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Abstract

This thesis studies how, thanks to the confluence of practices which 

highlighted the importance of the eye and ways of seeing, mid-nineteenth-century 

Americans witnessed the emergence of a “culture of the eye” that influenced greatly 

their lives and their literary productions. The widespread success of the pseudo

sciences (especially phrenology, physiognomy, and mesmerism), and of 

daguerreotypy (the first form of photography), was mostly due to their identification 

of the contemporary concern with the study of character, and to their appearing to 

offer newly accurate and principled ways of character discernment. Yet these new 

movements or developments remained ultimately subjective, and this is mainly why 

they drew contemporary writers to incorporate their ideas and techniques into their 

creative work. To demonstrate this, each chapter of this project focuses on one 

nineteenth-century American writer and explores his or her attitude towards the new 

movements, as well as the specific aspects and practices which he or she deployed 

most frequently. Starting with the discussion of the literary translation of Oliver 

Wendell Holmes’s medical gaze, this thesis also surveys Nathaniel Parker Willis’s use 

of pseudo-scientific ideas and techniques to gain personal and social recognition of 

his genius; Maria Cummins’s emphasis on the religious undertones of the pseudo

sciences; the powers and theatricality behind Augusta Evans’s “mesmeric eyes”; the 

simultaneous attraction and repulsion effected by Elizabeth Stoddard’s “metallic 

look”; Nathaniel Hawthorne’s exploitation of mesmeric and daguerreian techniques in 

his simple though gifted romances; and Henry James’s stress on the psychological and 

aesthetic bearings of the pseudo-scientific gaze. Through the analysis of the nuanced 

incorporation of ideas and techniques from the “culture of the eye” into the work of 

these writers, this project also seeks to question the long-established differences 

between male and female literature, and between canonical and popular writing.
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1. The “Culture of the Eye” in Nineteenth-Century America: Theoretical 

Background and Literary Reformulation.

This thesis is, first of all, about the interaction between literature and other 

cultural forms. Through the exploration of this interplay, this project is also 

concerned with showing the similarities and differences between minor and major 

literary texts, and between literature written by men and that written by women. 

Reading extensively in nineteenth-century American literature one is likely to be 

intrigued by the number of times eyes are mentioned, no matter whether the stories 

have been written by men or women, by well-known or completely unknown authors. 

The ways in which these allusions are recorded are often very similar, as are the ideas 

with which they tend to be associated. The more one reads, the more apparent it 

becomes that the authors are all using references to eyes in a formulaic manner. If the 

reader is curious enough as to search for origins, he is to be confronted with a whole 

array of cultural forms which focus on the eye as the powerful organ of the sense of 

sight: the natural sciences, the pseudo-sciences, the rapidly developing field of optics, 

the fine arts, photography. All these scientific and pseudo-scientific discourses 

highlight the importance of the eye and of ways of seeing. In this introduction, I offer 

an outline of these movements and developments, as well as an overview of the main 

reasons why the eye became so central in the nineteenth century. I pay special 

attention to how and why the scientific conceptualization of the eye was relevant to 

the pseudo-sciences and, in particular, to mesmerism and daguerretotypy. These were 

among the most popular of responses to particular nineteenth-century social anxieties, 

and they soon became associated with specifically American values and needs. After 

introducing these practices, I will move on to show the interaction between science 

and literature, pointing out how nineteenth-century American texts profited from the 

use of pseudo-scientific ideas and methods. In doing this, I anticipate the concepts 

associated with the eyes and ways of seeing that will recur in the discussion of texts in 

the following chapters. Finally, I explain the structure and main goals of the thesis 

and include a brief outline of the chapters: their contents, their significance for the 

main topic, and their points of connection and departure

From as early as the seventeenth-century, medical accounts of the constitution 

of the eye have described this organ as “the most perfect work which is in our body.”
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In particular, its being situated “in the highest part of all the body” was believed to be 

a symbol of its “sovereignty amongst all the senses”: the eyes “must serve as spies 

and watch-men to defend and guide all the other parts.”1 These ideas were reiterated 

in the nineteenth century, when the eye was also considered “the most important, and 

therefore the most valued” of all organs of the senses. However, up to the nineteenth 

century, the eye was important just for being the organ of the sense of sight. What is 

more, as seeing, its main function, was considered an autonomous and unconscious 

act, scholars, poets, and scientists tended to speak about the eye as an “inimitable 

organ” merely for its “superior beauty and contrivance.” In the nineteenth century, on 

the other hand, the stress on the importance of the eye changed and now the eye began 

to be considered, “emphatically [,] the great inlet, the high road of knowledge.”2 That 

is, in the nineteenth century, both specialists and non-specialists stressed that seeing, 

though an autonomous, unconscious act in principle, was also an act of the will and/or 

a subjective act of intelligence. This led to a new insistence that the development of 

one’s brain depended on the cultivation of one’s eyes. The first to point out the 

connection between the eye and the mind were the practitioners of the emerging 

natural sciences. Darwin and his fellow-scientists considered “the employment of the 

sense of vision in the study of nature” as the most “important practical lesson in this 

earthly life of ours.”3 If the teachings of the natural scientists were so widely 

successful, this was in part because they seemed to promise that, to improve one’s 

mind, it sufficed to apply closely one’s eyes to one’s surroundings. As Lynn Merrill 

has shown, the simple methodology behind the natural sciences meant that even a 

“common gazer” could eventually become “uncommon” through his or her gazing 

acts; that is, anyone could become a naturalist simply by “collecting, describing, [or] 

taking pleasure in nature’s multiplicity and complexity.”4 Responding to the needs of 

the natural sciences and supporting their idea of the “limitless possibilities for human 

sight,” the nineteenth century also witnessed great developments in the field of optics, 

with the invention or perfection of optical instruments such as the microscope, the 

telescope, the opthalmoscope, the kaleidoscope, and the stereoscope (Merrill 120). 

These optical devices were indeed a further step in the education of the individual’s 

eye. The availability of such devices was limited. This does not mean, however, that 

the way in which they improved the activity of the eye was necessarily completely 

lost to the general public. In fact, the numerous essays on the Education o f the Eye 

that were published in the nineteenth century tried to reproduce the technical
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experience of viewing through the new optical apparatuses. These essays, conceived 

especially “With Reference to Painting,” also brought together the fields of art and 

science, as geometrical and mathematical metaphors were used to guide artistic 

observation. These treatises highlighted how “the power of seeing objects correctly is 

gained by a careful examination of their general appearance, and of the component 

parts which produce such general appearance.” According to them, the training of the 

eye should be gradual, selecting, first of all, “such objects as are simple in their forms, 

that the eye may perceive them distinctly,” and then concentrating on other more 

complex objects. The essential technique throughout is to “observe [...] attentively,” 

since it is this application of the eye that provides the mind with “one of its chief 

sources of correct information.”5 Art and science were closely linked in the 

nineteenth century and, as Rafael Cardoso Denis has shown, “under the auspices of 

[...] the Department of Science and Art,” the “new culture of vision” that came about 

in the mid-nineteenth century eventually engendered “a new culture, fostering art 

schools, museums, and public libraries,” making (visual) knowledge more easily 

accessible to the general public.6 Since in the nineteenth century, “Sight [was] a 

faculty, seeing, an art,” it is easy to understand why “[pjictures were in each case 

taken as the guide for how to see, because painting is the art of seeing, and in 

landscape painting the visual qualities of nature are accentuated.”

