludes her history by envisioning a family-like alliance of mod-
ern nations united by Norman blood: "To-day the Northman, the
Norman, and the Englishman, and a young nation on this western
shore of the Atlantic are all kindred who, possessing a rich inheri-
tance, should own the closest of kindred ties" (SON, p. 66).9

Racialized thinking and an assumption that "racial" homoge-
neity was desirable thus formed one context for the portrayal of
community in Country. Dunnet inhabitants, the unnamed narrator,
and the text's readers are all assumed to share a specifically Ameri-
can culture whose origins are northern European.10 The associa-
tion of a village community with the "true" America is, moreover,
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characteristic of the literary tradition to which Country most cen-
trally belongs, for Jewett's loving evocation of Dunnet Landing is a
narrative of community. The representation of community is a
central thematic and structural concern of this strain of prose nar-
rative, which began to appear in the United States early in the
nineteenth century.11 Communities take different forms in narra-
tives of community, reflecting the fact that in the nineteenth centu-
ry "community" was a contested concept, as it is in the twentieth.
In the antebellum period, for example, most narratives of commu-
nity envisioned "America" as a homogeneous community, usually
a New England village united by a fixed social structure and a
single religion, often Congregationalism. Harriet Beecher Stowe's
pre- Uncle Tom village sketches are typical of this literature. A few,
however, including Lydia Huntley Sigourney's Sketch of Connecticut,
Forty Years Since (1824), presented the most genuinely "American"
community as one that accommodated diverse religions and racial
groups.12

Given Jewett's beliefs and temperament, and her history of hav-
ing lived much of her life in the coastal Maine village of South
Berwick, it is understandable that Country features a long-lived,
stable, and homogeneous community. One of her stated sources of
literary inspiration, Stowe's The Pearl of Orr's Island (1862), may
well have contributed as well to her equation of community with
uniformity, continuity, and quintessential Americanness, for Stowe
venerated the history, culture, and social traditions she associated
with New England. Both writers, like many other nineteenth-
century authors of narratives of community, moreover, saw New
England as the repository of what was most valuable in America as
a nation.

II
While many readers have recognized that Country's structure and
its vision cannot be separated, the work of Elizabeth Ammons and
Joseph Allen Boone has been particularly significant in establish-
ing the connection between Country's narrative structure and its
representation of community.13 Ammons and Boone show that
Country eschews the kind of individual-based, linear, developmen-
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tal plot characteristic of most nineteenth-century novels in favor of
a weblike structure that expands in a radial or circular manner
from the community's center, the home of Almira Todd.14 Coun-
try's circular design, I suggest in this essay, is complemented by a
narrative technique of intensification through repetition — that is,
a persistent emphasis on and reiteration of key structural and the-
matic aspects of the narrative. Repetition makes the community at
Dunnet seem both dynamic and fixed, unchanging. It also in-
scribes the community's exemption from the turbulence and
change prominent in the United States at large. In focusing on the
ways in which repetition gives the portrayal of community depth
and vitality, the following discussion therefore necessarily also ex-
plores how Country actively produces Dunnet as a pure and homo-
geneous community.

Consider, first, the representation of natural environment. Coun-
try erases all the markers of industrialism and other conditions of
late-nineteenth-century life that existed in Jewett's own village.
South Berwick was a stop on the railroad. The remnants of a
considerable shipyard blighted the village wharf, and textile mills
flourished a mile away; the local population included Irish immi-
grant laborers.15 Dunnet's setting, by contrast, is purely pastoral;
moreover, as Jewett's title asserts, this setting helps characterize
the community. Repeatedly referring to Maine's firs and spruces,
Country posits these trees as autochthonous, indigenous; they stand
for the Dunnet community as a whole, giving it an air of being
native and natural to its particular environment. Mrs. Todd repeats
and extends this asserted equivalency between the natural envi-
ronment and the community through her frequent analogies be-
tween plants and people. This naturalization is also repeated by
large-scale narrative design, Country's radial or centric structure.
Patterned on the movement of the narrator, and sometimes Mrs.
Todd, back and forth from the latter's home to the community's
margins and outer limits (the schoolhouse, Green Island, Shell-
heap Island, the Bowden farm, Elijah Tilley's fish house and home),
this structure narrativizes place by reiterating its contours. Like the
autocthonous tree, it makes the Dunnet community seem entirely
local, congruent with its particular geography and none other.

In casting Dunnet as local and organic, this multileveled natu-
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ralizing also conveys the community's separateness from the urban
society from which the narrator hails. The organization of the
Dunnet community itself similarly asserts this separateness, accen-
tuating Dunnet's harmony. As many feminist critics have noted,
Dunnet is matrifocal. The relationship between Mrs. Todd and
Mrs. Blacket, established by the trip to Green Island, constitutes
the emotional center of the community as well as its ideal relation-
ship. The narrative repeats and elaborates this tie's matrifocality. As
Elizabeth Ammons has shown, in the climactic scene in which
Mrs. Todd and the narrator gather the medicinal herb pennyroyal,
Mrs. Todd becomes mother-like and the narrator her daughter. By
the Bowden reunion chapters, the entire community seems
formed around its mothers. Almost everyone who figures in Coun-
try seems to be a Bowden, and the gathering is resonant with
evocations of motherhood, with the oldest mother present, Mrs.
Blackett, the celebration's acknowledged "queen."

While this matrifocality nominally repudiates the patriarchal
family that predominated in late-nineteenth-century America by
making mothers seem in charge, in privileging the traditional fam-
ily as an institution it also defines the community within the pa-
rameters of a conservative structure. That is, it limits the roles
possible within the community to familial ones - in Country, these
extend beyond mother and daughter to son, brother, sister, cousin,
with fathers being conspicuously absent. Friendships are sister-
like; Mrs. Todd and Mrs. Fosdick, who were girls together, talk
frequently about their mothers, siblings, and other relatives. Map-
ping "community" onto "family" is another way of naturalizing
the community: family roles would have seemed organic to nine-
teenth-century readers. In effect, in being created on the basis of real
or fictive kinship, the community perpetuates its homogeneity. It
cannot, by definition, admit anyone alien without contravening its
identity. By implication, those who do not belong probably should
not. While Jewett's accent is on inclusion, with the community
extending beyond the Bowdens to embrace the narrator, this inclu-
sion actually confirms Dunnet's homogeneity, since the narrator is
like the Bowdens in important cultural ways and she adapts to the
family model in becoming like a daughter to Mrs. Todd.

As it extends the community/family identification, Country ac-

45



New Essays on The Country of the Pointed Firs

centuates the restrictiveness of the community by calling attention
to the Bowdens' racial particularity.16 The Bowden reunion section
establishes the family's French and Anglo-Norman descent. Mrs.
Todd confirms the narrator's guess that the family is French in
origin, and the latter reflects that the "early settlers on this north-
ern coast of New England were of Huguenot blood, and . . . it is
the Norman Englishman, not the Saxon, who goes adventuring to a
new world" (p. 102). The racial theories that ranked the Normans
at the top of a comprehensive racial hierarchy in The Story of the
Normans also inform the narrator's observations of the Bowdens.
She identifies them as superior to "most country people," citing a
gentility that seems, to use a modern term, genetic: an "inheri-
tance of good taste and skill and a pleasing gift of formality"
(p. 105). These equations between Normans and Bowdens and
among family, community, and race add another dimension to the
naturalizing of the Dunnet community, rendering its homogeneity
and worth a matter of long-established heredity.

These associations are amplified, moreover, to include the United
States as a nation. At the end of the Bowden celebrations, the
reunion is compared to "the great national anniversaries which our
country has lately kept" (the centennial, the thirtieth anniversary
of the Civil War). Observing that "blood is thicker than water," even
when it is somewhat "adulterated," the narrator conflates family
and nation in a generalization that embraces all bona fide members
(or citizens) but clearly excludes those from different racial/national
families. "Clannishness is an instinct of the heart," she reflects; "it
is more than a birthright or a custom; and lesser rights were forgot-
ten in the claim to a common inheritance" (p. 110). America itself,
in this formulation, is a "clan," both familial and racial. Citizenship,
by implication, is natural and inborn; it is endowed by an organic
quality, "instinct," not by "birthright or custom." As the analogies
and equations multiply, the Dunnet family becomes the essence of
the American nation, and what is truly American seems to be
Anglo-Norman. The community of Dunnet comes to exemplify the
tenet Jewett had articulated in The Story of the Normans, that "the
people of the United States . . . might be called the Normans of
modern times" (SON, p. 360).
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Seen in this context, the construction of difference, a matter of
considerable concern in Country, also discloses racial overtones.
One form of difference, individual idiosyncrasy, is figured as indig-
enous - variation within the group or, to use a favorite Jewett
term, "stock" to which community members belong. The Dunnet
eccentrics - William Blackett, Captain Littlepage, Joanna Todd -
are associated with local flora, aligned thereby with the commu-
nity and its natural environment; they are, for example, "straya-
way folks" who are like "strayaway plants" (p. 102). But the text
refuses such a classification to the resident of Dunnet Landing who
does not conform to community mores and is rude and abrasive,
Mari' Harris. To her is applied the racial epithet to which I referred
at the beginning of this essay, "Chinee." Invoked as it is at the
Bowden reunion, this appellation asserts absolute difference not
only between Mari' and the community but also between her and
the nation for which the community is a model. Indeed, it identi-
fies her with the single race that was formally debarred from the
United States by acts of Congress: the Chinese Exclusion Acts of
1882, 1888, and 1891. Read alongside the connections Country
makes among family, community, and nation, the epithet "Chi-
nee" also points to the ideal of a United States preserved from
continuing racial diversification. Jewett would never have em-
ployed the kind of crude, derogatory racial categories on which
Senator James Blaine relied when he spoke in Congress in 1879 in
support of excluding the Chinese - "Either the Anglo-Saxon race
will possess the Pacific slope . . . or the Mongolians will possess
it." "[Asians cannot] make a homogeneous element [with Ameri-
cans]."17 Nevertheless, in the climactic Bowden reunion scene, in
which the Dunnet community is given its most formal articulation,
Country does echo the more genteel advocacy of racial exclusion
articulated by members of Jewett's Boston circle like Thomas Bai-
ley Aldrich.

Many of Country's other formal and stylistic features affirm the
Dunnet community as homogeneous and tightly boundaried. The
narrative features the microdynamics of community life, proceed-
ing according to a rhythm I have elsewhere called "perpetual
negotiation."18 Brilliantly establishing as the pulse of each scene
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community members' verbal give-and-take and their exchanges of
food, succor, and information, these negotiations constitute an
extraordinary accomplishment, bringing everyday community ac-
tivities to life and representing the community as stable, yet always
in process. Among American writers before Jewett, perhaps only
Stowe in The Pearl of Orr's Island and The Minister's Wooing equals
this achievement. These negotiations also, however, assert the
community's autonomy, its separateness from the national econ-
omy, for they depict the community producing or procuring locally
all the meager resources it requires: foods like fish, potatoes, on-
ions, lobsters; Mrs. Todd's herbal medicines; the shirts Mrs. Black-
ett sews, the socks Elijah Tilley knits. The many conversations and
instances of storytelling likewise convey the self-sustaining charac-
ter of the community's culture. While stories like those told by
Captain Littlepage and Elijah Tilley can be monotonous, commu-
nity members' reiteration of their own histories or those of people
they have known keep community traditions alive. Mrs. Todd and
Mrs. Fosdick's retelling of the story of Joanna Todd, who secluded
herself on a remote island in penitence for the bitterness she felt
after being jilted, demonstrates vividly the way storytelling pre-
serves and perpetuates community self-definition. A joint endeav-
or through which two old friends achieve "happy harmony"
where they had earlier disagreed (p. 69), this retelling affirms the
community norms that Joanna had so vigorously repudiated, figu-
ratively reclaiming for the community a woman who had literally
resisted such integration. As the friends retell Joanna's story, they
collaborate in explaining her withdrawal in familiar Dunnet Land-
ing terms. Always "poor Joanna," she "was full o' feeling, and her
troubles hurt her more than she could bear" (p. 69); her mentality
was natural, "like bad eyesight," for which there is no "remedy"
(pp. 77-8). The retelling of stories, as this incident shows, rein-
scribes numerous community boundaries: it provides a way to
embrace recalcitrant or resistant members; it reweaves community
bonds; it preserves and transmits the community's culture. In
maintaining these boundaries, storytelling, like other elements of
the narrative, implicitly draws a circle around the community, in
effect keeping out the kind of person who cannot understand its
language and the kind about whom no story is told.
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III

Despite its affirmations of Dunnet's autonomy, Country continually
locates the town within the circumstances of contemporary Amer-
ican life that it seems to have banished. Dunnet's character, though
repeatedly evoked as natural, is shown to have resulted partly from
historical forces. Its matrifocality resulted from the Civil War
deaths or western migration of many of the men; its "purity" was
made possible by the decline of the whaling and shipping indus-
tries. The most dramatic expression of the connection between the
community and the nation, however, is conceptual, not historical:
namely, the perpetual linkage embedded in the narrator, who acts
as both participant and observer. This narrator's very position
straddles a dichotomy that lay at the heart of nineteenth-century
social thinking: the distinction between Gemeinschaft and Gesell-
schaft.19 These concepts, which translate, roughly, as "community"
and "society," were thought to describe separate and contrasting
forms of group life. Gemeinschaft refers to the organic or "natural"
community life thought to precede industrialism and capitalism.
Imbued with formal rituals, having a strong sacred dimension,
Gemeinschaft was conceived as grounded in the family, its members
identifying, not individually, but as members of the group. In Ge-
sellschaft, of which late-nineteenth-century urban American life
was one instance, the individual is the fundamental unit and
group associations are contractual, entered into by individuals on
the basis of self-interest. The narrator's experiences of life in Dun-
net Landing and her representation of it cast the Dunnet commu-
nity as a Gemeinschaft.20 The joy with which she gives herself over
to Dunnet life attests to its Gemeinschaft-like authenticity and sim-
plicity, and its uniformity makes coming to know it seem epis-
temologically and emotionally undemanding, the equivalent, as
she says, of "becoming acquainted with a single person" (pp. 1-2).
The way she appears to transcribe community life, in its entirety,
into the narrative, understanding and reproducing community
language effortlessly, further attests to a simplicity that seems ap-
pealing and accessible.

While appearing to present Dunnet Landing on its own terms,
however, the narrator repeatedly locates it in relation to contem-
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porary urban America. Constantly subjecting her experiences to
explanation and interpretation, she grounds virtually all her reflec-
tions in cosmopolitan epistemological categories that posit "com-
munity" not only as different from "society" but as "better/' more
authentic, more whole. Frequently, for example, she uses phrases
and concepts that establish the connection between Dunnet and
urban America as a contrast between genuineness and artificiality.
"Simple" and its variants are among her favorite terms for Dunnet
ways and people - yet "simplicity" and its frequent companion,
"innocence," acquire meaning only in relation to their opposites.
Things are simple in comparison with the complex, innocent in
comparison with the worldly. Similarly, when she says of Mrs.
Blackett, "She was a delightful little person herself with bright eyes
and an affectionate air of expectation like a child on holiday"
(p. 36), the analogy and the words "delightful" and "little" are
patronizing, casting Mrs. Blackett as someone unjaded by the diffi-
cult conditions with which the narrator and her readers are famil-
iar. Even the narrator's most compassionate statements about Mrs.
Todd tacitly posit her mentor as a sort of noble primitive to be
appreciated by sophisticated readers. Recounting her exchange
with Mrs. Todd in the climactic scene in which they gather pen-
nyroyal on Green Island, she observes that "an absolute, archaic
grief possessed this countrywoman." Used in conjunction with
"countrywoman," "archaic" makes the rural way of life of which
Mrs. Todd is representative seem whole but also obsolete, the rem-
nant of a bygone era in which emotions were starker and ran
deeper than in urban America.