The new scientific, technological, and artistic developments that took place in 

the nineteenth century seemed to lead to a new and improved conception of the world; 

or, rather, to a new and better way of looking at and seeing the world. However, they 

also posed questions on the concept of an objective reality. As will become clear in 

the development of this thesis, my understanding of “subjectivity” and “objectivity” is 

similar to that of Regenia Gagnier, for whom “the particular or partial view (the view

in and for itself) is opposed to some other (if only hypothetical) universal view (the
?8view from nowhere and for no one, the view that contains all possible perspectives).” 

In the chapter on Holmes in particular, I deal directly with how “objectivity” 

(impartiality, universality) is compromised, since the individual (or subject) is 

subjected to his surroundings, and to what he knows or can know. The subject is also 

conditioned by the way in which he sees himself. Finally, the constitution of the 

subject also depends on how others (other subjects) see him, which does not 

necessarily correspond with the manner in which the subject wants to be seen.
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By cultivating one’s eye, whether through direct close observation, through 

optical apparatuses, or through artistic works, the nineteenth-century individual was 

able to discover, gradually, what was hidden to the inexperienced eye, thus improving 

his or her knowledge of the world. This was unsettling in itself because it made the 

individual wonder how real his or her view of the world was, since, what he or she 

perceived was limited to a greater or lesser degree. As Jonathan Crary has shown, 

optical devices brought about a whole revolution in the field of observation, providing 

“a plurality of means to recode the activity of the eye, to regiment it, to heighten its 

productivity and to prevent its distraction.” At the same time, these apparatuses also 

called attention to their own “limits and deficiencies” as well as those of the human 

eye, since they needed to complement each other: “the relation between eye and 

optical apparatus becomes one of metonymy: both were now contiguous instruments 

on the same plane of operation, with varying capabilities and features.”9 What is 

more, the individual also realized that his or her observations did not necessarily have 

to coincide completely with those of other individuals. Essays on the education of the 

eye may have promised that, through the continual intercourse between the eye and 

the mind, the artist would gain clear perception, enabling him to understand visually 

any “numerous assemblage of lines [...] which to others uneducated appear like a 

species of hieroglyphic.” Yet, what he perceived would remain subjective, just as 

what the “numerous assemblage of lines” represented would be “intelligible” only “to 

him” (Burnet 18-19). As a kind of counterpoint to the instability of unauthorised 

subjectivity, the nineteenth century also witnessed the development of the 

transcendental movement, according to which “[t]he use of natural history is to give 

us aid in supernatural history.”10 This linked nature and reality not so much to 

subjective forces as to transcendental, cosmological ones, which had the power to 

restore the individual’s self-assurance. This “supernatural history” did not need to be 

related to a specific religious denomination—or to any religion at all. What was at 

stake here was the fact that the observation of nature and the discovery of its 

mysteries and beauties should result in a greater awareness of oneself and, in 

particular, of one’s place and role in the world. In due course, the expert naturalist 

would be able to transcend mere matter and offer new, symbolic insights.

As we have seen, the nineteenth century was a time of revolutions in many 

fields. For all that rapid technological development seemed to empower the
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individual, it also leant itself to a range of social and cultural anxieties. It might well 

be assumed that America was especially vulnerable to such anxieties. Its institutions 

were still of recent date, and the population was made up of a variety of social, 

national, and racial groups. As previous historians have shown, there was an urgent 

need to create representatives, to delineate the “American character.” This led to 

what Robert Fuller has named the “American dis-ease”: the average nineteenth- 

century American was “a pilgrim in search of a man.”11 Many Americans worried 

about the nature of their society and their respective position in it; they worried about 

what it was (might be or should be) to be “American.” It should not surprise us 

therefore that, published under the name of “Natural Sciences” and having for motto 

“Know Thyself,” the major pseudo-sciences took centre-stage in America, especially 

between the 1830s and the late 1880s. These movements—phrenology, 

physiognomy, and mesmerism—offered to put the analysis of character on a newly 

accurate and principled footing; they appeared to offer deductive certainties, forensic 

ways of knowing, to set against cultural and social insecurities. These practices were 

not strictly specific to the nineteenth century or to America. Actually, most of them 

had a widespread international impact. Some had also existed for a long time in less 

conceptualized forms (and have continued to exert influence until recent times). Most 

of these practices derived from superstitious traditions and beliefs—astrology, 

chiromancy, the “evil eye”—and have been the basis for the development of 

psychology. But what made the pseudo-sciences particularly relevant to nineteenth- 

century America was the fact that they promised to restore social confidence—they 

would teach people to see beyond surface detail in order to judge the inner man. In 

the midst of social turmoil and its attendant “confidence men,” the pseudo-sciences 

offered to assist Americans in their reading of character.12 The methodological 

approaches differed. Phrenology and physiognomy were geared towards materialism. 

That is, they insisted on the relationship between the individuals’ appearance and their 

innermost soul, and taught how to judge people through physical features. 

Mesmerism was a more subtle practice with allegedly curative purposes. From the 

beginning, it was linked to the occult, especially to states of clairvoyance and 

extrasensory perception. However, the pseudo-sciences were not the only driving 

forces behind the reconstruction of a national character. Nor were they entirely 

relevant in and of themselves; they contributed to other character-reading practices, 

and, in particular, to daguerreotypy and the visual arts. All these forces became so
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important in nineteenth-century America that popular figures like magazinist 

Nathaniel Parker Willis would see America’s ocular obsession as its unique response 

to the nineteenth-century “state of social t r a n s i t io n For him, this was why social 

changes were “unexampled for extent and rapidity” in America: the “daguerreotype 

imitation” of social practices meant that “customs that would be twenty years 

obtaining foothold in Europe” were “domesticated and made universal in a single 

season.”13

I want now to look at each of these key practices—phrenology, physiognomy, 

mesmerism, and daguerreotypy—in a little more detail. Phrenology was created in 

the last third of the eighteenth century, when the Viennese physician Franz Joseph 

Gall identified certain areas of one’s head with certain qualities or powers (i. e. 

“amativeness,” “spirituality,” “self-esteem,” or “destructiveness”). He believed it was 

possible to read an individual’s character from the development of his or her cranial 

lumps. Gall’s followers—the most successful of whom were Johann Gaspar 

Spurzheim and George Combe in Europe, and Orson and Lorenzo Fowler in 

America—ensured that by the 1830s there was a widespread, intense interest in the 

teachings of phrenology.14 Despite its popularity, however, phrenology was mostly 

discussed in connection with physiognomy. Or, rather, phrenological ideas were 

absorbed by the more comprehensive approach to human character presented by 

physiognomy, which focussed on the whole of the face as the best reflection of the 

inner man. Physiognomical ideas can be traced as far back as classical antiquity but, 

with the exception of some treatises, there were no formally written accounts of the 

precepts of this practice until the mid-eighteenth century. J. Pemetti, George Buffon, 

and Etienne Bonnot de Condillac were the first to offer serious expositions of the 

principles of physiognomy. Subsequently, John Casper Lavater’s Essays on 

Physiognomy, published in the 1770s, were crucial for the final theoretical 

delimitation of the movement. Lavater’s dedication to and perfection of 

physiognomical ideas was such that it has often led to the assumption that he invented 

the movement. What he did, in fact, was to shift the direction of physiognomical 

findings.