Country's representation of its readership not only further in-
scribes this dichotomy; it explicitly positions the narrative as an
evocation of Gemeinschaft intended to benefit not Dunnet mem-
bers, but urbanites such as readers of the Atlantic Monthly who
would perceive Dunnet as an expression of their own origins and a
repository of what was best and most genuine in themselves.21

Framing the community by the narrator's visit of a summer and
frequently evoking readers as "you" and "we," a class of people
located outside of Dunnet and much like the narrator, Country
locates the importance of this Maine community in the boost its
example offers to such readers. In the post-Country Dunnet tale
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"William's Wedding/' the narrator refers to these readers explicitly,
obliquely articulating as the narrative's objectives their vicarious
escape from contemporary life and consequent replenishment. Her
narrative, she says there, is "written for those who have a Dunnet
Landing of their own: who either kindly share this with the writer,
or possess another" (p. 217). Dunnet Landing is fictitious. The
narrative cannot, therefore, be intended for actual residents of
Dunnet. We can assume that what is important is what the repre-
sentation of Dunnet gives outside readers. This is also suggested in
the passage's evocation of designated readers' proprietary atti-
tudes; in "having," "sharing," or "possessing" a Dunnet Landing,
they may experience the kind of personal restoration often sought
by tourists visiting the country.

Bridging the gap between Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft, Country's
narrator models the affirmation for her designated readers this
representation of community provides. She tacks back and forth
between the position of a participant in the community and that of
an observer who can identify with Dunnet life. First she describes
Dunnet life as she experiences it or as members convey it to her
through stories; then she makes interpretive statements that artic-
ulate the significance Dunnet's life has for her and her readers,
who apparently resemble her. Typically she renders a scene or
recounts an experience by incorporating Dunnet members' lan-
guage, then reflecting on it in a discourse that encompasses such
subjects as classical culture, racial theory, and the history of West-
ern civilization and generalizes about psychology, aesthetics, and
group life. This discourse emerges from the culture of her desig-
nated readers, not from the culture of Dunnet Landing. It casts the
Dunnet community as the source and sanctuary of qualities she,
and they, hold supreme. After hearing the story of Joanna Todd,
for instance, she makes a pilgrimage to Shell-heap Island, where
Joanna lived in self-imposed exile. As she stands at Joanna's grave,
she explains what Joanna's story "means" in terms far more com-
prehensive than the emotional, biological, and religious formula-
tions of Mrs. Todd and Mrs. Fosdick. Joanna's grave, she muses,
will always have visitors, because "the world cannot forget [such
people], try as it may; the feet of the young find them out because
of curiosity and dim foreboding, while the old bring hearts full of
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remembrance" (p. 82). Speaking of "the world/' "the young/' "the
old/' referring to the "remembrance" common to the last and the
"dim foreboding" of the second, she identifies Joanna as one in-
stance of a profound truth about human isolation.

Even when she negotiates between experience and interpreta-
tion in a more integrated fashion, the narrator expresses the signif-
icance of Dunnet life in a manner that renders Dunnet exemplary.
Thus, recounting the visit to Green Island, she moves between
voicing her immediate impression of Mrs. Blackett and articulating
the insights about human relations these responses suggest to her:

Her hospitality was something exquisite; she had the gift which so
many women lack, of being able to make themselves and their
houses belong entirely to a guest's pleasure. . . . Tact is after all a
kind of mindreading. . . . Sometimes, as I watched her eager, sweet
old face, I wondered why she had been set to shine on this lonely
island of the northern coast. It must have been to keep the balance
true, and make up to all her scattered and depending neighbors for
other things which they may have lacked, (pp. 46-7)

Like the generalizations just discussed, these statements about
communal qualities such as hospitality, tact, and balance seem
axiomatic. They seem intended to uplift readers who, though liv-
ing in fragmented urban circumstances, can, like the narrator, ap-
preciate and identify with the principles the community members
personify with such purity.

Balance and the other distinctive features of Dunnet life may
seem universal and all-inclusive as well as axiomatic. Yet they are
expressed in a general context that complements the assertion of
Dunnet's Anglo-Norman heritage and Country's cultural and racial
restrictiveness. The narrator characterizes members of the commu-
nity as inheritors of classical Greek traditions, in effect also charac-
terizing readers who can understand the classical references she
makes as inheritors of this tradition. Dunnet inhabitants live out
such traditions instinctively; readers are more sophisticated and
may be self-conscious about their heritage. Classical references
proliferate in the chapters on the Bowden reunion, where they
explicitly position the Dunnet community as a nineteenth-century
descendant of Greek civilization. Of the Bowdens' procession the
narrator muses, "We might have been a company of ancient
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Greeks going to celebrate a victory, or to worship the god of har-
vests, in the grove above." She does generalize to all family cele-
brations - "The sky, the sea, have watched poor humanity at its
rites so long; we were no more a New England family celebrating
its own existence and simple progress" - but the next sentence
reconfigures the connection between the Bowdens and classical
Greece, conceived in Jewett's day as the childhood of the best of
Western civilization: "We possessed the instincts of a far, forgotten
childhood: I found myself thinking that we ought to be carrying
green branches and singing as we went" (p. 100).

These references are instances of Hellenism, the celebration of
the cultural superiority of Greece that flourished in Europe and the
United States in the nineteenth century and that, as Martin Bernal
has shown, had strong racial overtones. In its popularization in
Victorian England, Hellenism not only articulated valued cultural
traits but relied on racial argument in claiming a classical origin for
England. The "ultimate appeal" by which Matthew Arnold's fa-
mous Culture and Anarchy, probably Victorian England's most in-
fluential Hellenist work, asserts England as a nation with Hellenic
rather than Hebraic roots was, as Bernal puts it, "to race." Arnold
maintained that "Hellenism is an Indo-European growth. Hebrew-
ism is a Semitic growth. England is an Indo-European nation.
Thus it would seem to belong naturally to the movement of Helle-
nism."22

The line connecting Jewett to Arnold is direct. She met him
when he stayed at the home of Annie Fields during his 1883-4
visit to the United States, she and Annie Fields visited Arnold's
widow and children when they were in England in 1892, she
knew and honored Arnold's work, and she quotes him in her
letters and her published fiction. For her, as for him, "Hellenism"
was a marker of what is enduring and transcendent in culture. In
an important letter that explains the way she saw much of her own
literary practice, she links her work with Arnoldian Hellenism.
Invoking a "department of literature" whose subject is "the good
men and women of a village such as" South Berwick, she de-
scribes the literature she writes by adapting the famous phrase
with which Arnold characterized the tragedies of Sophocles and
articulated his criteria for "great" literature. The "department of
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literature" to which she refers, she indicates, is able to "see life
steadily, and see it whole."23

Locating characters much like "the good men and women" of
South Berwick within Hellenic tradition, we have seen, is one way
in which Country's narrator establishes the community's signifi-
cance. Although the evocations of Greek culture and the assertion
that Greek familial celebrations occurred during the "childhood"
of the Bowden clan may seem to late-twentieth-century readers to
universalize the Dunnet community, they actually restrict Dunnet
to "races" thought to have descended from ancient Greece -
northern Europeans, the British, the French. If nineteenth-century
European Hellenism explicitly excluded African and Semitic
"races," as Bernal shows (Asian "races" did not even come into
question), Jewett's "American Hellenism" similarly, if implicitly,
presented American culture as pure, worthy of preservation from
the taint of alien ways. That is to say, what critics have often read
as Country's apparent appeal to universality is an aspect of Nordi-
cist discourse that quite specifically valorized "northern" races.24

When Country initially appeared in the Atlantic Monthly in serial
form in 1896, it concluded with the chapters on the Bowden re-
union. Jewett added the final two chapters, "Along Shore" and
"The Backward View," when it was published in book form later
that year. For Country's first readers, then, the narrative's final vi-
sion resembled the one Jewett strove for at the end of The Story of
the Normans, where she evokes a family of Norman descendants
on both sides of the Atlantic. At least one nineteenth-century read-
er, the fine regionalist writer Alice Brown, registered the racial and
cultural implications of Country. Reviewing the version we read
today, she wrote, "The pointed firs have their roots in the ground
of national being. The Reunion indeed bears a larger significance
than its name. It stirs in us the dormant clan-spirit; we understand
ancestor-worship, the continuity of being. . . . [Y]our mind
marches grandly with the Bowdens, you throb like them with the
pride of race, you acquiesce willingly in the sweet, loyal usages of
domesticity."25 Like Jewett, Brown elides nation, race, and family;
her reference to her readers as "you" and "we" echoes Jewett's
usage, suggesting how common and unremarkable was the as-
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sumption that American writers and readers were of one race and
class.

By the time Willa Cather edited a version of Country in 1925,
these elisions and assumptions had been transmuted into claims of
universality - Cather singled out Country's "message in a universal
language" as the basis for a general appeal that later readers, too,
have usually assumed for it.26 Yet Jewett herself provides us with a
point of entry for examining the limitations of Dunnet and the
connections between Country's moving representative of commu-
nity and its exclusionary vision. In a later Dunnet story, provoca-
tively entitled "The Foreigner" (1900), she problematizes the kind
of homogeneity and nativism she celebrates in Country. Evoking
the unhappy experience of life in Dunnet Landing for French,
Catholic Mrs. Tolland, who lived most of her life in the Caribbean
and whose first husband was Portuguese, she dramatizes Dunnet's
repudiation of a foreigner whose class, sexual expressiveness, reli-
gion, culture, and nationality set her apart from the community.
The later story makes no references to Dunnet members' racial and
cultural heritage, and Dunnet folk, far from being gracious and
hospitable, are depicted as hidebound, self-righteous, and cold -
even Mrs. Todd is begrudging about "neighboring" with Mrs. Tol-
land, and only Mrs. Blackett welcomes her wholeheartedly. "The
Foreigner" also casts some doubt on the racialized thinking of
Country. It hints that Mrs. Tolland may be of mixed race - not only
is she associated with the Caribbean, she is apparently darker than
Dunnet residents. The possibility that she is a Creole in no way
diminishes the legitimacy of her claim to membership in the Dun-
net community, and it implies that her ostracization (for which
"The Foreigner" questions and exposes Dunnet Landing) may
have a racial dimension. Read in conjunction with Country, then,
"The Foreigner" seems to call into question the nationalism and
Nordicism that, as we have seen, inform and help shape the earlier
narrative.27

The path I have pursued in this essay - subjecting the racial and
cultural exclusions of Country's community to close historical and
structural scrutiny - can be taken in many directions. One could,
for instance, explore connections between the portrayal of com-
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munity in Country (and in other late-nineteenth-century regional-
ist literature) as pastorally pure and the kind of tourism that cur-
rently features Maine as an attractive refuge for city dwellers, the
"Vacationland" advertised by its license plates. One could examine
Country's erasure of the various manifestations of difference, in-
cluding class, within which community in South Berwick and its
environs actually took shape. Or one might compare community
in Country with the more class-divided communities portrayed by
other New England writers, including Alice Brown, or with the
prospect of cross-racial, cross-ethnic urban community suggested
by Alice Dunbar-Nelson's The Goodness of St. Rocque (1899), which
is set in New Orleans. If the possibilities for investigation are nu-
merous, Jewett's own example suggests that pursuing the implica-
tions of any particular model of community has long been part of
American practice. Indeed, Americans' willingness to think crit-
ically and creatively about community remains vital to the en-
durance of community as a live concept and thus to the genuine
viability of the American nation itself.
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Gender and American Realism
in The Country of the Pointed Firs

MICHAEL DAVITT BELL

EVER since the publication of The Country of the Pointed Firs in
1896, Sarah Orne Jewett has been accorded a fairly consistent

place in the American literary canon, although even her most
enthusiastic partisans have felt compelled to insist that this place is
very small. Thus Henry James, in a 1915 essay, describes the "min-
or compass" of Jewett's art and praises (if that is the right word)
"her beautiful little quantum of achievement"; Willa Cather writes
in a 1936 memoir that Jewett "was content to be slight, if she
could be true"; Warner Berthoff, in a 1959 essay on The Country of
the Pointed Firs, concludes that the book, "with a secure and un-
rivaled place in the main line of American literary expression," is
"a small work but an unimprovable one."1 Yet the consistency and
endurance of Jewett's literary reputation, however hedged by di-
minutives, make her almost unique among American women fic-
tion writers of the nineteenth century. And the place of The Country
of the Pointed Firs in what Berthoff calls "the main line of American
literary expression" has not simply depended on critical taste, at
least not overtly; it has also been secured by the work's supposed
location within the categories of official American literary history,
the literary history that structures anthologies and academic cur-
ricula. Ever since William Dean Howells declared his so-called
Realism War in the 1880s, only a decade before Jewett's book was
published, a rugged commonplace of our literary history has been
the notion that the great development in American fiction after the
Civil War was the rise of realism. And as a supposed example of
"local-color" fiction, of "regionalism," The Country of the Pointed
Firs has conventionally been categorized as an expression of Amer-
ican realism.2
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Associating Jewett with Howellsian realism makes a good deal
of sense. "Don't try to write about people and things/' her father
early urged her, "tell them just as they are!"3 - a piece of advice
his daughter cherished and one that certainly sounds like the cre-
do of a realist. Moreover, one of Jewett's first influential mentors in
the public literary world was the very William Dean Howells who
would lead the battle for literary realism in the 1880s and 1890s.
In 1869, as assistant editor of the Atlantic Monthly (he became the
editor in 1871), Howells accepted the first of the many stories
Jewett would publish in that magazine, and his encouragement
continued for the rest of her career. Jewett was one of the writers
who led Howells to proclaim, in 1897, that in the United States
"the sketches and studies by the women seem faithfuler and more
realistic than those of the men," and he later praised her "incom-
parable sketches" for their "free movement, unfettered by the lim-
its of plot, and keeping only to the reality."4 Still, there are prob-
lems with classifying Jewett as a Howellsian realist - problems
raised by her subject matter, her style, and perhaps above all (in
spite of Howells's praise for women's stories) her gender, her status
as a woman writer. These problems, quite closely interrelated, do
not matter because of some inherent significance in the allocation
of such labels as "realist." They matter, rather, because they point
to issues and themes of considerable significance in The Country of
the Pointed Firs. Reexamining the terms that have secured and
sustained Jewett's place in the canon might help us understand
why so many of her admirers have insisted on the supposedly
diminutive dimensions of this place.

I

In 1885 William Dean Howells moved from Boston to New York to
take on the "Editor's Study" column in Harper's magazine, and it
was in these essays, selectively reissued as Criticism and Fiction in
1891, that he conducted his campaign for realism in American
literature. One of the most interesting of the essays is a review
(originally published in 1886) of Ulysses S. Grant's Memoirs. Mod-
ern criticism, Howells here contends, has "put a literary conscious-
ness into books unfelt in the early masterpieces, but unfelt now
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only in the books of men whose lives have been passed in activ-
ities, who have been used to employing language as they would
have employed any implement, to effect an object, who have re-
garded a thing to be said as in no wise different from a thing to be
done"; Grant, we are assured, is just such a man. In Grant's Mem-
oirs, Howells writes, "there is not a moment wasted in preening
and prettifying, after the fashion of literary men; there is no
thought of style, and so the style is good as it is in the Book of
Chronicles, as it is in the Pilgrim's Progress, with a peculiar, almost
plebeian, plainness at times." Here we see clearly the assumptions
and values underlying Howells's thinking about literature, partic-
ularly the distinction, not between modes of literary representa-
tion ("realism," "romance," and the like), but between kinds of
men. On the one side are artists, overwhelmed by "literary con-
sciousness," concerned with "style"; on the other side are "real"
men, "men whose lives have been passed in activities," and it is
with this group that Howells seeks to ally himself. In an 1895
memoir, Howells describes his childhood recognition that "my
reading gave me no standing among the boys, . . . with boys who
were more valiant in fight or in play," and his subsequent discov-
ery "that literature gives one no more certain station in the world
of men's activities, either idle or useful." To put it bluntly and
succinctly, literary realism mattered to Howells as an effort to sup-
press or overcome this discovery, to distinguish literary vocation,
or at least realist literary vocation, from "criticism" and "style" -
all this in order to present literature as part of the "world of men's
activities."5

In this respect, American local-color fiction of the 1880s and
1890s - especially the New England local-color fiction produced
by such women as Sarah Orne Jewett, Mary Wilkins Freeman, and
Rose Terry Cooke — is the very antithesis of Howellsian realism.
Jewett in fact wrote fiction dealing with a fairly wide variety of
subjects and settings, including urban businessmen (and busi-
nesswomen), Irish and French Canadian immigrants, and the
American Revolution, but she is now known almost entirely for
her Maine local-color writing, most notably The Country of the
Pointed Firs. And if realism sought to ally itself with the "world of
men's activities," the characteristic world of New England local-
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color fiction is distinguished above all by the absence of men and
masculine activity. The young and fit have fled this world for a
reality that is always elsewhere, in the West or in the city, while
those who remain, mostly women, maintain old proprieties and
rituals whose function, like the men, seems long since to have
vanished. Ann Douglas, in the title of an important essay, has
called this women's local-color tradition a "literature of impov-
erishment," and the realism with which its world is portrayed only
serves to underscore that what is absent from it is precisely the sort
of reality to which writers like Howells wished to turn.6

Jewett's achievement, or at least the way it has come to be
understood, also stands apart from Howells's strange but habitual
denigration of "style" in literature, and such denigration was by no
means a Howellsian idiosyncrasy. Frank Norris, for instance, wrote
in 1899 that style "is precisely what I try most to avoid." "Who
cares for fine style!" he added. "Tell your yarn and go to the devil.
We don't want literature, we want life."7 Jewett's reputation, by
contrast, has had everything to do with attention to style. "Style
has not been such a common phenomenon in America that its
possessor can ever be ignored," writes F. O. Matthiessen at the end
of his 1929 book on the author of The Country of the Pointed Firs;
"Sarah Jewett," he continues, "realized its full importance." Or as
Willa Cather puts it in her 1936 memoir: "Among fifty thousand
books you will find very few writers who ever achieved a style at
all. The distinctive thing about Miss Jewett is that she had an
individual voice. . . . If you can . . . go to a quiet spot and take up
a volume of Miss Jewett, you will find the voice still there, with a
quality which any ear trained in literature must recognize."8 Cath-
er's insistence on the rare quality of "style," and her grounding
proper appreciation of Jewett on training "in literature," could not
more clearly distinguish her sense of Jewett's achievement from
the ideas of such realists or naturalists as Howells and Norris.

At the heart of this distinction, it should be clear by now, are
ingrained assumptions about gender, assumptions that in effect
prohibited women from full participation in the realist program.
Howells values the world of men's activities, and he dismisses care
for style as a species of "preening and prettifying," a matter of
"fashion" - as, in short, effeminate. Some of the implications of
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this kind of thinking can be seen in an astonishing essay by Frank
Norris, "Why Women Should Write the Best Novels" — "and/' so
its title as a 1901 magazine article adds, "Why They Don't." Ac-
cording to Norris, women should write the best novels because
they have leisure and a literary rather than a business education.
Even more important, he insists, is what he sees as a fundamental
difference of temperament separating women from men:

The average man is a rectangular, square-cut, matter-of-fact, sober-
minded animal who does not receive impressions easily, who is not
troubled with emotions and has no overmastering desire to commu-
nicate his sensations to anybody. But the average woman is just the
reverse of all these. She is impressionable, emotional, and commu-
nicative. And impressionableness, emotionality, and communica-
tiveness are three very important qualities of mind that make for
novel writing.

Why, then, do women not write the best novels? First of all, says
Norris, trotting out his favorite aphorism, because "life is more
important than literature"; and women, he writes, have little
knowledge of "life itself," of "the crude, the raw, the vulgar,"
which constitute, for Norris, "real life." Women are also, he insists,
physiologically and temperamentally incapable of serious literary
exertion; he thus points to "the make-up of the woman," to the
supposed "fact that protracted labour of the mind tells upon a
woman quicker than upon a man." A man, he writes, "may grind
on steadily for an almost indefinite period, when a woman at the
same task would begin, after a certain point, to 'feel her nerves/ to
chafe, to fret, to try to do too much, to polish too highly, to develop
more perfectly. Then come fatigue, harassing doubts, more nerves,
a touch of hysteria occasionally, exhaustion, and in the end com-
plete discouragement and a final abandonment of the enterprise."9

Such ideas are blatantly, perhaps even laughably, compensatory,
but for this very reason they served an important purpose for male
writers who worried that being "literary" might compromise their
masculinity.10 These ideas have also no doubt played a role in the
formation of Sarah Orne Jewett's somewhat peculiar literary repu-
tation. She certainly did care for style, but one suspects the critical
attention that has been paid to this concern (hardly a surprising
concern, one would think, for a writer) has owed more than a little
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to the fact that Jewett was a woman. According to realist ortho-
doxy, after all, "style" is "feminine." And what about the bizarre
but persistent critical interest in the size of Jewett's place in the
canon? Here is Norris in 1896 (the year The Country of the Pointed
Firs was published), praising the father of French naturalism:

To be noted of M. Zola we must leave the rank and the file, either
turn to the forefront of the marching world, or fall by the road-
way. . . . The world of M. Zola is a world of big things; the enor-
mous, the formidable, the terrible, is [sic] what counts; no teacup
tragedies here.11

If the masculine ("marching") world of Zola is a "world of big
things," as distinguished from the feminized world of "teacup tra-
gedies," then of course the place accorded a woman writer in the
main line of American literary expression would be bound to be
small, a kind of respite from "the enormous, the formidable, the
terrible." "Your voice," Howells wrote to Jewett in 1891, "is like a
thrush's in the din of all the literary noises that stun us so."12 This
kind of thinking, moreover, has been as characteristic of women as
of men; Cather, we recall, recommends that the reader who wants
to appreciate Jewett's distinctive voice should "go to a quiet spot"
before taking up one of her volumes.

II

The heavily gendered assumptions at the heart of American realist
thinking have surely had much to do with what official literary
history has made of Jewett, but there may be a more interesting
way to approach the relation of American realism to The Country of
the Pointed Firs. Instead of asking what American realism made
of Jewett, we might ask what Jewett made of American realism -
of the ideas of Howells and others about the "reality" of "men's
activities." While Jewett did not expound on Howells's ideas in
letters and prefaces, in aesthetic manifestos, we still might ask
what attitudes are expressed or implied in her masterpiece. One
way of answering this question is to say that Jewett, in The Country
of the Pointed Firs, quite deliberately and completely turns Howells-
ian realism on its head, reversing or undercutting its deepest ambi-
tions and assumptions. I will ultimately disagree with this answer,
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or at least qualify it to a significant degree, but it certainly has a
strong and plausible appeal. The programs of Howells and Norris
endorse a movement from the less to the more "real/' from the
feminine world of "teacup tragedies" to the "marching world/' the
"world of men's activities." The Country of the Pointed Firs seems to
reverse this movement while retaining the valuation; here it is a
movement out of the "world of men's activities" that appears to
lead into a more intense "reality."

Think, for instance, about the portrayal of male characters in The
Country of the Pointed Firs. Most of the men have died long ago, like
Mrs. Todd's father and her husband, and the few male survivors of
the old days are aptly represented by Captain Littlepage, who visits
the narrator in the schoolhouse to which she retreats to pursue her
writing and whose diminutive name already undermines the em-
phasis of writers like Norris on masculine bigness. "It was a dog's
life," he says of the old days at sea, "but it made men of those who
followed it" (p. 20)13 - the point being, of course, that these man-
making days are long past. The town doctor seems to maintain
true authority, functioning in effect as Almira Todd's professional
colleague, but he never really appears in the book; he is men-
tioned only a few times in passing. More typical is the minister,
Mr. Dimmick, with whom Mrs. Todd remembers having sailed to
visit "poor Joanna" Todd on Shell-heap Island. Against Mrs.
Todd's protests, he insisted on tying the sheet to a cleat (the rope
hurt his delicate hands), and when the wind rose he jumped up in
panic and cried for help. "I knocked him right over into the bottom
o' the bo't," she recalls, "getting by to catch hold of the sheet an'
untie it." "He wasn't but a little man," this large woman contin-
ues; "I helped him right up after the squall passed, and made a
handsome apology to him, but he did act kind o' offended" (p. 70).
Mrs. Todd also recalls that later, when Mr. Dimmick took an accu-
satory tone with Joanna, "she didn't take no notice," instead
showing him some Indian remains, "same's if he was a boy"
(p. 75). Or there is old Santin Bowden, who organizes the line of
march at the family reunion. A "soldierly little figure of a man," he
is obsessed with matters military. We soon learn, however, that he
was rejected for service in the Civil War - "He ain't a sound man,"
Mrs. Todd explains, "and they wouldn't have him" (p. 101) - and
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his dreams of military glory are only an empty parody of genuine
manhood. "His life's all in it," says Mrs. Todd, "but he will have
these poor gloomy spells come over him now an' then, an' then he
has to drink" (p. 102). And when Mrs. Todd takes the narrator to
visit Mrs. Blackett on Green Island, she has a clear reason for
preferring to make the trip in a small boat: "We don't want to carry
no men folks," she explains, "havin' to be considered every min-
ute an' takin' up all our time" (p. 32).

Two male characters in The Country of the Pointed Firs, the old
fisherman Elijah Tilley and Mrs. Todd's brother William, are ex-
empted from this general dismissal - largely, it seems, because
they have in many respects become "feminine." Elijah Tilley, a
widower for the past eight years, is still unconsoled over the loss of
his "poor dear." In fair weather he fishes, but in winter he occupies
himself with knitting. "Mother," he explains, "learnt me once
when I was a lad; she was a beautiful knitter herself" (p. 125).
William Blackett, an aging bachelor, has chosen to stay on Green
Island with his mother. He is almost pathologically shy, he is "son
and daughter both" to Mrs. Blackett (p. 41), and when the narra-
tor finally meets him she notes that he looks "just like his mother"
(p. 44). According to Mrs. Todd, who takes after her father, Wil-
liam is in spite of his maternal resemblance even less masculine
than Mrs. Blackett. "He ought," she says, "to have made some-
thing o' himself, bein' a man an' so like mother; but though he's
been very steady to work, an' kept up the farm, an' done his fishin'
too right along, he never had mother's snap an' power o' seein'
things just as they be" (p. 47).

When Captain Littlepage visits the narrator's schoolhouse, he
tells her a story he heard from a man named Gaffett, whom he met
when he was shipwrecked and stranded on the shores of Hudson's
Bay with winter setting in. Gaffett claimed to be the sole survivor
of a polar expedition (recalling the southern voyage in Poe's Narra-
tive of Arthur Gordon Pym) that discovered "a strange sort of a
country 'way up north beyond the ice, and strange folks living in
it." From a distance the place looked like any other town, but it
was inhabited by silent "blowing gray figures," "fog-shaped men"
who vanished when approached "like a leaf the wind takes with it,
or a piece of cobweb." The explorers believed this to be "a kind of
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waiting-place between this world an' the next" (pp. 24-6). The
captain's story, with which he has become obsessed, is dismissed
by his neighbors as the raving of an unbalanced mind, but this
"waiting place" might strike one as a pertinent and somber ana-
logue of Dunnet Landing itself, stranded in northern isolation,
populated mainly by relics of its own lost past. The narrator is quite
aware of this potential analogy; later, when Mrs. Todd offers her a
mug of root beer, she feels "as if my enchantress would now begin
to look like the cobweb shapes of the arctic town" (p. 31).

Still, what seems to matter most about Gaffett's "waiting-place"
is that it is a community of fog-shaped men, an image of failed male
power, and Dunnet Landing, by contrast, is a community of wom-
en, presided over by Almira Todd and her universally beloved
mother. This is the reality Jewett seems to substitute for the com-
pensatory masculinity of writers like Howells and Norris. Mrs.
Todd appears to possess an almost magical power over nature; for
instance, when she twitches the sheet on the way to Green Island,
"as if she urged the wind like a horse," the elements oblige: "There
came at once a fresh gust, and we seemed to have doubled our
speed" (p. 35). Immediately following the story of Gaffett's
"waiting-place," the narrator's first sight of Green Island from the
shore produces something like an effect of apotheosis:

It had been growing gray and cloudy, like the first evening of au-
tumn, and a shadow had fallen on the darkening shore. Suddenly,
as we looked, a gleam of golden sunshine struck the outer islands,
and one of them shone out clear in the light, and revealed itself in a
compelling way to our eyes. . . . The sunburst on that outermost
island made it seem like a sudden revelation of the world beyond
this which some believe to be so near.

"That's where mother lives," said Mrs. Todd. (p. 30)

It is only fitting that the female "world beyond this," the world
"where mother lives," be Green Island, its fertility standing in con-
trast to the polar grayness of Gaffett's realm of fog-shaped men. So,
too, the true center of authority at the Bowden family reunion is
not Sant Bowden - whose military posturing nicely deflates, for
instance, Frank Norris's fantasy of the "marching world" - but
Mrs. Blackett. As Mrs. Todd puts it, shortly after the crowd has
been described as resembling "bees . . . swarming in the lilac
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bushes/' "Mother's always the queen" (p. 98). In this matriarchal
world, it would seem, the men can only be drones.

The most interesting recent discussions of The Country of the
Pointed Firs, inspired by developments in feminist criticism, have
rejected the notion of the impoverishment of its female characters,
stressing instead the book's celebration of women's experience and
women's communities, and even its cultivation of distinctively fe-
male styles and modes of narrative.14 For instance, Marjorie Pryse,
drawing on Adrienne Rich's Of Woman Born, writes that the "lost
world" of the book "is not the world of shipping, but a world in
which women were once united with their mothers and inherited
their mothers' powers." Jewett, she argues, "does not share the
literary historians' fiction of a New England in decline," and "the
apparent loss of male paradise in the American literary imagina-
tion in the years following the American Civil War simply serves as
a contrast to the fecundity and depth of imagination in Jewett and
her female contemporaries." Thus "the world of Dunnet Landing
is," for Pryse, "above all else, a world in which women learn to
belong again. . . . Pointed Firs reminds us that there still exists a
country - and a world - where the vision of women is not only
vital, but can be shared."15 In a similar vein Elizabeth Ammons,
drawing on Carol Gilligan's In a Different Voice, finds behind Jew-
ett's rejection of masculine, linear plot an alternative structure
relying on "essentially female psychic patterns," patterns of "web"
and "descent." The experience expressed in The Country of the
Pointed Firs, Ammons writes, is "not grounded in separation and
aggression but in connection, in feelings of intimate relatedness to
others."16

Readings like these, rejecting the idea that women's local-color
writing is inherently impoverished, help us recognize aspects of
The Country of the Pointed Firs that had earlier seemed, at best,
indistinct and blurred.17 They also attribute to the book something
it has surely never before been seen as having - a polemical or
even political intention - and it is to this idea of the book's polemi-
cal intention that I devote the rest of this essay. Just what sort of
feminist point, it seems appropriate to ask, is being attributed to
The Country of the Pointed Firs; what sort of power is Jewett sup-
posed to be claiming for her powerful women characters? Or, to
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raise a somewhat different question, to what extent do these new
readings of The Country of the Pointed Firs overcome the way Jewett
has been placed and marginalized in the main line of an American
literary history defined largely in terms of masculine (or masculi-
nist?) "realism"? Here, paradoxically, one is compelled to recog-
nize that these new readings may tend less to overcome than to
perpetuate this marginalization.