Despite the fact that phrenology and physiognomy were concerned with the 

sense of touch and facial features, the eye played an important part in both of them. 

The sense of sight guided and complemented the phrenologist’s findings through his 

touching; and the eye was also what allowed the physiognomist to distinguish facial
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traits that would help him chart his subject’s character. Indeed, for Lavater, without 

the eye’s “vivifying light, the Physionomist [sic] sees nothing, every thing around him 

is veiled in darkness.”15 Lavater asserted that we are all potential physiognomists, 

and that the only condition for us to become “experienced Observers],” if not actual 

practitioners of this pseudo-science, was

to examine attentively all the different appearances of an object, to consider it, first, in each of 

its parts separately; then to compare the whole with other objects real or possible,— to form a 

clear and instinct idea of what distinguishes, determines it, renders it what it is—in a word, to 

acquire such an accurate perception of the individual qualities of an object, separately, and in 

their combination, as never to confound the character which belong to it, with those which 

distinguish other objects, whatever resemblance there may be between them. (66, 108)

Not surprisingly, “a quick, penetrating, and just eye” was thought “requisite to the 

formation of a Physionomist [sic],” since “[a]cute senses invite [one’s] mind to 

observation; and the spirit of observation, in its turn, assists in perfecting the senses, 

and must possess a regulating power over them” (119). Once this self-awareness and 

self-control is achieved, the individual is allegedly ready to offer impartial judgments.

However, the eye is not only the symbol and visible conduct of the reason and 

wisdom of the observer, but also of the observed. For the phrenologists, it is their 

subject’s eye that has the power of language, of conveying ideas (see how the number 

35—the quality of language—is placed on the eye in fig. 1). The same applies to 

physiognomy, which held that the eye was the most suggestive organ. For Lavater, 

“the intellectual life, as being the most exalted, would have its seat in the head,” but 

“the eye would be its focus”:

The forehead, down to the eye-brows [is] the mirror of intelligence: The nose and cheeks, the 

mirror of moral life: The mouth and chin, the mirror of the animal life; while the eye would be 

the centre and summary of the whole. (17-18)

Expanding on the classical belief that the eye is the window of the soul, Lavater 

explained that

The eye belongs to the soul more than any other organ, it seems in perfect contact with it, and 

to participate in all its movements; it expresses passions the most lively, and emotions the 

most tumultuous, as well as movements the most gentle, and sentiments the most delicate; it
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conveys them with all their force, with all their purity, just as they arise; it transmits them with 

a rapidity which instantly communicates to another the fire, the action, the image of that soul 

from which they proceed. (51)

This passage stresses the role of the eye in the conveyance of inner character. Indeed, 

Lavater went further than his predecessors and assigned the eye more power and a 

strengthened central position: he placed “the origin of Physiognomy” exactly on the 

eye’s ability to express ideas and emotional states.16

Mesmerism, or animal magnetism, emerged in Germany in the 1780s, when its 

founder, Anton Mesmer, started treating his patients with water he had previously 

magnetized. He did so to prove his theory of the existence of a universal magnetic 

fluid controlled by the human will power and endowed with healing properties. 

Mesmer’s initial practices took place around the baquet, a wooden tub lined with 

bottles of magnetized water, and with an iron rod for each patient to apply to the 

diseased areas of their bodies. What is more, the magnetic chain established between 

members of these groups was not just a metaphor: they were actually tied together by 

a rope attached to the tub, and they were instructed to hold each other’s hands. 

However, mesmeric practices experienced remarkable changes, especially from the 

1820s and 1830s onwards, when mesmerists first visited America. The practice 

gained in specialization when American mesmerists, protesting against the inaccuracy 

of terms like “mesmerism” or “animal magnetism,” identified “MENTAL 

ELECTRICITY” or the “NERVO-VITAL FLUID” as the real source of their patients’
17cure. This was followed by the development of a process particularly geared 

towards the cure of nervous or psychic disorders.

American mesmerists asserted that the eye was endowed with “light, electric, 

magnetic, [or] galvanic matter,” with “the element which connects soul and body, and 

the spiritual and material world together.” Thus, they believed that the balance 

between the body and soul of the subject could be restored through the exercise of the 

will power and the “magnetic emanation” surging from the mesmerist’s eye.18 But 

before such emanation could take place, it was necessary for the mesmerist to “[t]rain 

the optic nerve, [as] it is a most subtle and powerful vehicle of thought.” Mesmerists 

were, therefore, especially keen to offer practical guidance on how to cultivate one’s 

gazing power:
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TO CULTIVATE THE GAZE, morning is best: a good plan is to look straight into 

the eyes of any person to whom you may be speaking, not a vacant stare, but a quiet steady 

look; the wandering, blinking and irresolute eye is no good in this case, nor indeed in any 

other. [...] You must learn to acquire strength sufficient to look naturally and steadily at a 

person or object for a considerable length of time, say for 10 to 15 minutes without fatigue, or 

fear of being hypnotised.

Practice also looking at a bright light, say the electric light, for a certain period, this 

is the most severe test of all.

[...]
After considerable practice in the cultivation o f the “gaze,” you may commence to 

turn it to account. Thus, if you happen to be sitting behind some one, look steadily at the nape 

of the neck with the INTENTION of giving them a desire to turn round [...]. Train the optic 

nerve, it is a most subtle and powerful vehicle of thought.19

The emphasis on the training of one’s eye is justified by the important role played by 

the mesmerist’s eye in the process designed by Mesmer’s pupils. This new process 

entailed a staged power-relation in which, in the first or transitory phase, the 

mesmerist asked his subject to fix his or her eyes on an object. The mesmerist then 

used the magnetic quality of his own gaze to hypnotise and submit his subject 

completely, moving from the transition period to the actual trance. When the subject 

was successfully abstracted from external sensations, it was the turn of the mesmerist 

to manipulate his subject’s perceptions and guide him or her through his suggestions. 

This composed the last stage of the mesmeric process: the subject or sensitive gained 

extrasensory impressions or clairvoyance, which facilitated his or her growing sense 

of harmony and the subsequent “cure of souls” (Fuller). The cure was possible 

because, through his manipulation of the visual sense of his subject, the mesmerist 

corrected the previous dysfunction of the “inward living eye,” the eye of the spirit. 

According to the mesmerists, “[i]t is the spirit only that sees—that alone possesses the 

inward living eye; for take the spirit from its earthly house, and what can these eyes— 

these windows of the fleshly tabernacle—see?” (Dods, Lectures 53). Mesmerism was 

not linked to any specific religious denomination, and was not a form of religion in 

itself. However, mesmerists related their practice to a traditional cosmology—a belief 

in God—and some churches made use of the principles of mesmerism to help their 

parishioners.
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It is also worth emphasizing here how mesmerism doubly emphasized the

power of the eye (and its subjective forces) by distinguishing two visual points, an

external and an internal one: “The outer senses must have their objects within a

limited range. The range of the inner sense is limitless.”20 For mesmerists, “the

power of sight [was] in the mind,” and therefore “we never saw a piece of matter, but

only its shadow, the same as when you look into a mirror, it is not yourself, but your

image that you see” (Dods, Lectures 51). As already mentioned, then, mesmerists

placed great stress on the mind’s eye, since, for them, it is the only one that sees.

Taking this into account, we can understand why mesmerists thought that the

“[i]magination is not, as metaphysicians consider it, a faculty of the mind. It is a

condition of being, or a mode of action of a faculty.” If, in the nineteenth century,

“sight is a faculty, seeing, an art,” in the mesmeric art, seeing, the power of sight, was
21dependent on the manipulation of the sense of sight and its “special visual ray.” The 

eye of both mesmerist and subject played an important role in the mesmeric process 

by allowing the establishment of a first visual contact between practitioner and 

medium. The subject had to be made sensitive; or, as American mesmerists put it, the 

subject, “when under the mesmeric influence, should be called the ‘sensitive’” (Shaw 

3). An effective result required

in the operator the power of concentrating his mind upon the mesmerized subject, and bearing 

along with it in his imagination the full electro-imaged impression of the desired experiment, 

willing the result, and it is done. [...] Through him [the sensitive] sees the picture— or, more 

strictly, reads the impress of it in the conductor’s so u l.22

The success of the practice, then, depends on the mesmerist’s ability to endow his 

subject with “the power of sight” (Dods, Lectures 51).

As in the case of mesmeric practices, it was precisely a “special visual ray”— 

this time coming from the sun itself—that made possible the advent of daguerreotypy. 

In 1839, Louis Jacques Daguerre succeeded in fixing the images impressed by 

sunlight on chemically treated copper plates, and thus created and lent his name to the 

first widely-used form of photography. From the sixteenth century, painters had been 

assisted in their art by a camera obscura, a box with a lens at one end and a ground 

glass at the other. Thanks to the action of light, the lens formed an inverted image on
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the glass which could then be traced by laying thin paper on it, ensuring correct detail 

and perspective. Over the years, and especially from the last third of the eighteenth 

century, major changes were made to this tool and its components until Daguerre 

finalized the method and arrangements that would make possible the fixing of the 

image on the glass. Daguerreotypy entailed a complicated process in which

silvered copper plates were polished mirror bright; fumed straw yellow and rose red with 

vapors of iodine, chlorine, and bromine; exposed in bulky wooden cameras; developed over 

heated mercury; fixed, gilded, washed, and fitted like jewels in cases.23

Daguerreotypes were soon brought to America, where they achieved unequalled 

technical perfection. Alexander Wolcott opened the first professional daguerreotype 

studio in 1840 in New York and, by the 1850s, there were more studios in New York 

alone than in the whole of Great Britain. The mania for daguerreotypes was such that 

it led to the founding of a town on the Hudson called “Daguerreville,” which was 

devoted to the mass production of daguerreotype plates. America also exploited the 

commercial potential of daguerreotypy the earliest and the best. It helped that 

America was a “nation of free enterprise” and that there was no licence required for 

the development of the practice. In America, the average daguerreotypists were 

“Universal Men,” having previously worked professionally as “engravers, opticians, 

engineers, jewellers, watchmakers, locksmiths, carpenters, dentists and even masons, 

lampshade and window-blind manufacturers, grocers and tinkers.”24

Daguerreotypy was the ultimate democratic art, affordable to all practitioners 

and sitters, as opposed to the more costly and skill-oriented form of painting. 

However, daguerreotypy did not replace completely traditional forms of portraiture. 

In fact, if from the sixteenth century painters used the camera obscura to ensure the 

maximum accuracy in their representation of their subjects, when daguerreotypy came 

to exist as a separate entity, it was promoted as a helping hand for its artistic and 

scientific ancestors:

Draughtsmen and painters, even the most skilful, will find a constant subject o f observation in 

this most perfect reproduction of nature. On the other hand, the process will afford them a 

quick and easy method of forming collections of sketches and drawings, which they would not 

be able to procure, unless they were to spend much time and trouble in doing them with their 

own hand, and even then they would be far less perfect.25
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Further, even though in the nineteenth century many people believed that the 

daguerreian artist was merely a manipulator of the camera, the truth is that a 

successful daguerreotypist needed to have the skills of a visual artist, too. To obtain a 

good portrait (whether we are talking in daguerreian or in traditionally pictorial terms) 

both the daguerreotypist and the painter needed to be good readers of character. That 

is, they needed to have a good command of physiognomy and phrenology. They also 

needed to be skilful mesmerists, to ensure that they captured their sitter’s “best 

mood.” As J. B. Dods’s reference to man as a “‘visible daguerreotype’ of God’s 

‘electrical emanations’” suggests, the daguerreian result was the product not only of a 

chemical process but also of a mesmerizing one.26 Daguerreotypy and mesmerism 

used a shared vocabulary—the term “operator” being applied to both daguerreotypist 

and mesmerist, and “subject” to sitter and medium. Also, the camera brought about a 

sympathetic relationship between daguerreian artists and sitters which has to be 

understood in mesmeric terms. “Look right into the camera” was a common direction 

given by the daguerreotypist, and it endowed the lens of his camera with mesmeric 

powers.27 Moreover, since the lens was an extension of the daguerreotypist’s eyes—it 

would be through his eyes that he first viewed the subject and made decisions about 

arrangements—the daguerreian artist also played the role of mesmerist:

He [the daguerreotypist] will, when his arrangements are completed, his camera adjusted, the 

lights and shadows properly disposed, and his plate in the camera box ready to be exposed to 

the image, engage his sitter’s attention, and direct his thoughts by a pleasant conversation; or 

by timely suggestion, arouse up a cheerful and lively expression. Let him call to mind “happy 

thoughts,” if possible— and when the countenance is thus “lighted up,” the artist will request 

the sitter to let the eyes rest upon the object only [...]—but retain the same expression of the 

features desired, during the “operation,” or exposure of the plate to the image. If managed 

with a little tact on the artist’s part, the expressive life-like character o f his picture, and the 

gratification o f the original, will richly compensate him for his effort to please.28

Thus, the daguerreotypist’s skills would allow him to “act on his subjects’ mind so as 

to call up its best mood, though it were only for a single instant.”29 Daguerreotypy 

was, in a way, the answer to the American mesmerists’ longing that
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if our nervous system could be charged with the nervo-vital fluid, so as to render the brain 

positive, and thus bring it into an exact equilibrium or balance with external electricity, then 

we should be clairvoyant. (Dods, Lectures 51)

As opposed to the mesmerist, the daguerreotypist could preserve that “best mood,” 

captured by the lens and impressed on the plate for the contemplation of others 

through the use of chemicals. Being simultaneously “accurate” and “fascinating” for 

their capacity to capture “exquisite details, which escape the naked eye, even in 

reality,” daguerreotypes contributed to reinforce the idea that reality was tinged with 

subjective and/or transcendental experiences and forces. The most appealing 

feature, and what ultimately led daguerreotypes to be so readily associated with states 

of clairvoyance, was their optical peculiarity, the “double beauty” which resulted 

from the fact that they simultaneously contained a positive and a negative image. 

This, together with the “difference in the optical properties of the various image areas 

on the daguerreotype plate,” accounted for their “odd property of image reversal from
31positive to negative depending on the angle of viewing.”