Ill
In his 1959 essay on The Country of the Pointed Firs, Warner Berthoff
contends that Jewett's women, women deserted by men, exem-
plify "distorted, repressed, unfulfilled or transformed sexuality"
and that for these women "the only choice, the sacrifice required
for survival, is to give up a woman's proper life and cover the
default of the men."18 It is hard to share Berthoff's assumptions
about what is normal or proper for women, or to imagine that
Jewett shared them; she, after all, never married and never wished
to, and the major emotional relationships of her life were with
other women - most notably, from the early 1880s on, with Annie
Fields of Boston.19 But it may be equally hard to find any other
clear position on "woman's proper life" in The Country of the
Pointed Firs. Again and again the reader confronts disparities be-
tween what the women of Dunnet Landing seem to represent and
the actual circumstances of their lives.

Marjorie Pryse writes of the "fecundity and depth of imagination
in Jewett and her female contemporaries," and images of fecun-
dity are repeatedly associated, in The Country of the Pointed Firs,
with Almira Todd, with her mother, and with Mrs. Blackett's ref-
uge on Green Island.20 But on what literal reality, we should ask,
are such images based? Mrs. Blackett may be the "queen," but she
has long ago passed the years of childbearing, and her daughter
had no children nor, apparently, did Elijah Tilley and his "poor
dear." Fecundity, in the world of Dunnet Landing, is conveyed
wholly through images and metaphors - Pryse is exactly right to
refer to fecundity "of imagination" - and these are images, as well,
of plants and flowers. There are no visible signs here of human or
even animal reproduction; such things, in a world where "chil-
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dren" like William and Almira have reached advanced middle age,
are as much in the past as the days of shipping. There are young
children at the Bowden family reunion, but their presence is regis-
tered only as a brief intrusion. Mrs. Todd's "great grief and si-
lence/' we are told in Chapter 10, stand in marked contrast to the
"noisy world" (p. 49); in this context the "chattering crowd of
noisy children" at the reunion (p. 99) is linked not with Dunnet
Landing but with the outside world - just as the narrator finds
even Dunnet Landing, when she returns from her visit to Green
Island, "large and noisy and oppressive" (p. 55).

Both Pryse and Ammons observe that the women in The Country
of the Pointed Firs, unlike the male characters, are associated with
belonging, with community, and there can be no doubt of the
truth and importance of this observation. But it, too, can be exag-
gerated. What makes the Bowden family reunion memorable, af-
ter all, is the fact of its being a rare occurrence, an annual respite
from what is mainly a life of isolation and solitude. Although she
has an innate gift of hospitality, Mrs. Blackett lives almost alone on
a remote island, and her daughter Almira, surely the book's princi-
pal representative of its women's community, also - and in some
essential way - lives alone. "There was something lonely and
solitary about her great determined shape," the narrator writes in
Chapter 10; "she might have been Antigone alone on the Theban
plain" (p. 49). And in the final chapter, as Mrs. Todd walks away
before the narrator's departure, her distant figure looks "mateless
and appealing, with something about it that was strangely self-
possessed and mysterious" (p. 131). Here again, actual circum-
stances seem to be at odds with symbolic "women's values."

Berthoff writes that Captain Littlepage's story is "in some
ways . . . the boldest and most decisive passage in the book, for it
secures that reference to the life of male action and encounter
without which the narrator's sympathy for backwater Dunnet
would seem myopic, sentimental."21 It is a little difficult to see
what is supposed to be bold or decisive about this tale of intangible
fog creatures, except for the fact that it is told by men and about
men, and maybe this is the point, so that we see once more the
careful distinction between Jewett's "backwater" world and the
masculine mainstream of American realism - like Howells's dis-
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tinction between Jewett's thrushlike voice and the "din of all the
literary noises that stun us so." Here, however, we should recog-
nize that the new feminist readings of The Country of the Pointed
Firs, although they disagree with Berthoff's valuation, generally
retain the terms of his distinction. Ammons, for instance, writes
that The Country of the Pointed Firs "turns its back on the competi-
tive world of men, literally leaving cantankerous Boston miles
behind, and explores the quiet affectional realm of women."22

Berthoff and Ammons agree, albeit with different emphases and
agendas, that the culture of women exists somehow outside the
competitive culture of men, and this similarity should probably not
surprise us. Jewett herself, we recall, distinguishes Almira Todd's
"grief and silence" from the "noisy world."

But while the underlying similarity between Berthoff's "back-
water" and Ammons's "quiet affectional realm" should not sur-
prise us, perhaps it ought to trouble us a bit. To focus exclusively
on what we might call the communal or separatist feminism of The
Country of the Pointed Firs seems inevitably to perpetuate the gen-
dered terms of realist thinking - even, in many respects, as that
thinking is represented by so foolish a figure as Frank Norris. Such
a focus obscures, too, a rather different sort of feminism also at
work in the book, one that might help explain the disparity be-
tween what the women of Dunnet Landing seem to represent and
the actual circumstances of their lives. Following her account of
the trip to Green Island, for example, the narrator turns to the visit
she and Mrs. Todd received from Mrs. Fosdick, a visit whose center-
piece is the story of Mrs. Todd's cousin by marriage, "poor Joanna."
Years before the narrator's sojourn in Dunnet Landing, Joanna
Todd was jilted by her fiance, and she moved out to Shell-heap
Island to live and die alone; she was, as Mrs. Todd puts it, "done
with the world" (p. 76). Joanna's retreat from "the world" bears an
intriguing resemblance to the narrator's own retreat from the city
to Dunnet Landing, and Mrs. Todd seems to recognize this resem-
blance; among the presents she leaves for the narrator at the end of
the book is the coral pin that Nathan Todd, years before, had
bought for Joanna. Joanna's withdrawal, it should be clear, is less
an expression of personal sorrow than an act of protest, even defi-
ance. "I've done the only thing I could do," she told Almira, "and
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I've made my choice. . . . I was in great wrath and trouble, and my
thoughts was so wicked towards God that I can't expect ever to be
forgiven" (p. 76). She did not, this is to say, seek forgiveness; she
remained true to her anger. According to Mrs. Fosdick, Joanna
"thought she wasn't fit to live with anybody, and wanted to be
free" (p. 65); Joanna's story leads the narrator to reflect "upon a
state of society which admitted such personal freedom and a vol-
untary hermitage" (p. 69). This may seem a severely restricted sort
of freedom, but that is of course the point: Joanna makes her
"choice," ironically but inevitably, by doing "the only thing I could
do."

"In a wider sphere," the narrator writes of Mrs. Fosdick, "one
might have called her a woman of the world . . . , but Mrs. Todd's
wisdom was an intimation of truth itself" (p. 59). Almira Todd, for
the worldly and apparently world-weary narrator, is the antithesis
of "the world"; she is a kind of primal essence. We might wonder,
however, if this sort of valorization bears any relation to the way
Mrs. Todd sees herself, and we ought to pay attention to what we
learn about the story of her life. When the narrator tells Mrs.
Blackett that "it was impossible not to wish to stay on forever at
Green Island," Mrs. Blackett agrees but adds that Almira would
have been "very restless" if she had stayed, since she "wanted
more scope" (p. 52). So Almira, as a child, was sent to Dunnet
Landing to stay with an aunt and go to school, presumably at the
very same schoolhouse the narrator is now renting in order to
pursue the solitary and worldly career of literature. And even the
apparently sentimental tale of Almira's hopeless love for "one who
was far above her" (p. 7), in some ways similar to the story of
Joanna's jilting, may matter less as a love story than as another
example of Mrs. Todd's restlessness, of her desire for scope, for
"the world." What has happened in her story, clearly, is that this
desire has been frustrated.

The Country of the Pointed Firs, Marjorie Pryse insists, "portrays a
world in which women are alone but not tragic."23 It is certainly
true that the absence of men from this world is not presented as a
tragedy for Jewett's women, but Mrs. Todd does remind the narra-
tor of "Antigone alone on the Theban plain," and there surely is
something tragic about the absence for these women of the free-
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dom and scope that have enabled the men to become absent. In the
social bustle of the Bowden reunion, the narrator comes to recog-
nize that "sometimes when Mrs. Todd had seemed limited and
heavily domestic, she had simply grown sluggish for lack of proper
surroundings"; "it was not the first time," she continues, "that I
was full of wonder at the waste of human ability in this world. . . .
More than one face among the Bowdens showed that only oppor-
tunity and stimulus were lacking, - a narrow set of circumstances
had caged a fine able character and held it captive" (pp. 105-7).
The narrator's recognition that Almira Todd has been caged by
narrow circumstances, that her worldly ambitions have been frus-
trated, does not undercut our sense of Mrs. Todd's primal power,
nor does it ironize the affirmation of the ideal of women's commu-
nity represented by Mrs. Todd and her mother. But it does reveal
that a price has been paid for the isolation of these qualities in
places like Dunnet Landing.

What this isolation suggests about Jewett's relation to Howells-
ian realism is, in the last analysis, somewhat complicated. In the
most obvious sense, realist thinking would seem simply irrelevant
to Jewett; she surely had no need to downplay style and the liter-
ary in order to present herself as a "real" man, and the portraits of
the minister Dimmick and Sant Bowden reveal an amused scorn
for men with such needs. It is thus tempting to see Jewett as
presenting a radical alternative to what Howells called the "world
of men's activities," an alternative secured through removal,
through withdrawal from the world; and such withdrawal - from
the city to Dunnet Landing, or from Dunnet Landing to Green
Island and the Bowden reunion - does constitute the main action
of The Country of the Pointed Firs. Yet the stories of Almira Todd and
Joanna (and, perhaps, the androgyny of the latter's name, combin-
ing "Joe" and "Anna") seem to suggest a counterimpulse, albeit a
frustrated one: a desire to move out of the world of Dunnet Land-
ing and into the "world of men's activities." Should we see here,
then, a kind of secret, frustrated connection to the ideological
underpinnings of Howellsian realism?

The answer to this question is no - for reasons revealed, for
instance, in a story told by Mrs. Fosdick. The chapter in which she
first appears is entitled "A Strange Sail," and Mrs. Fosdick is con-
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sistently associated with the supposedly masculine realm of sea
travel rather than the quiet community of women. Soon after her
arrival, she describes having gone to sea with her whole family,
when she was eight years old. She wore her brother's clothes, since
her own had inadvertently been left at home. As soon as the ship
reached a port, her mother went ashore to purchase proper "femi-
nine" attire, but they did not reach port for some time. "So I had
quite a spell o' freedom," Mrs. Fosdick concludes.

Mother made my new skirt long because I was growing, and I
poked about the deck after that, real discouraged, feeling the hem at
my heels every minute, and as if youth was past and gone. I liked
the trousers best; I used to climb the riggin' with 'em and frighten
mother till she said an' vowed she'd never take me to sea again,
(p. 61)

We should pay careful attention to the meaning of cross-dressing
in this brief story. Mrs. Fosdick's fondness for trousers had nothing
to do with wanting to be masculine or wanting to be with men.
What she regrets, rather, is her loss of freedom, and this freedom is
a masculine quality only in the sense that in her world it is denied
to women.

Mrs. Fosdick's regret over her loss of freedom may help explain
her fascination with the story of "poor Joanna," but she is by no
means consumed with regret, and soon after telling the story of
her sea voyage this seasoned traveler is commenting on the socia-
ble pleasures of "old acquaintance" - since, as she puts it, "conver-
sation's got to have some roots in the past" (p. 61). The truth is that
Jewett's women in The Country of the Pointed Firs are at the same
time rooted and restless, enriched and impoverished, sustained by
domestic routine and frustrated by it. While they experience a
genuine sense of communal sharing they also, in Mrs. Fosdick's
wonderful domestic image, feel the hem at their heels every min-
ute. In contrast to the view of a reader like Warner Berthoff, Jew-
ett's own view of her characters is not at all pathological; she does
not, from the perspective of what I have been calling realist think-
ing, regard the lives of her solitary women as abnormal. But she
does recognize the limitations that hem these lives in: limitations
imposed by, among other things, the norms — the assumptions
about "reality" and about the gendered allocation of different "re-

76



Gender and American Realism

alities" - that underlay the literary ideas of men like Howells and
Norris. The Country of the Pointed Firs does not finally force either/or
distinctions; and it may be this quality, above all, that separates the
book from the discourse of American realism, with its rigid bifur-
cation of "literature" and "life/' "teacup tragedies" and the "world
of men's activities." We should resist the impulse to reimpose these
bifurcations on The Country of the Pointed Firs, even in the interest
of finding in it an inversion of realist values. The book itself is
capable of affirming its community of women without conspiring
in the assumption that women should inevitably be hemmed and
marginalized. And its elegiac celebration of the world of Dunnet
Landing still contains at least an undercurrent of protest against a
climate in which women like Joanna must make their choices by
doing the only thing they can do.
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Material Culture,
Empire, and Jewett's

Country of the Pointed Firs
ELIZABETH AMMONS

AT the end of The Country of the Pointed Firs a number of Bow-
den reunioners eat "a model of the old Bowden house made

of durable gingerbread."1 They have already devoured an assort-
ment of pies on which "dates and names" have been "wrought in
lines of pastry and frosting on the tops." Then, as the narrator
explains: "There was even more elaborate reading matter on an
excellent early-apple pie which we began to share and eat, precept
upon precept. Mrs. Todd helped me generously to the whole word
Bowden, and consumed Reunion herself" (p. 108). This feast of
language near the end of Jewett's text is very important in a book
about a modern woman writer finding renewal and nurture in a
matrifocal community. The consumption of words baked and
frosted by women fuses the realms of literary art (language) and
domestic arts (cooking); it says that connection, rather than divi-
sion, is possible between ambitious modern women writers and
their maternal forebears.2 But why do they eat the house?