The “Culture of the Eye” in American Literature

The teachings of all the movements I have been discussing became 

widespread in nineteenth-century America thanks to the overwhelming body of 

literature that evolved around them. The Fowler brothers’ extensive publication of 

pseudo-scientific works is only one example of the scale and fast rate of distribution 

of these ideas in America. To this, we must add numberless public lectures, show

like exhibitions, and magazine articles in both specialist and popular journals. 

However, what marks the extent of the popularity of the pseudo-sciences in America, 

beyond the literature on these practices (the technical expositions of their principles), 

is their literary exploitation (the fictional representation of their ideas). The pseudo

scientific frenzy was first captured in brief notices and short stories that featured in 

periodical publications such as the humorous papers Yankee Doodle, John Dodley, 

The Lantern, and The New York Picayune; and the more serious journals The 

Knickerbocker and Harper’s Monthly. But the bulk of literary texts which benefited 

from the ideas and methods introduced by the pseudo-sciences is enormous; in fact, 

many novels published in nineteenth-century America made use of them. If these
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practices—mesmerism and daguerreotypy in particular—had such a high 

compatibility with literary production this was, first of all, due to the multiple 

possibilities for literary rendition opened up by the ideas to which they were 

associated. As already mentioned, the movements of the “culture of the eye” posed 

questions on issues as important as the very nature of reality or the reliability of 

character and character representation. As we will see, these practices even unsettled 

long-established moral conventions and notions about gender roles, and they did all of 

this thanks to their inherent theatrical, performative nature. Initial examples of the 

concise literary translation of these movements, their ideas, and techniques, are to be 

found in two short stories: “Phrenology and Animal Magnetism: How They Served an 

Individual” (1840), and “The Inconstant Daguerreotype” (1855).32

In “Phrenology and Animal Magnetism: How They Served an Individual,” the 

protagonist, a young man who returns from a journey unexpectedly, finds his fiancee

seated in a rocking-chair, while a fellow, a young fellow, a handsome fellow, seemed with one 

hand to be playfully covering her eyes, and with the other ‘paddling in her neck with his 

damned fingers; while her mother and sister sat on a sofa, quietly grinning at the fellow’s 

impudence! (99)

Driven by jealousy, the protagonist expells this young fellow from the house, 

whereupon his fiancee innocently asserts that he was only a phrenologist. Some time 

after this episode, something similar happens:

The phrenologist was not there— would to Heaven he had been!—but a person somewhat 

older, and a great deal larger, with spectacles on nose, and a most diabolical smirk of total 

depravity. She was seated in the old-fashioned easy-chair, leaning back, while her eyes were 

closed, as if in conscious shame at her degraded situation; and he was standing over her, 

making motions that almost stifled me with mortification and rage. He seemed to be rubbing 

his dirty digits up and down over her soft velvet cheeks; those cheeks I had so often kissed; 

cheeks that now blushed with guilty passion! Anon, the rascal passed his hands over her full, 

heaving bosom. (100)

He is determined not to act in a rush this time, but he cannot control himself. In the 

end, it turns out that ‘“It was nothing but Animal Magnetism,’” but it is too late for 

him to turn the course of events (101):
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I LOST that girl, merely because I was ignorant of the extent to which modern science had 

been carried; because I had not then learned, that undue familiarity with the female sex might 

be extenuated, by the forced ‘march of the age.’ (101)

While ridiculing the credulous eagerness with which Americans had taken up pseudo

scientific practices, this story portrays the performative ambiguity in which pseudo

scientific practices, practitioners, and subjects were entangled in the nineteenth- 

century. The parody does not resolve any moral or behavioural ambivalence. Rather, 

it warns us to approach such practices with questioning and incredulous eyes. Some 

of the doubt about the morality of pseudo-scientific practices, mesmerism in 

particular, derived from the fact that the experiments entailed a potential threat for the 

character of the subject. In the case of mesmeric examinations, the threat was 

particularly evident since the subject (usually a woman) was directly exposed to the 

mesmerist (normally a man), and the latter had the choice of how to use the power 

with which his eyes were endowed. That is, the mesmerist could choose to exert 

simply a benevolent influence on his subject (restoring her psychological imbalance), 

or he could use his magnetically-charged eyes to enslave his subject, manipulating her 

character through their oppressive power. However, what caused more uncertainty 

about the morality of mesmeric practices was the close relationship and physical 

contact between mesmerist and subject. This proximity caused much disquietude and 

jealousy in the nineteenth century, mainly on the part of the male population, who— 

as in the story—had to endure seeing their partners in the hands of these alleged 

scientists. Moreover, this proximity, in due course, also brought about questions 

about the subject’s own role in the mesmeric experiment: did the actualization of 

either the positive or negative qualities coexisting within the mesmeric gaze depend 

completely on how the mesmerist used his gaze? Did the character of the subject 

herself and her attitude towards the mesmerist’s gaze play an important part in the 

outcome of the experiment? Did the subject submit to the mesmerist’s gaze willingly, 

or against her will? Did she actually solicit the mesmerist’s gaze? Did her own gaze 

have any impact on the mesmerist and his character? Did the mesmerist benefit 

somehow from the insights into which he induced his subjects in the trance stage (in 

which, by the way, subjects seemed to be in control of the mesmeric experiment)? As 

the short story shows, all these questions remained unanswered in the nineteenth 

century. The only thing that was clear was that gender was at the core of pseudo
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scientific practices, and that the ambiguous—though subliminally sexual—way in 

which pseudo-scientists approached their subjects was greatly enhanced by the very 

theatricality of their demonstrations.

“The Inconstant Daguerreotype” is remarkable for its portrayal of the 

nineteenth-century concern with the study of character and, more specifically, with 

the reliability of the re-presentation of character.33 In this story, the main characters 

are two daguerreotype images (Ferdinand and Cecilia) and their originals (Lieutenant 

Bertrand and his fiancee Miss Vernon). The story opens with Ferdinand, 

“wonderfully gifted with the language of the eyes,” becoming “deeply interested in 

watching the points of resemblance and of difference” between Cecilia and Miss 

Vernon (821). In his contemplation of Miss Vernon, Ferdinand is fascinated by the 

liveliness of her features as opposed to the immobility of his beloved’s, the 

daguerreotype Cecilia, although the latter possesses “what is called a truly speaking 

countenance” (821). All this time, Cecilia is aware of Ferdinand’s close observation 

of Miss Vernon. She becomes jealous and this leads the two daguerreotypes to 

become engaged in the contemporary debate on whether daguerreotypy should be 

considered an objective science or a subjective art, and on the limits of the accuracy 

of daguerreotype images. Ferdinand, on the one hand, voices the opinions of those 

who regarded daguerreotypy as an objective, scientific practice in which the 

daguerreotypist was merely the operator of the camera. This group overlooked the 

daguerreotypist’s intervention in the arrangements of the artistic setting and the 

sitter’s pose before the actual technicalities of the daguerreian process started. For 

them, therefore, daguerreotypes were “anonymous pictures” which lacked artistic 

value since they only captured the external features of the sitter.34 In like manner, 

Ferdinand complains that daguerrotypes have “to do with mere outside” and indulges 

“in reflections upon the sad doom to which daguerreotypes were submitted, which 

forced him into one expression, and restrained them to a passive life” (822). On the 

other hand, Cecilia emphasises the “constancy” and “refinement” of daguerreotypes, 

which “take the best impressions” of someone or something (822). In so doing, she 

shows the enthusiasm of those who defended the artistic value of daguerreotypy, 

basing their ideas in the active part the daguerreotypist played in the taking of the 

daguerreian likeness. That is, they treated the daguerreotypist as they would any 

practitioner of traditional forms of portraiture, recognizing that the daguerreian artist, 

as the painter, needed to submit his sitter to a mesmeric session before he could bring
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forth his or her “best mood,” the mood that traditional portraits and daguerreotypes 

alike always intended to capture.

Growing gradually more and more cynical about the existence of any artistic 

value in daguerreotype images, Ferdinand is also gradually discarding the possibility 

for daguerreotypes to show any feeling. As he becomes aware of the implications of 

this, Ferdinand forgets his initial infatuation with Cecilia and falls ultimately in love 

with Miss Vernon, hoping to be reciprocated. What has not dawned on Ferdinand, 

however, is that he is not only being unfaithful to Cecilia in doing this. Since he is a 

daguerreotype himself, and since Cecilia considers daguerreotypes as artistic 

products, Ferdinand is also faithless to reality to some extent. And this becomes more 

clear when Lieutenant Bertrand (Ferdinand’s original) returns. During his absence, 

Miss Vernon has grown fonder of the Lieutenant through the contemplation of his 

daguerreotype. Miss Vernon has looked at the daguerreotype as if it were an accurate 

copy of a reality. Now she realizes she had fallen in love with an ideal and, since 

Lieutenant Bertrand does not respond to the image of him she has cherished 

(Ferdinand), the engagement is broken. With the breaking of her engagement, Miss 

Vernon tacitly agrees with Cecilia; and the story also ends with the destruction of 

Ferdinand (the daguerreotype actually falls off the wall and breaks) as a symbol of his 

faithlessness both to his beloved Cecilia and to reality. So, at the end of the story, the 

idea that daguerreotypes are ultimately artistic products, which renders them more 

akin to idealizations than to accurate representations of reality, prevails.

These two stories not only draw our attention towards the elusive nature of 

daguerreotypy and mesmeric practices and their ambiguous reading of reality; they 

also warn us about the very elusiveness and ambiguity of reality itself: all depends on 

who is looking, from what angle, and with what intention.35 As we have seen in the 

earlier part of this introduction, in the nineteenth century, scientists, pseudo-scientists, 

and artists alike strove to achieve the maximum accuracy in their practices, availing 

themselves of optical devices to do so. But, since there was always a human factor 

involved (the human eye needed to be applied to those instruments), complete 

objectivity or accuracy could not be guaranteed. The growing awareness of 

subjectivism caused social anxiety, an anxiety which was only quenched by the fact 

that the sciences, though not associated to any particular denomination, recognized 

the existence of a traditional cosmology. Yet, when it comes to literature, the
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subjective forces that these movements unleashed were actually greatly enriching and 

liberating, and affected both minor and major literary figures. The chapters of this 

thesis will analyse how representatives of both “serious” and “popular” literature 

incorporated into their narratives ideas and techniques deriving from the “culture of 

the eye.” Without willing to be diverted into large and relatively distinct topics, I 

would like briefly to consider two notions that give us a sense of the prehistory of the 

“culture of the eye”: the picturesque and Emersonian transcendentalism. The 

picturesque movement had existed in Europe as early as the seventeenth century, but 

it only became current in America during the early nineteenth century, reaching full 

maturity between the 1830s and the 1870s. As John Conron has pointed out, the 

American picturesque was more than an isolated artistic movement: it was “the first 

American aesthetic.”36 Clearly the picturesque stresses the importance of close and 

imaginative observation, and it reinforces the nineteenth-century idea that “seeing is 

an art.” The picturesque way of seeing, like the pseudo-scientific one, was mainly 

characterized for its ability to convert “both the world and the human body into 

readable texts” (Conron xvii). Possible intersections between the “picturesque” and a 

pseudo-scientific “culture of the eye” will feature in the chapters on Willis and James. 

Emerson is of interest because he rearticulates in an American context the Romantic 

importance of “vision,” a way of seeing that was “inspired” and yet somewhat 

secularised. Emerson outspokenly advocated the visual and visionary nature of 

literature itself. In his essays, Emerson identified and furthered the “ocular” 

obsession of his time, to such extent that he has long been referred to as the 

“American Eye.”37 Following on from the teachings of the natural scientists, 

Emerson asserted that “[p]hilosophically considered, the universe is composed of 

Nature and the Soul” (Works 1: 10). So, Emerson, as the pseudo-scientists, also 

emphasized the urgency “to find a theory of nature” through which to reach the 

“invisible spiritual reality” in which “THE TIMES [...]—or the present aspects of our 

social state [...] have their root” (Works 1: 247). The fact that, potentially, “[w]e are 

all physiognomists and penetrators of character” should enable our task. However, 

we should not overlook the fact that nature would only “enact our best insight” if our 

eyes have previously been submitted to a “training to the niceties and curiosities of 

[their own] function.”38 Once our careful observation of nature has provided the 

necessary “gymnastic of the eye,” our eyes would assume the role of our 

consciousness, a discerning consciousness to be more precise:
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If only he sees, the world is visible enough. He need not study where to stand, nor put things 

in favourable lights; in him is the light, from him all things are illuminated to their centre. 

(Works 2: 333; 1: 198)

No other Emersonian passage shows better how the eye becomes a disembodied, 

discerning consciousness that the famous section on the “transparent eyeball”:

nothing can befall me in life,— no disgrace, no calamity (leaving me my eyes), which nature 

cannot repair. Standing on the bare ground,— my head bathed by the blithe air, and uplifted 

into infinite space,— all mean egotism vanishes. I become a transparent eye-ball; I am 

nothing; I see all; the currents o f the Universal Being circulate through me; I am part or parcel 

of God. (Works 1: 15-16)

Nature is here represented as the healer of the speaker and its healing power is 

directed to and exerted through the eyes of the speaker. After having observed Nature 

absorbedly with his head “uplifted into infinite space,” the speaker has his reward: 

Nature is transferring the magnetic or mesmeric “currents of the Universal Being” 

into the speaker, through his eyes. Once the speaker feels that mesmeric fluid 

“circulate through” him, he is abstracted from reality and thus liberated from his 

(alienated) mortal frame: he feels “part and parcel of God.” That is, thanks to the 

speaker’s careful observation of nature, and to the universal magnetic current in 

which his perception involves him, “the act of seeing and the thing seen, the seer and 

the spectacle, the subject and the object, are one” (Works 2: 253-54).