One way to think about The Country of the Pointed Firs is as a
material history. From this point of view, Jewett's story seeks to
recover and understand the past through serious contemplation
and representation of the texts of daily life: the objects, structures,
rituals, and landscapes that people shape and are shaped by. Rath-
er than search tomes and archives to create history, the material
culturalist goes into the field and examines the ordinary artifacts of
daily life. Material history, as Robert Blair St. George puts it, is "in
general terms, a history more about daily routine than about ex-
ceptional deeds, more about common houses, fences, and fields
than about country estates and Copley portraits."3 It is a history
that, like Jewett's Country of the Pointed Firs, is concerned with
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reading and interpreting the material objects and rituals of a spe-
cific time and place. "Things" become "whole texts, each one an
objectification of thought, a concrete enactment of morality, an
eloquent essay in the difficult reconciliation of ethics, aesthetics,
and economics."4 The task for the material culturalist is to read
and interpret - the two acts being inseparable in the apprehension
of any text - furniture, food, architecture, clothes, art objects,
festivals, and ceremonies in order to create from those texts a new
text, the one we read and interpret. The announced goal of this
intellectual production is to offer a truthful and persuasive version
of past life in a region as ordinarily experienced by ordinary inhab-
itants. A less obvious goal, however, is the one that interests me
here, and it has to do with the present. (Since Jewett chooses
fiction as her medium, this goal is in certain ways quite apparent in
her work.) The material culturalist uses old texts to make a new
one that serves some purpose in the present by promoting one
particular version of the past as opposed to some other version or
versions.

As the gobbling of the Bowden house at the reunion suggests,
two of the important material texts considered in The Country of the
Pointed Firs are houses and ritual feasts. Indeed, in her literary text
about these material texts Jewett, through her narrator, invites us
to join the final feast and eat the house. As readers consuming the
text of The Country of the Pointed Firs, which lies in our hands, we
mimic the wolfing of words and of re-created material texts that
constitutes the communal sacrament at the end of Jewett's narra-
tive. Just as the consumed house in the narrator's text is a baked
version of a "real" physical structure, so the consumable text in
our hands, the book we are "eating," is an artistically rendered
version or re-presentation of a supposedly "real" place and set of
events. This brings me back to my initial question: When we take
communion with Jewett, her narrator, Mrs. Todd, and the rest at
the end of The Country of the Pointed Firs - when we eat the word
and swallow the house - what are we celebrating?

The opening sentence of The Country of the Pointed Firs focuses
attention on material environment. "There was something about
the coast town of Dunnet which made it seem more attractive than
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other maritime villages of eastern Maine" (p. 1). This emphasis on
the visual pleasure the narrator takes in Dunnet's houses and their
relationship to one another and to the natural landscape remains
throughout the narrative; although not belabored, it shows up
again in her description of Mrs. Todd's house, the schoolhouse,
Mrs. Blackett's house, Joanna's house, the Bowden house, and
Elijah Tilley's house. The principal features of the aesthetic the
narrator extols are simplicity, smallness, tidiness, reserve, prac-
ticality, and cheerfulness.

Except for the Bowden house, to which I will return, all of the
important houses in The Country of the Pointed Firs are white, frame,
woman-centered structures that perfectly accommodate them-
selves to their Maine habitat. In the narrator's descriptions, they
simultaneously blend into their natural environment with their
smallness, woodenness, and clever adaptability to terrain; and
they stand out from it, punctuate it brightly with their whiteness
against the dark pines. The social experience that this architecture
articulates is clear. It is corporate yet respectful of privacy, individ-
uated but not class-structured. As historians of material culture
routinely point out, "Spatial patterns do not just happen, they are
caused." Human landscape operates as an "extension of ideologi-
cal process."5

Such axioms of material-culture study find obvious expression
in The Country of the Pointed Firs. The second sentence of the book
concentrates on

the few houses which seemed to be securely wedged and tree-
nailed in among the ledges by the Landing. These houses made the
most of their seaward view, and there was a gayety and determined
floweriness in their bits of garden ground; the small-paned high
windows in the peaks of their steep gables were like knowing eyes
that watched the harbor and the far sea-line beyond, or looked
northward all along the shore and its background of spruces and
balsam firs. (p. 1)

Jewett's narrator says late in the narrative that she can "read the
history of Mrs. Tilley's best room from its very beginning" (p. 124).
Here she uses the material landscape to introduce us to the values
of the town. These wedged and tree-nailed houses with their gay
gardens and "knowing eyes" say that the people in this place
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realize that life is hard, believe that people should adapt to the
rocky land rather than try to force it to obey them, maintain an
alert watchfulness, and do so with good cheer - even a dash of
gaiety (the gardens). The opening architectural vocabulary of The
Country of the Pointed Firs, in other words, offers a quite standard
reading of place and culture. Small-town New England in Jewett's
text is made up of ordinary people's houses expressing ordinary
Yankee values of ingenuity, pragmatism, cautiousness, good
humor, and visual simplicity.

Mrs. Todd's house, the first we see in any detail, reinforces and
then specializes this initial reading by adding to it the first in a
series of emphases on houses as women's spaces and on the home
as the site of business and therefore the foundation of economic
life in the area. Almira Todd supports herself by taking in an occa-
sional lodger, such as the narrator, and by dispensing herbs to
people who come to her door. Both of these business activities are
home-based, run by a woman, and, apparently, economically via-
ble; although Mrs. Todd is not rich, neither is she poor. But the
economic point is even more fundamental than that, for the narra-
tor's rhetoric places exaggerated emphasis on Mrs. Todd's house as
a place of business, with the word "business" appearing five times
in four paragraphs (pp. 6—7). As with any overdetermined inter-
pretation, this superobvious presence calls attention not only to
itself but also to what is absent: in this case, factories, warehouses,
stores, other commercial buildings, multiple dwellings, mansions,
and slums. These absences imply that in Dunnet there is no divi-
sion between home life and work life because there is no devel-
oped capitalist-based class system with managers (the rich) and
workers (the poor) - both of which by the time Jewett wrote The
Country of the Pointed Firs were standard features not only of city
life but also of small-town life. An occasional serving girl receives
mention (e.g., p. 96), which signals awareness of some class differ-
ences. Nevertheless, the time frame of the book - the historical era
Jewett has her narrator see and represent in the 1890s - is dis-
tanced and idealized. It is preindustrial, unusually free of corrosive
class divisions, and remarkably untouched by violence, crime, or
unsightly poverty.

Another significant way in which the text suggests that we have
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journeyed not simply into another area but into a highly inter-
preted representation of another era, of a different historical frame,
is through the narrator's representation of Mrs. Todd as a witch. As
the breeze comes through "the low end-window of the house
laden with not only sweet-brier and sweet mary, but balm and
sage and borage and mint, wormwood, and southernwood" (p. 3),
Almira works in her garden where

there were some strange and pungent odors that roused a dim sense
and remembrance of something in the forgotten past. Some of these
might once have belonged to sacred and mystic rites, and have had
some occult knowledge handed with them down the centuries.
(P-4)

This rhetoric is designed to reassure us that the past of "sacred and
mystic rites" and "occult knowledge" has disappeared. But has it?
Why are we told that Mrs. Todd brews compounds in a "small
caldron" for neighbors who come "by night as if by stealth, bring-
ing their own ancient-looking vials to be filled"? Or that some
nostrums, such as the "Indian remedy," come with "whispered
directions," and others require "cautions," secrecy, and "muttered
long chapters of directions" (p. 4)? The narrator's reading of Mrs.
Todd as a witch and therefore of the time she inhabits as one in
which witchcraft still lives is repeatedly stressed. Indeed, the narra-
tor's last view of Mrs. Todd at the end of this chapter reasserts the
witch association, showing the towering woman in her house "in
the centre of a braided rug, and its rings of black and gray seemed
to circle about her feet in the dim light" (p. 8).6

The narrator's attention to Mrs. Todd's material reality reinforces
the idea that she is part of a highly interpreted - a heavily "read" -
past. It is important that her house is small, modest, and organized
around one chimney. In this domestic space outdoors and indoors
intermingle, with the garden entering the house in the form of
various scents and fragrances and Mrs. Todd moving between
house and garden as between two rooms. Establishing harmony
between the worlds of nature and domesticity, this indoor/outdoor
house also maintains that there is no split between public and
private realms. Although her house is Mrs. Todd's personal dwell-
ing, it is also a public space - a boardinghouse from time to time
and, at all times, a friendly woman-centered variation on the New
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England country store. As such it serves as a social center, appro-
priately located on the edge of town, the place where village and
countryside meet, and as a serious place of business. That business,
playfully but nevertheless clearly identified as witchcraft, consists
of ancient, sacred, mysterious rites best understood and controlled
by women and associated more with the seventeenth and eigh-
teenth centuries in New England than with the nineteenth. Finally,
Almira's house, we cannot help but notice, contains in its design
numerous boundaries and thresholds: fences, gates, windows, and
doorways. Each of them, however, appears to allow easy passage.
The narrator and Mrs. Todd talk through the window; Mrs. Todd
and the doctor converse over the fence; neighbors pass through the
gate and up the path, with Mrs. Todd accompanying them back
down and out. All of this emphasized materiality creates Mrs.
Todd's house as a major text within the text. Although literally
located on the edge of town, her house, in the narrator's reading,
stands culturally at its center, which she presents as preindustrial
and matrifocal, multiple-boundaried yet accessible, and the site of
perfectly merged business, domestic, and sacred activities.

It is important to note that this idealized or heavily "read" past
in Jewett's text derives from the same physical evidence that pro-
fessional, modern, material historians study. As Laura Fecych
Sprague explains, paraphrasing a more detailed study by Thomas
Hubka:

The most prevalent type of dwelling house in Maine from the mid-
eighteenth to the mid-nineteenth century was of one or one-and-
one-half stories. One or two rooms deep, the living spaces were built
around a central chimney; this arrangement restricted the size of
the rooms. To move from one room to another, passage through
other rooms was required, thus limiting privacy. This style was fre-
quently found in the countryside.7

Jewett's narrator simply takes this basic structure and provides an
obviously interpreted version of it, first with Mrs. Todd's house and
then with the ones that follow, Mrs. Blackett's, Joanna Todd's, and
Elijah Tilley's. The narrator entertains no pretense of noncommital
objectivity or detachment. Although Mrs. Todd's house, with its
caldron and circle-casting braid rug, may be the most flamboyantly
interpreted, all are places the narrator invests with (from her point
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of view) positive values. These houses exist for her as spiritual
places, virtually shrines.

Holiest is Mrs. Blackett's. Her house stands at the sacred, inti-
mate center of the narrative, where the narrator and Mrs. Todd
journey together out to Green Island and then down into the
island's mystical, lush plot of pennyroyal, special herb of women.8
We see at once that this house is special, imbued with high portent,
and yet ordinary, typical of the many modest, tidy, tiny domiciles
in the area. "A long time before we landed at Green Island we
could see the small white house, standing high like a beacon,
where Mrs. Todd was born and where her mother lived, on a green
slope above the water, with dark spruce woods still higher" (p. 34).
The narrator announces her pleasure in the locale of Mrs. Black-
ett's house, admitting: "One could not help wishing to be a citizen
of such a complete and tiny continent and home of fisherfolk"
(p. 39). Then she offers us the house itself, outside and in, in highly
inflected detail.

The low-walled structure is "broad and clean" with a heavy-
looking roof. "It was one of the houses that seem firm-rooted in
the ground, as if they were two-thirds below the surface, like
icebergs" (p. 39). This grounded house has two entrances: the
formal front door with its "orderly vine" on each side and the
kitchen entrance with its "mass of gay flowers and greenery, as if
they had been swept together by some diligent garden broom in a
tangled heap" (p. 39). The narrator is invited to enter through the
formal front portal, from which she proceeds to the best room.
There the first substantial conversation between mother and
daughter takes place, which consists almost entirely of exclama-
tory compliments, delivered by Mrs. Todd "standing before us like
a large figure of Victory" (p. 40), about Mrs. Blackett's having
turned the carpet.

All of these details emphasize the importance of material-
culture representation in Jewett's book. Various texts are described
for us: the exterior of Mrs. Blackett's house, its orientation to the
earth, its two entrances, its parlor with newly turned carpet, the
scatter rugs over the carpet, the green paper curtains, the room's
glass lamps, its "pictures of national interest," and the "crystallized
bouquets of grass and some fine shells on the narrow mantelpiece"
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(p. 40). Simultaneously, the narrator interprets these things for
their social, spiritual, and political functions and meanings. We see
how seasonal rituals of renewal merge with social values of con-
servation and frugality in the turning of the carpet, which is in
addition presented as an act of heroic strength for an eighty-six-
year-old woman (which it is, of course). We are also informed that
the parlor, with its simple organic art objects and patriotic pictures,
constitutes a formal ceremonial space for community and family,
the space designated for sacramental or state occasions. Mrs. Todd,
we learn, was married in this room (p. 40). In these ways we come
to see that objects - "things" - do not exist as interesting texture, a
nice travel book background for "story," in Jewett's narrative. They
are story. Read by the narrator for their emotional, spiritual, social,
and ethical content, space and objects are indicators of human
values, as are rituals, ceremonies, sacraments, and festivals. As the
narrator states of Mrs. Blackett's house:

It was indeed a tribute to Society to find a room set apart for her
behests out there on so apparently neighborless and remote an
island. Afternoon visits and evening festivals must be few in such a
bleak situation at certain seasons of the year, but Mrs. Blackett was
one of those who do not live to themselves, and who have long
since passed the line that divides mere self-concern from a valued
share in whatever Society can give and take. There were those of
her neighbors who never had taken the trouble to furnish a best
room, but Mrs. Blackett was one who knew the uses of a parlor,
(p. 41)

Being one who knows the uses and meanings of rooms, objects,
visits, and ceremonies represents a crucial interpretive task
throughout The Country of the Pointed Firs, first for the narrator and
then the reader. By the time we get to Elijah Tilley's house at the
end of the book, we know exactly how to read the fact that "the
long grass grew close against the high stone step [of his front
door], and a snowberry bush leaned over it, top-heavy with the
weight of a morning-glory vine that had managed to take what the
fishermen might call a half hitch about the door-knob" (pp. 119—
20). Similarly, having already been taught how to read Mrs. Todd's
and Mrs. Blackett's houses, when we are shown Joanna Todd's
tiny reclusive house on Shell-heap Island we know how to inter-
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pret its meager yet telling materiality: its ultratidiness and the bits
of shells on the walls with flowers in them. Much as nuances of
etiquette and social behavior serve in the traditional novel of man-
ners to tell the reader how to read, so material culture functions in
Jewett's text to guide attention and shape reaction. Tilley's blocked
front door, the formal entrance to his house, tells us how isolated
he is from familial and communal ceremonial life in Dunnet -
even as his dead wife's "glass vases on the mantelpiece with their
prim bunches of bleached swamp grass and dusty marsh rose-
mary" (p. 124) declare his lingering desire not to be hopelessly cut
off. So, too, Joanna's spotless housekeeping and decorative shells
and blossoms attach her to both the ethic and the aesthetic of the
community she has left; she has not totally cut herself off, even if
she thinks she has.

My argument so far emphasizes how the narrator's interpretive
acts in The Country of the Pointed Firs guide ours. She teaches us
how to read the material texts she provides; we get the knack and
start imitating her; and finally we end up sharing her reading of
the country of the pointed firs — namely, that Dunnet is a wonder-
ful, psychically recoverable, "real" part of the American past that
we need to go back to, at least periodically or in spirit, to reconnect
with the essential mysterious healing values of matrifocal, prein-
dustrial, rustic America. Given this perspective, of course we end
by eating a house. We have been celebrating houses as secular
shrines throughout the narrative.

The issue I now wish to raise is the problem inherent in any textual
interpretation — namely, that the teacher's reading is not the only
one possible. Indeed, within The Country of the Pointed Firs itself the
question of the relationship between authority and interpretation
is repeatedly raised. Following Jewett's lead, I want in the second
half of this essay to look through the narrator's proferred reading
of material culture to the author's text on empire.