Conscious of the phenomena that made possible the confluence of these 

forces, Emerson encouraged his contemporary fellow-writers to explore the realm of 

the new pseudo-sciences:

People find out that they have faces & write Physiognomy, Sculls, & write Phrenology; 

mysteries of Volition and Supervolition, & explore Animal Magnetism [...]. Is not the 

sublime felt in an analysis as well as in creation? (Journals 7: 303)

While urging writers, poets in particular, to incorporate into their work ideas and 

techniques from the new movements, Emerson was also challenging literature to be 

“now critical” (Journals 7: 303). For Emerson, literature could be “critical” or



Culture of the Eye 21

analytical without compromising its “poetic” or sublime quality. This shows 

Emerson’s awareness of the links between the pseudo-scientific and the picturesque 

ways of seeing, as well as their usefulness for the production of literature. Both 

pseudo-scientific and picturesque manuals advised their readers to cultivate their eyes 

to be able to read (and/or capture) their subjects at their best. Emerson was also 

particularly keen on emphasizing the importance of the training of the eye for literary 

creation, since “the eye is the best composer” (Works 1: 21). If for the Romantic 

writers the figure of the poet was usually identified with that of the seer, for Emerson 

the poet would only be naturally endowed with “ulterior intellectual perception” if his 

“inward and outward senses are [...] truly adjusted to each other” (Works 3: 24; 1:14). 

Since “eyes speak all languages,” Emerson actively encouraged the writer/poet to 

learn to interpret those linguistic signs to improve his literary effects (Complete Works 

2: 285). More to the point, Emerson directed the writer/poet specifically to “[r]ead 

the language of those wandering eye-beams” since “[t]here are some occult facts in 

human nature that are magic. The chief of these is, the glance (oeillade)” (Works 2: 

183; Journals 5: 8). After exercising his or her eye through his contemplation of 

nature by means of short glances and long gazes, Emerson argued, the writer/poet 

would become “armed” and “ready to be “impressed by the face of the world” which 

offers all its traits “as a picture-language” (Works 12: 34; 1:28; 3: 18). In his 

enraptured (mesmerized) contemplation of nature, the eyes of the writer/poet would 

become infused with mesmeric discerning power as he

stands one step nearer to things, and sees the flowing or metamorphosis; perceives that 

thought is multiform, that within the form o f every creature is a force impelling it to ascent 

into a higher form; and following with his eyes the life, uses the forms which express that life, 

and so his speech flows with the flowing of nature. (Works 3 :25)

Now, therefore, the eye of the writer/poet would “not stop at [...] facts, but [would] 

employ[] them as signs” (Complete Works 1: 208). The writer/poet becomes the 

“Namer, the Language-maker,” naming “the thing because he sees it, or comes one 

step nearer to it than any other” (Complete Works 1: 209). In so doing, the writer/poet 

“turns the world to glass” (the writer/poet daguerreotypes the world), as he transcribes 

those objects that “paint their images on the retina of the eye” according to “their 

appearance” and “their essence” (Complete Works 1: 208, 211).
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Answering Emerson’s call, nineteenth-century writers incorporated the main 

concern of the “culture of the eye,” the study of character, into their writings, at the 

same time that they adopted and adapted the main ideas behind this cultural 

revolution: perceptual experimentation. What is more, they did so to such an extent 

that it is usual to find these writers identifying themselves with visual artists (painters 

and daguerreotypists in particular) and their implicit knowledge of mesmeric, 

phrenological, and physiognomical techniques. Through this identification, 

nineteenth-century writers were also emulating the very theatrical pose usually 

assumed by the practitioners of the pseudo-sciences: they were offering their 

readership an allegedly objective and realistic work while pursuing ideas and needs 

that had subjective and/or transcendental roots or targets. As Emerson had suggested, 

nineteenth-century writers also marked their appropriation of the ideas and techniques 

of the pseudo-sciences by adopting and extending the semantic field related to the 

pseudo-scientific gaze, aiming to recreate in their work the visual strategies and 

structures of the practices from which they were borrowing.

As already mentioned, the link between gazing and linguistic acts started with 

phrenology and physiognomy, which pointed to the eye as the symbol of language or 

expression of ideas. For mesmerists, the exercise of the eye was not only linked to the 

development of linguistic acts, but also to the initiation of imaginative acts, since 

mesmerists manipulated their subject’s inner eye to stimulate the latter’s mind’s eye. 

These ideas were replicated by Emerson, who urged writers to learn to interpret the 

language of the eyes (and to represent it effectively) to enhance their creative acts. 

The inter-relationship between the gaze and language had major consequences for the 

creative and imaginative tasks of nineteenth-century writers. That they did take up 

the equation between gazing and linguistic acts is shown in the fact that their narrators 

repeatedly tell us that their characters speak to each other “by word or look.” What is 

more, since nineteenth-century narrators indulged in designing characters who are 

prone to thank, question, or even check others only “by a look,” or “with their eyes,” 

we get the impression that there is no need for a narrative voice. Or, rather, by 

insisting on the gaze-language connection, nineteenth-century writers and narrators 

were keen to present themselves as detached, disembodied spirits who were merely
-3Q

going to “daguerreotype” their main characters as they perceived them. However, 

pseudo-scientists and daguerreotype artists alike were closely, though cunningly,
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involved in their practices. In like manner, nineteenth-century texts entail more 

incisive intervention on the part of their writers/narrators than the latter would have us 

believe. As we will see, this mediation (and its pseudo-scientific origins) is clearly 

marked by these narrators’ recurrent deployment of verbs of perception and other 

phrases from the same semantic field. As suggested earlier, in adapting pseudo

scientific ideas and techniques, nineteenth-century writers also appropriated the 

conceptual vocabulary that delimited what Peter de Bolla has termed the “metaphorics 

of the eye”: the actions and effects of the pseudo-scientific gaze.40 Of all the pseudo

sciences, mesmerism was the movement which contributed most to the development 

of this field, which explains in part its greater influence in literature. Even though 

mesmerists did not link eyes to specific meanings as phrenologists or physiognomists 

did, the reactions derived from the eye-contact between mesmerist and subject in 

mesmeric experiences proved a rich semantic resource. This included adjectives and 

verbs that: refer to the emission of light; express the attitude adopted when gazing; or 

allude to power-related qualities. The most common depictions of character in 

nineteenth-century literature involve eyes that are ultimately “mesmeric,” whether 

they are described as being “glittering,” “brilliant,” “flashing,” “sparkling,” 

“luminous,” “bright,” “fixed,” “steady,” “piercing,” “searching,” “eager,” “hungry,” 

“penetrating,” “keen,” “fascinating,” “fiery,” “deep,” or “magnetic,” for instance. 

These adjectives and verbs are mostly used to refer to the characters’ eyes and gazing 

acts, which, we must not forget, are ultimately manipulated by the narrators’ own 

gazing acts and, especially, by their accounts of what they perceive. The narrators’ 

obsession with their characters’ eyes and gazing acts is such that we should not be 

surprised at the vast amount of elongated pre- and post-modification they lavish on 

the description of the eyes of their characters and their actions. But the choice of eyes 

for their characters has not been gratuitous, either. At a general level, we observe the 

constant reference to characters’ eyes by means of epithets which link them with the 

animal world—i.e. dove-eyed. This should remind us of phrenology’s and 

physiognomy’s attempt to judge character types by considering the similarities 

between human and animal skulls; and we must also remember that mesmerism was 

known as animal magnetism. At a more particular level, there is the choice of eye 

colour. Magazinist N. P. Willis complained that
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The writers of romance have found it so much easier to make heroines out of “dark eyes” [...] 

than out of blue eyes [...] that a light complexion has, by dint of the mere repetition of this 

trick of authorship grown to be considered a natural sign of “nothing remarkable.”41