Early in the book Jewett invites us to rebel against rote obe-
dience to pedagogic authority and precedent. The narrator, mak-
ing visible what we already know to be the case because of the
book we hold in our hands, announces her intention to be "the
teacher." She seats herself authoritatively behind the desk of the
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Dunnet schoolhouse - a structure that itself, in its whiteness,
framedness, simplicity, airiness, and small scale, at first seems no
more than a clever variation on the other sacred female-centered
domestic spaces in the book. Once seated, however, the narrator
finds herself wrestling with complex issues of authority, knowl-
edge, silence, and speech.

The scene throws into confusion basic Eurocentric assumptions
about texts and teachers. First, the schoolhouse is an empty space,
one that has no body of learners. Pictured thus in a book that
argues the importance of learning about life directly from life, it
formally questions what material historians call "the evidential
priority of the written word."9 The hollow building stands for the
privileging of written texts that the narrator has to learn to leave
behind, at least for the summer. It confirms the necessity of learn-
ing to read material life in The Country of the Pointed Firs. Second,
and equally important, the teaching that does take place in the
empty schoolhouse is not the teaching of a woman. One may sit
behind the desk, but the figure truly at home in this deserted
building is male. Despite her authoritative perch, the narrator finds
herself intruded upon by an irksome, then baffling, and finally
pitiful old interpreter of strange, dead, distant material texts, an
addled old man with a passion for Milton and a head full of ghosts
and frightening, violent tales. The apt name of this weird little man
in the schoolhouse, this unexpected, deranged teacher, is Lit-
tlepage.

Littlepage's text is material - it is a real place he says he has been
- yet it is oddly unmaterial. Its cold, freezing contours keep disap-
pearing into the haze; its buildings and inhabitants keep evap-
orating into shadows. Placed early in Jewett's text about interpret-
ing texts and quite purposefully introduced in the schoolhouse,
site of elite Western patriarchal culture's insistence that the most
important texts to be read are books, not things, this scene juxta-
poses the two very different teachers/interpreters/writers, Lit-
tlepage and the narrator: one dominant and the other impotent.
He, in an obvious parody of erudite masculine learning gone ber-
serk, offers a hyperbookish interpretation of a material text that
does not seem even to exist. She, in an equally parodic textual
gesture, sits "at the teacher's desk as if I were that great authority,
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with all the timid empty benches in rows before me" (p. 12), and
finds herself unable to fill the blank pages in front of her.

For a while Littlepage's lecture, although boring at first, succeeds
in capturing the narrator's interest. She finds herself drawn into his
strange ultramasculine Western way of knowing that, quite appro-
priately, is preoccupied with interpreting great white male material
texts of conquest and danger. He describes ships that are tiny float-
ing isolates of incredibly specialized knowledge and scientific ex-
peditions that travel to the ends of the earth to find great frozen
towns beyond the boundaries of human warmth and communica-
tion. But finally this type of knowledge is less important than what
the narrator can learn outside the schoolhouse: Littlepage's narra-
tive is included early on and then left behind in The Country of the
Pointed Firs. Indeed, it is probably one of this book's most radical
moves to label the great heroic adventures and texts of white men
as curious but finally minor - marginal - compared with what
really matters in life.10 In any case, only when the narrator leaves
the schoolhouse and Littlepage behind - only when she gets out
from behind the desk, rebels against the teacher, and resolves in-
stead to learn from what she sees and hears out of school - does
she really put herself in the position of having something to teach.

One of the most important texts the narrator teaches from is the
Bowden reunion, the ceremony close to the end of The Country of
the Pointed Firs. Ritual celebration of family and environment, the
question of how to teach, and the whole subject of texts, textual
interpretation, and the sacramental feeding of human beings
merge in an end-of-the-summer festival literally enacted in space
surrounding the old ancestral Bowden house.

The usual way of reading the Bowden reunion - the way the
narrator interprets it for us and thus implicitly instructs us to do
likewise - is as a naive, joyful, old-fashioned rural festival affirm-
ing traditional American values of family loyalty, sainted mother-
hood, abiding patriotism, and spontaneous benevolent accord
with nature. In this view the reunion rejoices in an older, simpler
America, one before the advent of factories and skyscrapers, huge
cities and automobiles. Even more particularly, many white femi-
nist critics, myself included, have written fondly of this reunion
and of the book as a whole as a celebratory mythologization of a
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rural matrifocal community in which women - Mrs. Todd and
Mrs. Blackett - have real power and status, a place outside of or, in
historical metaphor, "before" patriarchal hegemony.11

Yet if we attend carefully to the presentation of the festival in the
text, a quite different, and I think for Jewett lovers disconcerting,
interpretation of the reunion is required. In the narrator's reading
of the reunion, which we must then see as coloring the whole text,
the ritual celebrates not just rural life but specifically the transplan-
tation of Anglo-Norman culture onto North American soil. The
reunion celebrates, in a word, the triumphant colonization of Indi-
an land by white people of British and Norman ancestry.12 What
we commemorate when we eat the word(s) and swallow the
house is white imperialism.

Traces of empire — tiny trophies from "exotic" foreign ports and
colonies - pop up throughout The Country of the Pointed Firs. We
are told that Mrs. Beggs, married three times to seafaring men,
inhabited a house that "was decorated with West Indian curi-
osities" (p. 13). When they visit her mother, Mrs. Todd shows the
narrator the "old flowered-glass tea-caddy" and drinking mugs
that her father, she explains, "brought home to my mother from
the island of Tobago," a British colony off the coast of Venezuela
(p. 51). Upon leaving Dunnet, the narrator receives from Mrs. Todd
two precious gifts, a coral pin and a "quaint West Indian basket"
(p. 131). When she visits Mrs. Todd, Mrs. Fosdick protests that she
doesn't want any tea made out of "none o' your useful herbs"; she
wants "some o' that Oolong you keep in the little chist" (p. 57).
Later when Mrs. Todd talks about Shell-heap Island, Mrs. Fosdick
exclaims: "Ought to see them painted savages I've seen when I
was young out in the South Sea Islands!" (p. 64).

Close to home, Shell-heap Island is described in considerable
detail by Mrs. Fosdick:

" 'Twas 'counted a great place in old Indian times; you can pick up
their stone tools 'most any time if you hunt about. There's a beauti-
ful spring o' water, too. Yes, I remember when they used to tell
queer stories about Shell-heap Island. Some said 'twas a great
bangeing-place [lounging place] for the Indians, and an old chief
resided there once that ruled the winds; and others said they'd
always heard that once the Indians come down from up country an'
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left a captive there without any bo't, an' 'twas too far to swim across
to Black Island, so called, an' he lived there till he perished."

"I've heard say he walked the island after that, and sharp-sighted
folks could see him an' lose him like one o' them citizens Cap'n
Littlepage was acquainted with up to the north pole," announced
Mrs. Todd grimly. "Anyway, there was Indians - you can see their
shell-heap that named the island; and I've heard myself that 'twas
one o' their cannibal places, but I never could believe it. There never
was no cannibals on the coast o' Maine. All the Indians o' these
regions are tame-looking folks." (p. 63)

Although the reading here is meant to be friendly - Indians Mrs.
Todd knows of are "tame-looking" - the racism and ethnocentri-
cism of this quick sketch are inescapable. Mrs. Todd's "queer sto-
ries" deal in familiar white stereotypes of Indians: they are lazy
("bangeing"), cruel (the abandoned captive), slippery (the com-
parison to Littlepage's disappearing wraiths), and uncivilized (the
cannibal theory). Everything in the description points to the for-
eignness, the strangeness of Indians, to their differences from Dun-
net folk, about whom the question of looking "tame" or not does
not even arise. Further, the association of Indians with the most
deviant and maladjusted of Dunneters, Joanna, is hardly acciden-
tal. Naturally she goes to live on the same island they liked; it just
shows how far outside the circle of ideal white community she has
perversely pitched herself.

The function of all this colonial exotica - whether tea caddies
from the other side of the equator or shells left on an island from
pre-Dunnet days - is to situate Dunnet at the center of a far-flung
empire. It does not matter that the town's seafaring heyday has
passed; Dunnet still occupies a position of cultural power. Colonial
artifacts in The Country of the Pointed Firs inscribe on an otherwise
homogeneous material landscape the presence of obvious racial
and ethnic differences that are successfully contained and there-
fore controlled by being totally surrounded by - taken into and
reduced to minority status within — the dominant culture, which
celebrates and affirms its white roots each year at the Bowden
reunion.

Quite accurately, the narrator reads the reunion as a political
and spiritual event of major importance in the local culture. As
Robert Blair St. George points out, festivals should always be read
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as constructed cultural landscapes. People create and use specific
"ritual space in order to reveal to themselves periodically the inner
structure of their own lives."13 In addition, as John Brooke em-
phasizes in a discussion of death and burial customs in early New
England, collective ritual practice frequently enables a group to
deal with "threats of disharmony and disunion" by creating
"structurally and symbolically powerful events" that bring individ-
uals and households together. As we see in Jewett's narrative, the
purpose of such rituals, "requiring the mobilization of formal reli-
gious categories, the manipulation of material symbols, and the
binding of the community to the province's mythic past,"14 is to
strengthen the participants by affirming the values that unite them.

The values that unite the Bowden revelers are communicated in
the language and metaphors the narrator uses to describe the ritu-
al. Most obvious is her pattern of regal and feudal rhetoric and
imagery. Seated "with much majesty" (p. 90) in the front of the
wagon, Mrs. Todd undertakes a royal progress with her mother
and the narrator to get to the reunion; they wave and occasionally
even descend to converse with people as they wend their ceremo-
nial way. Once at the reunion, Mrs. Todd announces with pride:
"Mother's always the queen," at which point the old woman is
duly "escorted" to the house where she holds "court" (pp. 98, 99).
Meanwhile Mrs. Todd receives "her own full share of honor" from
men whose kindness "was the soul of chivalry" (pp. 98-9).

The antiquity and sacredness of this Bowden aristocracy find
reinforcement in numerous classical references throughout the
book, such as the well-known comparison of Mrs. Todd to Anti-
gone (p. 49) and the narrator's specific statement that those at the
reunion "might have been a company of ancient Greeks going to
celebrate a victory, or to worship the god of harvests" (p. 100). But
as Sandra Zagarell has argued,15 the ancientness of the royal line
of Bowdens also receives distinctly northern European definition.
Evoking vague notions of prehistoric blood ties and ancient scat-
tered ritual fires on dark heaths, the narrator opines:

When, at long intervals, the altars to patriotism, to friendship, to the
ties of kindred, are reared in our familiar fields, then the fires glow,
the flames come up as if from the inexhaustible burning heart of the
earth; the primal fires break through the granite dust in which our
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souls are set. Each heart is warm and every face shines with the
ancient light, (p. 96)

Recalling the witch imagery earlier in the book, this evocation of
primal fires and ancient altars reared in familiar fields calls up a
dim European past that the narrator goes on to name. First she
says: "We were no more a New England family celebrating its own
existence and simple progress; we carried the tokens and inheri-
tance of all such households from which this had descended, and
were only the latest of our line. We possessed the instincts of a far,
forgotten childhood; I found myself thinking that we ought to be
carrying green branches and singing as we went" (p. 100). Then
she specifically identifies the particular "line" of these people as
Anglo-Norman. She calls attention to "the curiously French type
of face which prevailed in this rustic company/' points out that
"Mrs. Blackett was plainly of French descent/' and observes that
"a large proportion of the early settlers on this northern coast of
New England were of Huguenot blood" because "it is the Norman
Englishman, not the Saxon, who goes adventuring to a new
world" (pp. 102-3). She later gazes on the assembled company
and thinks: "So . . . their ancestors may have sat in the great hall
of some old French house in the Middle Ages" (p. 105).

Most telling, however, is the military and religious rhetoric that
surrounds the regal imagery and the references to ancient Anglo-
Norman lines and lore. These representations declare that the ritu-
al behavior enacted by Jewett's New World Anglo-Normans con-
sists of marching like an army and then worshiping as a body the
supreme material artifact in the book: the original, ancestral, Bow-
den house, which is, ultimately, sacramentally consumed in the
form of cake.

The military imagery is blatant. As soon as the reunioners gath-
er, there emerges from the group a "straight, soldierly little figure
of a man" who bears an uncanny resemblance to Mrs. Blackett
and who proceeds to "marshall" the crowd into ranks. He has a
"grand military sort of courtesy" and everyone obeys him. The
company stands "as speechless as a troop to await his order. Even
the children were ready to march" (p. 99). Upon Mrs. Blackett and
the ministers' taking their place at the head, this small army of
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Anglo-Normans marches off in orderly formation. Their "long pro-
cession/' described as one of the ancient human "rites" witnessed
by sky and sea through the centuries, ends in a grove that forms a
natural cathedral. There the "great family/' momentarily looking
small in the huge outdoor nave, congregates beneath "a thick
growth of dark pines and firs with an occasional maple or oak that
gave a gleam of color like a bright window in the great roof." On
three sides of this outdoor church, water is visible through the tree
trunks. But on the fourth "we could see the green sunlit field we
had just crossed as if we looked out at it from a dark room, and the
old house and its lilacs standing placidly in the sun" (p. 100).

Framed on the altar-wall of their outdoor cathedral, the Bowden
ancestral house forms the focal point for worship in this sylvan
sanctuary where the large family originally from Europe comes
each year to rest and rejoice. In this space the narrator observes
how French everyone looks (p. 101), and then immediately there
arises the issue of foreigners - who is in and who is out of this
lineage. One reunioner, to emphasize the foreignness of one per-
son, remarks with easy racism: "I always did think Mari' Harris
resembled a Chinee" (p. 103). Then the merry white people pro-
ceed to their long, orderly feast tables, where, ending the ritual,
Mrs. Todd and the narrator eat the words "Bowden" and "Reu-
nion" and a large number of reunioners partake of the gingerbread
replica of the Bowden house, which is shared "not without seri-
ousness, and as if it were a pledge and token of loyalty" (p. 108).

The Bowden reunion is about racial purity and white cultural
dominance. It celebrates white ethnic pride, the extended Bowden
family's Anglo-Norman lineage, which is militantly asserted and
religiously affirmed in all the orderly marching and solemn wor-
shiping. In earlier discussions of The Country of the Pointed Firs I
have held that the most intense part of the book, its dramatic
climax, occurs at its center, in Chapters 8 through 11, when the
narrator and Mrs. Todd bond in the dense field of pennyroyal on
Green Island. I have argued against interpreting the Bowden reu-
nion chapters as the book's culmination. But now I have to ask
how much my argument has reflected Jewett's design, which I do
think is there, and how much it has been the result of my resisting
another design, which is also there: the subtle but clear protofacist
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implications of all those white people marching around in military
formation ritualistically affirming their racial purity, global domi-
nance, and white ethnic superiority and solidarity.

There is no escaping that the communion at the end of The
Country of the Pointed Firs is about colonialism. When we eat the
words and swallow the house, what we take into ourselves accord-
ing to the terms of the collective ritual the narrator has just fin-
ished so carefully interpreting for us are the signifiers of the Anglo-
Norman conquest of North America. Karen Oakes points out that
it would have been impossible for Jewett, writing in the 1880s and
1890s, to be ignorant of dominant-culture theories of racial purity
and white superiority in late-nineteenth-century America and
then offers the interesting thought that we might read Mrs. Todd as

a person whose heritage is (at least metaphorically) mixed-blood;
for she possesses the herbal skill not only of her colonial counter-
parts but of her Indian predecessors. Furthermore, we learn in an-
other story, "The Foreigner," that Mrs. Todd has acquired much of
her insight from a woman who parallels the figure of the Indian
outsider, a French woman from Jamaica, who significantly cannot
speak "Maine" and horrifies her sober and asexual counterparts by
singing and dancing in the meetinghouse vestry in a shockingly
"natural" manner.16

But we also have to ask: What does it mean to be "metaphorically
mixed-blood" in a text so heavily inscribed with the glories, privi-
leges, and purity of the white race except that Mrs. Todd is intel-
ligent enough to respect the wisdom of the indigenous people who
were there before her? That is something - respect for people
whose lifeways differ from one's own. But it is not all that much.
The fact is that Dunnet as represented in Jewett's text is built on
the ruins of American Indian civilization (no live Indians appear in
the book), and it is decorated by the trophies of empire: baskets
from the Caribbean, tea from China, mugs from South America.
All those tiny, tidy, white, fenced, tree-nailed, and wedged houses
staring up and down the coast do articulate a vision of prein-
dustrial matrifocal harmony, health, and happiness. But they also
stand for white colonial settlement and dominance. When we take
communion with Mrs. Todd and the narrator, we are swallowing
not just the former but also the latter.
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Regionalism and Nationalism
in Jewett's Country
of the Pointed Firs

SUSAN GILLMAN

IN most American literary histories, the late-nineteenth-century
turn in fiction toward region is assumed to signal a rejection of

nation and national issues. Regionalism is envisioned as a limited
form, just as "local color" is seen, sometimes pejoratively, more
recently affirmatively, as a minor literature associated with local
places, "little" forms, and women. Regions as various as Jewett's
New England, the pre-Civil War South of George Washington
Cable, Thomas Dixon, and others, and the quasi-mythic, Roman
or medieval settings of popular historical romances are treated as
though they inhabit Jackson Lears's "no place of grace."1 That is,
such constructed regions are thought of as symptomatic of the
flight from modernism and the sense of placelessness that Lears
sees as endemic to turn-of-the-century U.S. culture. If not exactly
party to Lears's "antimodernist impulse," these constructions are
grouped together under the banner of nostalgia, as backward
glances at supposedly simpler, more cohesive ways of life charac-
teristic of pre-Civil War America.

As a critical lens, regionalism thus implicitly "Americanizes"
these regions, turning Ben Hur's Rome and Jewett's Dunnet Land-
ing alike into embodiments of a prelapsarian, Utopian "America."
Regionalism homogenizes its imagined regions even as it excludes
historical change as an active participant in the production of re-
gional writing. The only "history" generally associated with re-
gionalists is static, containing categories of literary history or such
set pieces of monumental history as the decline of rural life under
industrialism. Otherwise, it is thought, regionalists respond to na-
tional conflict - whether over old sectional and racial divisions or
new ethnic and economic tensions - by turning their backs on it.
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I want to suggest, however, that there is a significant link be-
tween regionalism and nationalism, one that includes but goes
beyond simple rejection. All of the very different novels under the
regionalist umbrella share the powerful memory of the Civil War,
paradoxically enacting, as Amy Kaplan puts it, "a willed amnesia
about founding conflicts, while they reinvent multiple and con-
tested pasts to claim as the shared origin of national identity/'2
Within the Sarah Orne Jewett mini-industry, however, the Civil
War is rarely mentioned. Nor is the postbellum cultural project of
national reunification that so occupied the United States in the last
two decades of the nineteenth century, when Jewett was well into
her writing career. That project imprinted itself on the American
landscape in a range of political and cultural phenomena: in the
legal underwriting of segregation at both the state and federal
court levels; in such public reminiscing about the war itself as the
Century magazine series "Battles and Leaders of the Civil War"
(which included patriotic pieces by Confederate and Union sol-
diers, as well as Twain's satiric "Private History of a Campaign That
Failed"); and, perhaps most relevant to Jewett, in the widespread
vogue for southern "local color," with its nostalgia for the lost
cause that reunited the sections of the country by rewriting the
past, culminating in 1915 with D. W. Griffith's version of a new
American history, The Birth of a Nation.

Rather than placing Jewett in this historical context, however,
critical debates focus on her "place" in the canon and are domi-
nated by the same aesthetic and formal questions. Is Jewett a
regionalist or a realist? Is the apparently plotless Country of the
Pointed Firs a novel, or does it have a different kind of structure?
The same critical passages continue to be quoted again and again.
Most often cited is Willa Cather's statement that Country is one of
three American books - Scarlet Letter and Ruck Finn are the others
- with "the possibility of a long, long life. . . . I can think of no
others that confront time and change so serenely. . . . A master-
piece! . . . a message in a universal language. . . ."3 This kind of
formalist response applies both to the critics of the "impoverished"
literature of "New England in decline" in the 1930s and 1940s
(Parrington, Brooks) and, perhaps more surprisingly, to recent
feminist work, which celebrates Jewett's work by resituating it
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within "women's culture/' "a woman's tradition" (of New En-
gland local-color literature), and "female geography."4 Though
clearly an important corrective to an earlier, unacknowledged
masculinist bias, this effort has tended to construct an essentialized
rather than historicized conception of woman, the criticism oddly
reproducing the "escape from the masculine time of history into
transcending feminine space" attributed to Country itself. Though
coming to different assessments of Jewett's place and value, all of
these critical projects recapitulate her exclusion from history. In
short, it appears that the Jewett critic, like "a lover of Dunnet
Landing," may return even today to the Jewett landscape "to find
the unchanged shores of the pointed firs."5

What difference might it make to read Jewett, whom, after all,
no one would claim rightfully belongs in Edmund Wilson's Patriot-
ic Gore, in the context of national conflict and reunion? This is not
simply a matter of Jewett's having occasionally entered what Albi-
on Tourgee called "The South as a Field for Fiction" (1888), in the
form of several southern local-color stories and many references to
the Civil War in Country and other stories. Nor is it only an issue of
the racialized thinking that Jewett displayed in her lifelong con-
cern with ancestors and lineage. Nor is it even the raw association
Jewett herself made between the war and her own personal and
cultural losses: "My grandfather died in my eleventh year, and
presently the Civil War began. From that time the simple village
life was at an end."6

Much more significant are the ways that Country's confrontation
with a "New England in decline" negotiates problems of past and
present loss and thus speaks to the cultural reconciliation process
under way twenty years after the national losses of the Civil War.
Both efforts center on conflicts over reinterpretation of the past
and its relation to the present. As what Eric Sundquist calls a
"literature of memory," Jewett's local-color participates in the
double-edged nostalgia characteristic of so much American litera-
ture of this period, devoted to enshrining the Civil War and the
history of slavery in order to defuse their fratricidal energies and
underwrite a new era of national reunion - and of new racial and
ethnic divisions.7 How, then, does Jewett's shifting representation,
sometimes elegiac, sometimes celebratory, of the heroic (some

103



New Essays on The Country of the Pointed Firs

would say, male) past and the domesticated (female) present lo-
cate her in a particular gendered place on what has been called the
"road to reunion"?8

The national project of reunion reinterpreted, and often re-created,
the past in contradictory ways: as preindustrial, plantation idyll
whose demise either implicitly or explicitly initiates present racial
violence (Thomas Nelson Page, George Washington Cable,
Thomas Dixon) or as locus of racial and sexual violence that con-
tinues, implicitly or explicitly, into the present (Mark Twain, Pau-
line Hopkins, Frances Harper). For Jewett's characters and readers,
the conflict in Country centers on differing interpretations of the
past in both time and space. The debate over Dunnet Landing as
fallen from a time of former, commercial glory or preserving the
simplicities of a mythic past, "the instincts of a far, forgotten child-
hood," parallels the question of whether the town, as a rural space,
is a therapeutic or stultifying retreat from the urban. Gender com-
plicates these questions, with the chronological-fall narrative asso-
ciated predominantly with the male viewpoint and the spatial
paradise associated with the female. To some, notably Captain
Littlepage, speaking for the once-glorious life at sea that made
"men of those who followed it," "shipping's a terrible loss to this
part o' New England from a social point o' view," to others, most
explicitly the narrator, the decline of shipping accounts merely for
the "sad disappearance of sea-captains," since Dunnet Landing as
a whole remains a place of timeless ritual, mostly but by no means
all female in nature (p. 20).

The vexed chronological relation of past to present that at times
divides the town's lonely former sea captains from its neighborly
women thriving on a combination of social and natural rhythms is
further complicated when that relation is spatialized. First, the
conflict over female and male conceptions of time is superimposed
on the urban versus rural axis associated with the narrator, who
continually contrasts the virtues of village life - its mixture of
remoteness, quaintness, and elaborate social conventionalities -
with the unspecified rigors of the urban world she has temporarily
left behind. Second, the question of time passing or time eternal is
extended from the city-country locus that structures much of
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Country onto the larger sectional-national front invoked in the
long Bowden reunion episode.

In what is sometimes seen as the book's climax, the Bowden
family reunion explicitly and for the first time locates Dunnet
Landing in the context both of the "New England nature" and of
the "great national anniversaries which our country has lately
kept" (pp. 95—6, 110). Here, in the context of a yearly ritual, the
novel ritualistically returns to, but does not resolve, virtually all of
its central conflicts: isolation versus community, exclusion versus
inclusion, and, perhaps most important, the shifting degrees of
freedom and constraint in men's and women's life experiences of
the past and the present. The reunion chapters ("The Bowden
Reunion," "The Feast's End") actually concluded Country when it
first appeared in the Atlantic Monthly in serial form in 1896. (Jew-
ett did not add the final two chapters, "Along Shore" and "The
Backward View," until the novel was published in book form later
that year.) How one reads the reunion episode, either as the climax
of a linear narrative or as repetition within a cyclical structure, has
become a kind of critical litmus test in Jewett studies, indicating
where one stands on the gender spectrum.

Once assumed to be at the very center of Country's narrative of
decline, the reunion, with its ancestor worship and sham militar-
ism, has been seen as the culmination of Country's lament for a lost
world of international travel and heroism, or what Warner
Berthoff describes as "that reference to the life of male action and
encounter without which the narrator's sympathy for backwater
Dunnet would seem myopic, sentimental." This view has been
challenged by feminist readings, such as Elizabeth Ammons's, that
instead take the visit to Green Island, the "sacred female space"
where the quintessential matriarch Mrs. Blackett lives, as the cen-
ter, not climactic but "concentric," of the book's celebration of the
female world of love and ritual.9

The critical dispute over the significance and meaning of the
reunion points to the ways that the novel is structured, not around
harmony or transcendence but conflict. There is, of course, the
question of the narrator's own conflicted relation to Dunnet Land-
ing: on the one hand, her struggle to move from outsider to "near
to feeling like a true Bowden," as she says she finally does at the
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reunion, and, on the other, the conflict between her urbanized
view of the village — as a retreat, mythic and timeless, but also
ancient and somehow cramped - and the very different perspec-
tive of its inhabitants. Most readings of the narrator, whether ex-
plicitly feminist or not, acknowledge this double-edged quality,
what Amy Kaplan identifies as regionalism's "Janus-faced nos-
talgia."10 Yet the townspeople do not represent a homogeneous
body of insiders, or even one divided simply along gender lines,
but rather struggle over precisely the same issues as the narrator
and the critics, conducting what amounts to an open-ended argu-
ment running throughout the novel about social structure and
gender relations, past and present.

Captain Littlepage is usually remembered as the spokesman for
the once exotic world of men at sea - "it made men of those who
followed it" - and against the present confines of life at home, or
what the narrator broadly refers to as "the subject of the decadence
of shipping interests in all its affecting branches" (pp. 20, 28). But
to equate the world of shipping simply with a lost male paradise is
to focus on only one part of the captain's retrospective vision,
which encompasses the domestic as well as the heroic. In com-
mentary that is not discussed as often as his enigmatic tale of a
shipwrecked expedition, he tells the narrator:

"In the old days, a good part o' the best men here knew a hundred
ports and something of the way folks lived in them. They saw the
world for themselves, and like's not their wives and children saw it
with them. . . . Yes, they lived more dignified, and their houses
were better within an' without. Shipping's a terrible loss to this part
o' New England from a social point of view, ma'am." (p. 20)

It is the narrator, not Littlepage, who interprets the social loss as
predominantly a male one: "It accounts for the change in a great
many things," she says, yet names only one, " - the sad disap-
pearance of sea-captains, - doesn't it?" For the captain, the lost
beneficiaries of sea travel were not just the men but, more gener-
ally, "folks," the lost benefits not just the leaving but the coming
home:

"When folks left home in the old days they left it to some purpose,
and when they got home they stayed there and had some pride in it.
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There's no large-minded way of thinking now: the worst have got to
be best and rule everything; we're all turned upside down and going
back year by year." (p. 21)

Littlepage may be adding to the contested narrative of a New
England in decline, for so many readers a literary critical fiction
that has wrongfully confined Jewett herself, but it is a narrative
with more versions than most have acknowledged. He laments not
simply an economic but a "social" loss, alluding not merely to a
once-simple world of quaint village lifeways but also to a once-
wider worldview, shared by both men and women and informed
by the cosmopolitanism of travel. Material remnants of those wide
horizons linger on in Dunnet Landing's "best things/' to use Mrs.
Blackett's phrase, the foreign exotica such as "West Indian curi-
osities," the coral pin Nathan Todd brought "from a port . . .
somewheres up the Mediterranean" for "poor Joanna," and other
"outlandish things," all fruits of the international trade (pp. 51, 13,
70). The narrator captures the complexly gendered nature of this
cosmopolitan vision when she sees in an old daguerreotype of
Mrs. Blackett as a girl "a far-off look that sought the horizon; one
often sees it in sea-faring families, inherited by girls and boys alike
from men who spend their lives at sea" (p. 48).

Captain Littlepage is, then, not the only one who constructs an
image of the past as less confining than the present, a time when
the freedom and "variety" (a Jewett code word, as we will see) of
travel widened the lives of many villagers, at sea and at home
alike. Yet this interpretation - for it is that - is contested even
within his own terms. At the end of his tale, the captain recalls the
occasion for its telling, the funeral of Mrs. Begg, whose loss makes
him revert once again to his great theme. "Yes, Mrs. Begg will be
very much missed. She was a capital manager for her husband
when he was at sea. Oh, yes, shipping is a very great loss" (p. 28).
The little we know of the "very much respected Mrs. Begg" both
affirms and undercuts Littlepage's ode to the woman keeping the
home fires burning. Though she, too, expresses the "great dissat-
isfaction with town life" characteristic of the male sea captains,
rather than look to the sea for relief as they do, she, who "had
lived to lament three seafaring husbands," "couldn't get used to
[its] constant sound" (p. 13). Captain Littlepage's story of Mrs.
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Begg's funeral gives us a subtle version of the narrative of the
decline of shipping, in which she plays both a masculine role (once
a capital manager, she finds town life as disappointing as any
former sea captain) and a feminine role (both her managerial skills
and their demise are mediated through three husbands and three
widowhoods).

In yet another complexly gendered version of the narrative of
decline, w7e are given Mrs. Todd's old friend, Mrs. Fosdick, "good
traveler," "entertaining pilgrim," and mother of a large seafaring
family ("sailors and sailors' wives"), most of whom had died be-
fore her (p. 59). She speaks much the same line as and, indeed,
tells more, perhaps even stranger, tales than Littlepage, though
notably without his angst. Having spent part of her life at sea ("like
many of the elder women of that coast"), she strikes the narrator
as someone whom "in a wider sphere . . . might have [been]
called a woman of the world" (p. 59). Her first tale is a striking
autobiographical narrative of freedom and transvestism. As an
eight-year-old she accompanied her family (including her mother,
whose new baby was born "just in time") on a trading voyage
bound for the East Indies and, thanks to what appears to be the
mother's understandable error in forgetting to take her daughter's
clothes, is forced (or privileged, for that is her view) to wear her
brother's clothing for "quite a spell of freedom." When her mother
finally made her a new skirt, Mrs. Fosdick reports, she was "real
discouraged, feeling the hem at my heels every minute, and as if
youth were past and gone." The moral of this story of feeling free
and then hemmed in once again: "I liked the trousers best; I used
to climb the riggin' with 'em and frighten mother till she said an'
vowed she'd never take me to sea again" (p. 61).

Mrs. Fosdick clearly goes much farther than Captain Littlepage
in celebrating sea travel for its freeing of otherwise rigid gender
boundaries, if not for the outright role reversal that Jewett ex-
plored, often comically, in a number of stories written during the
early 1880s.11 But in a move characteristic of Jewett's focus on
conflicting views among the villagers themselves, Mrs. Todd ques-
tions her old friend Mrs. Fosdick's halcyon view of the "old
whalin' days," particularly on the woman question. "Whalin'
must have been dull for a lady, hardly ever makin' a lively port,"
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asserts Mrs. Todd. "I never desired to go a whalin' v'y'ge myself"
(p. 64). Mrs. Fosdick admits to returning to shore feeling behind
the times but stresses that it was the "variety" of the traveling life
that most attracted her, a Jewett term referring positively to the
incorporation of the exotic and the strange at home. When "sea-
farin' families" dominated Dunnet Landing, there were also "a lot
o' queer folks" about, whereas, Mrs. Fosdick complains, "every-
body's just like everybody else, now" (p. 64). Mrs. Todd under-
stands immediately, having herself already confided to the narrator
on the trip to Green Island that "I must say I like variety myself,"
and accepts the implicit connection her friend assumes between
travel at sea and tolerance of difference at home. For both women,
as for Captain Littlepage, this relation is formulated as a conflict
between past and present, age and youth. "Yes, . . . there was
certain a good many curiosities of human natur' in this neighbor-
hood years ago. . . . In these days the young folks is all copy-cats,
'fraid to death they won't be all just alike; as for the old folks, they
pray for the advantage o' bein' a little different" (p. 64).

However much the characters might differ on the question of
gender relations in the past, everyone agrees that as a commu-
nity Dunnet Landing has become "narrowed down" (Littlepage's
word) in contrast to the wide horizons of the past. Nowhere is the
intolerance of difference more apparent than in the disapproval
with which Dunnet Landing's two feminized men, William Black-
ett and Elijah Tilley, are regarded. Mrs. Todd "evidently" thought
her brother William a "failure in life" for living, like an unmarried
daughter, at home with their mother, to whom he is "son an'
daughter both" (pp. 48,41). "He ought to have made something o'
himself, bein' a man an' so like mother," says his more worldly
sister (p. 47). A reflection perhaps as much of his being juvenilized
as of being feminized, she finds him to have been "always odd,"
yet it is apparently not the positive sort of "queerness" or "strange-
ness" that both she and Mrs. Fosdick so admire in their vision of
the past (pp. 41, 64). The narrator notes twice that though she can
think of "peculiarities of character in the region of Dunnet Land-
ing yet," neither women names any of these contemporary exam-
ples (p. 64).

One of those they don't consider might well be Elijah Tilley, the
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mournful old fisherman, who has become, since his wife's death,
as expert at "knittn" as he is at "nettin" and who has made both
his house and himself ("a very good housekeeper") into a shrine
to her memory (pp. 126, 120). Though he sounds strikingly like
one of Mrs. Fosdick's "strange creatures" "that used to hive away
in their own houses with some strange notion," he, like William,
apparently does not fit the bill. Far from embodying the "energy"
Mrs. Todd attributes to the "strangeness" of the past, Tilley knits to
pass the moments of "his continual loneliness" (p. 122). Though
both William and Elijah exemplify a kind of gender reversal or
duality, something like that envisioned in Mrs. Fosdick's transves-
tite tale, they are not the kind of "queer folks" celebrated in her
vision of the past. Rather, their pathetic lives suggest that such
gender reversal, and the freedom imagined along with it, are dis-
turbing in the context of present social and economic conditions in
Dunnet Landing.

Similarly, we will see, the presence of the foreign in present-day
Dunnet Landing is no longer positively cast as "variety," but rather
represented as threatening and invasive - unless, that is, the for-
eign has been reduced to the status of "best things" displayed in
"best room" cabinets, remnants of the international trade of the
past. Thus we hear a string of exotic place names — Tobago, the
East and West Indies, Bordeaux - all associated with the "outland-
ish things" (p. 28) brought home long ago from sea, but now
dissociated from any substantive, living sense of their origins. The
predominantly local culture of Dunnet Landing is interlaced with
largely unassimilated fragments of both this cosmopolitanism and
a nativist popular culture, in the form of various, apparently ad-
ventitious references to the Civil War. Brother William sings "the
best that lived from the ballad music of the war;" the man who
jilted poor Joanna "went to war in one o' the early regiments" and
was never heard from again; two feuding farmers who share the
same remote island are so estranged, Mrs. Todd says, that "when
the news come that the war was over, one of 'em knew it a week,
and never stepped across his wall to tell the other" (pp. 53, 78, 34).
And, of course, there is the omnipresent absence of young men in
Dunnet Landing, among them Bowdens who are not even buried
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in the family burial ground, "some lost at sea, and some out West,
and some who died in the war" (pp. 97-8). Fragmentary pieces of
the war, like the shipping industry, seem to be everywhere yet
nowhere in Dunnet Landing.

The Bowden reunion brings all of these conflicts to a head,
partly by putting them in a broad, national context, partly by
explicitly naming them in a broadly recognizable cultural vocabu-
lary. "An American pie is far to be preferred to its humble ancestor,
the English tart," remarks the narrator of the pastry culminating
the reunion feast (p. 108). Extending the concern with both na-
tionalism and ancestry, the narrator later frames the reunion in
explicit terms of blood, clannishness, and inheritance:

Perhaps it is the great national anniversaries which our country has
lately kept, and the soldiers' meetings that take place everywhere,
which have made reunions of every sort the fashion. . . . I fancied
that old feuds had been overlooked, and the old saying that blood is
thicker than water had again proved itself true, though from the
variety of names one argued a certain adulteration of the Bowden
traits and belongings. Clannishness is an instinct of the heart, - it is
more than a birthright, or a custom; and lesser rights were forgotten
in the claim to a common inheritance, (p. 110)

This important passage, along with many others in the Bowden
reunion chapters, draws on the popular language blending eu-
genics and evolution that characterized a wide range of efforts to
conceptualize "race" and nation (often viewed as interchangeable)
in the late nineteenth century, from scientific racism to W. E. B. Du
Bois's lifelong project to reconstruct a global history of the black
race.

In the reunion episode Jewett works simultaneously in a num-
ber of these conflicting spheres. As Sandra Zagarell argues in
Chapter 2 of this volume, there is a recognizably nativist, anti-
immigrant note in the conversation of one of the Bowden women:
"Somebody observed once that you could pick out the likeness of
'most every sort of a foreigner . . . in our parish. . . . I always did
think Mari' Harris resembled a Chinee" (p. 103).12 In a variant of
this exclusionary rhetoric, perhaps growing out of Jewett's own
botanical metaphors, she sometimes uses biological terms to char-
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acterize the Bowden clan. Santin Bowden, the "soldierly little fig-
ure" who leads the Bowden family to dinner like a military proces-
sion, was rejected for service in the Civil War ("he ain't a sound
man, an' they wouldn't have him") but, nevertheless, is described
as coming of "soldier stock" (p. 101). The Bowden family was said
to have come of "very high folks in France" from whom, Mrs. Todd
explains, Santin got his "ability." "'Tain't nothin' he's ever ac-
quired; 'twas born in him" (p. 102). The narrator also speaks on
behalf of biology and heredity when struck by the "curiously
French type of face" among the Bowdens, which she attributes to
the "Huguenot blood" of a large proportion of the early settlers of
the northern New England coast (pp. 101-2).

But at this point the narrator appeals to the notion of the "gifts"
of a particular familial, that is to say, national, heritage. Starting
with Mrs. Blackett, "plainly of French descent, in both her appear-
ance and charming gifts," the narrator muses, "I began to respect
the Bowdens for their inheritance of . . . a certain pleasing gift of
formality" (pp. 101, 105). This approach to ancestry signals an
important Jewett swerve away from a biological to a cultural con-
ception of nation and race. One of the best-known nineteenth-
century spokesmen for this view, Du Bois argued in "The Conser-
vation of Races" (1897) that each nation, like each "race group," is
"striving, each in its own way, to develop for civilization its partic-
ular message, its particular ideal."13 He might also have said its
particular gifts, as in the gifts that the black race has "given Ameri-
ca, its only American music, its only American fairy tales" (p. 81).
Even Du Bois's evolutionary narrative of race development from a
semimythologized African childhood onward - "we are Negroes,
members of a vast historic race that from the very dawn of creation
has slept, but half awakening in the dark forests of its African
fatherland (p. 81)" — has its counterpart in the mythic Greek past
Jewett's narrator imagines for the Bowdens. "We might have been
a company of ancient Greeks going to celebrate a victory," she says
of the Bowden family procession.

We were no more a New England family celebrating its own exis-
tence and simple progress; we carried the tokens and inheritance of
all such households from which this had descended, and were only
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the latest of our line. We possessed the instincts of a far, forgotten
childhood. (100)

Not only does Jewett construct her own evolutionary narrative for
the Bowdens, but she also militarizes the family reunion. Her mil-
itarism combines with ancestor worship and a quasi-chivalric,
quasi-medieval backdrop to create Jewett's New England (and, we
will see, feminist) version of the late-nineteenth-century vogue for
knight-errantry, Anglo-Saxon manhood, and the martial ideal.
New arrivals at the reunion are met by Bowden men "with a
simple kindness that was the soul of chivalry"; the Bowden
"troop" marches in ranks of four, led by "marshal" Santin; they sit
at their outdoor feast much as "their ancestors may have sat in the
great hall of some old French house in the Middle Ages, when
battles and sieges and processions and feasts were familiar things"
(pp. 99, 105). The Bowden family might as well be one of the
many fraternal organizations - among them the Knights of Co-
lumbus and the Ku Klux Klan - that flourished during this period
of growing U.S. interest in expansion overseas. The semi-
mythological pasts constructed by such groups, as well as in popu-
lar romances and regional literature (such as Jewett's), fulfilled
conflicting desires for both escape from and distanced confronta-
tion with anxieties (over "immigrant hordes" at home and a new
American empire abroad) of the present.

So, on the one hand, Jewett puts the Bowdens on the road to
reunion, sharing dominant cultural vocabularies and values; but
on the other, she has the predominantly female clan supplant it
with a road of their own, or what amounts to a feminist national-
ism. Like the gender confusion and inversion displayed in various
ways throughout the Littlepage and Fosdick narratives, the re-
union episode brings together spheres that are constructed as cul-
turally separate, in this case the national/public and the female/
private. Mothers and ministers are on equal footing in this nation-
alist vision, accorded places of honor both in the family procession
and at table: "It choked me right up," says Mrs. Todd, "to see
mother at the head, walkin' with the ministers" (p. 101). If mother
as "queen" and "mistress" rules "this great day," reshaping but not
rejecting the gender hierarchy, so too does the Bowden militarism
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partially undercut itself, associated as it is with the pathetic, failed
soldier Santin and his ceremonial gestures so disproportionate to
their object.

Moreover, the reunion culminates in Chapter 19, "The Feast's
End," with a merger of patriotic and culinary display, the ritualistic
consumption of American pies that stresses the baking, and its
female artistry, as much as the ceremony of eating itself. The pies
verge on being self-consuming artifacts, which, when eaten, regis-
ter discord rather than harmony, abrupt ends rather than ritualistic
returns. Mrs. Todd and the narrator consume the words "Bowden
Reunion" on an apple pie, leaving only an "undecipherable frag-
ment" (p. 108). But "the most renowned essay in cookery" was a
gingerbread model of the old Bowden house, the center of a strik-
ing process of ritualistic dismemberment and reincorporation. Not
merely "consumed," the house "fell into ruin at the feast's end,"
and this house divided is then "shared by a great part of the assem-
bly, not without seriousness, and as if it were a pledge and a token
of loyalty" (p. 108). Lest we rest on this ceremonial recognition
and reconciliation of division, the feast does not stop here, but
rather ends with the narrator recounting her deflating meeting
with the maker of the gingerbread house. " 'It wasn't all I expected
it would be,' she said sadly, as many an artist had said before her of
his work" (p. 109).

Just so, the whole reunion episode contains its own critique,
both enacting and supplanting the dominant cultural nationalism
- but from the female point of view. Jewett's feminism locates a
place where she can be critical of the culture within which she
speaks. Throughout the central Chapter 18, "The Bowden Re-
union," the grand pretensions of this event are simultaneously
articulated, "not without seriousness," and exposed. The Mari'
Harris/"Chinee" conversation reminds us at the outset of this
event that the Bowdens do not always embrace "strange folks"
other than their own. Not insignificantly, this discussion is imme-
diately followed by a detailed look at the "particular animosities"
within the family. Mrs. Todd confesses that she "always dreads
seeing some o' the folks," particularly one of her husband's cous-
ins ("I hate her just the same as I always did"; p. 104). Even the
narrator, generally an uncritical Bowden family admirer, experi-
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ences a "moment's uneasiness/' a cloud that momentarily passes
but returns in an extended elegy at the chapter's end to the Bow-
dens as an unused "reserve force of society." First Santin Bowden
and then Mrs. Todd had appeared as "cramped" (by his trade) and
"limited" (to her "heavy domesticity") (pp. 101, 105). Finally,
however, it is all of them:

It was not the first time that I was full of wonder at the waste of
human ability in this world, as a botanist wonders at the wasteful-
ness of nature. . . . More than one face among the Bowdens showed
that only opportunity and stimulus were lacking, - a narrow set of
circumstances had caged a fine able character and held it captive,
(pp. 106-7)

The endnote of Jewett's feminist nationalism lingers not on patri-
otic memory but on the costs paid by the "reserve force of society"
that, by implication, makes possible its continued existence. Odd-
ly, then, it turns out that, after all, Jewett is participating in the
decline-of-New-England trope. But she does so neither entirely in
the impoverished, antifemale mode of Berthoff and Parrington nor
in the celebratory "women's" mode of the revisionist feminists.
Rather, Country creates and then debates conflicting images of the
past in order to critique new social and sexual relations emerging
in the present. Among these new arrangements would be not only
the threats posed by domestic immigration and global expansion,
but also the possibilities opened up (and closed) by the New Wom-
an. In Jewett's Country, as in so much regional literature, the point
of constructing a more harmonious, "imaginary" past is to look
both away from and toward the disturbing present. Similarly
Janus-faced is the category of regionalism itself, which constructs
region as both separate from and engaged with nation. In literary
history, "regionalism" has had its necessary development as a sep-
arate sphere, a "minor" literature with unique characteristics of its
own, much as the feminist revisions of Jewett celebrated Country as
a specifically female sphere of love and ritual. It is time, however,
for these worlds apart to be transculturated, as it were, admitted
back into the fold of their dialogue with the dominant culture.
Only such a fully historicized context enables us to see the nation
in Jewett's country.
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