However, he did not hesitate to follow the trend himself. An explanation for the 

choice can be found in physiognomy. According to Lavater,

Blue eyes announce more weakness, a character softer and more effeminate than hazel or 

black eyes. Not that you may not meet with persons very energetic who have blue eyes; but, 

upon the whole, hazel eyes are the more usual indication of a mind masculine, vigorous, and 

profound, just as genius, properly so called, is almost always associated with eyes of a 

yellowish cast bordering on hazel. (337-338)

Further, there is even some mesmeric power behind that look. As John Melville 

suggested in 1910, people with black or very dark eyes, hair, and skin, are more 

magnetically charged: they have a greater amount of an iron compound, formerly 

known as “magnetic oxide of iron” or “loadstone,” in their blood. It is not a 

coincidence, then, that the most outstanding characters of these texts—like Evans’s 

Macaria—have “large, searching black eyes, within whose depths lay all the 

mysteries of mesmerism.”42

The intervention of the writer/narrator in the text, however, is marked not so 

much by the choice of eyes or the deployment of the semantic field concerned with 

the eye, as by the very focus on the characters’ eyes. We must remember here that the 

eye was the strategic field of pseudo-scientific practices and their practitioners, and 

especially so in the case of mesmeric experiments. As pointed out earlier, the 

mesmerist’s focus on his subject’s eye served to guide the latter through the different 

phases of the mesmeric process. In the same way, with nineteenth-century narrators, 

the constant fixation of their eyes on their characters’ can also be read as their 

intention to signal the development of the characters of the narrative, as well as the 

progress of the plot itself. Moreover, in mesmeric demonstrations the mesmerist 

called for the visual focus of every member of his audience so that the effect of his 

magnetic gaze on his subject could be also extended to them as something contagious. 

Something similar applies to the literary appropriation of mesmeric practices. 

Through the narrator’s focus on the eyes of his or her characters and the accumulation 

of terms from within the semantic field of the eye, the narrator is also soliciting the
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reader’s gaze, so that he or she can participate actively in the events and their results. 

In a way, the text itself becomes endowed with mesmeric-related powers, as the 

whole text has to be understood as an engaging device for the characters’ and also the 

readers’ gazes. The mesmerist’s fastening of his eye (his organ of the sense of sight) 

on his subject was expected to result in the subject’s acquisition of the “power of 

sight.” In like manner, the reader’s attentive observation of the eyes, characters, and 

events foregrounded by the narrator’s gaze are the only guarantee for him or her to be 

introduced into all the insights of the narrative. In this case, therefore, narrators have 

to be taken as “verbal prestidigitators, magicians of rhetoric [...] who can use 

language to create the illusion of the existence of a number of levels of reality or can 

give substance and perhaps credibility to what turns out to be purely a fantasy” 

(Kaplan 150).

Posing as pseudo-scientific “magicians,” these narrators involved their texts 

with the performative quality that, as we saw in the short story I used at the opening 

of this section, was entailed in pseudo-scientific practices. What is more, this 

theatricality “evokes an uncanny sense that the given to be seen has the power both to 

position us and to displace us.”43 In other words, the “culture of the eye” not only 

provides the most suitable context to read these novels; the eye is in itself the site of 

the contest characters and readers alike have to resolve. In the first place, we have the 

characters constantly looking at each other in more or less theatrical gestures. 

Meanwhile, their acts are being recorded through a third character’s eye, normally the 

narrator’s, which plays the role of textual spectator and manipulator. The second 

performative level is completed with the reading of the text. Here, we, the readers, 

become the spectators of an already-performed action; we become the subjects of the 

narrators/mesmerists, who manipulatively guide our interpretation of the text while 

challenging us to unveil the trap into which they have led us. All along, these 

narrators have been looking for our sympathy for their characters and texts, 

influencing (somehow foreseeing) our interpretive act to prevent us from upsetting 

their narrative/authorial intentions. Yet the narrators’ struggle to make us understand 

their narrative techniques also shows us how involved they have been in the 

development of the narrative—and even in the development of our critical response. 

On the whole, all they have been looking for and forward to is the reader’s 

acknowledgment of their effective use of their newly-acquired techniques. As we will 

see in the available contemporary reviews, for the most part, these writers were
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gratified with the recognition for which they longed. The level of success achieved 

by writers and their work, however, was reflected on how strongly the conceptual 

vocabulary of their reviews drew from the semantic field of the pseudo-sciences. 

Recognizing the pseudo-scientific nature of their texts, nineteenth-century reviewers 

described their favourite works in terms that would have had a pseudo-scientific 

resonance for the nineteenth-century reader, although, for the most part, they are in 

general usage nowadays. Some of these terms are: “interesting,” “affecting,” 

“fascinating,” “penetrating,” “wonderful,” or “magnetic.” What is more, these critics 

extended the pseudo-scientific power to the writers themselves, assigning them 

“piercing insight,” and asserting also that the “magic” of their pen was the result of 

eyes and perceptive acts that were, at once, “quick,” “sympathetic,” “accurate,” and 

“comprehensive.”

The following chapters have been conceived and organized with a view to 

fulfilling a double purpose: to discuss each author’s appropriation of the culture of 

the eye, while engaging in the ongoing revision of the American literary canon. 

Critics have long referred to the influence of nineteenth-century scientific and pseudo

scientific processes on the literary productions of canonical authors. Early 

discussions focused only on the use of the widespread pseudo-scientific phenomena 

as a literary theme. In the last twenty years, there has been an increasing interest in 

the study of both the structural and thematic consequences of the interaction between 

nineteenth-century literature and the new scientific movements. I follow the most 

recent critical trend, as I believe that both the theme and structure of the texts profit 

from the borrowings. The originality of my project, however, comes from its scope (I 

include popular as well as canonical authors) and, also, from the way in which I deal 

with the subject. First of all, instead of concentrating on just one element of the 

“culture of the eye” as previous studies have done, I recognize authors to have 

brought different components into meaningful relation. As I have shown in this 

introduction, there are points of connection between all these practices, which makes 

a combined treatment of their principles necessary. Further, since the ideas and 

operative vocabulary of the new movements became commonplace in the nineteenth 

century, I seek to supplement previous work in the area by extending my analyses not 

only to explicit but also to implicit allusions to these practices. Finally, most critics 

point to the similarities between literature and contemporary practices and then fall
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back upon twentieth-century theories to complete their work. As opposed to this, I 

offer analyses based on close and contextualised readings of my chosen works, 

limiting my allusions to and discussions of modem concepts to those times when they 

seem to be anticipated in the texts. The importance of the “uncanny” or of 

surveillance, for instance, will become clear, but I do not want to explore these terms 

in closely Freudian or Foucauldian senses. There is nothing wrong in using modem 

theories or methods to analyse “old” texts. Among other things, the principles of the 

pseudo-sciences, and of mesmerism in particular, can be likened to modem 

psychology; or, rather, they anticipated and even led towards a figure such as Freud. 

Following Freudian or Foucauldian ideas, however, has its risks, and it has led critics 

to reduce a complex context to a single and relatively abstract notion (i.e. “the 

panopticon”). It has also led some to verge on anachronistic claims such as that 

nineteenth-century authors were consciously using “cinematic close-ups,” or that the 

operations of mesmerism must be understood with reference to the Freudian theory of 

transference. Yet, by addressing nineteenth-century texts through contemporary 

materials, my main goal is to question another widespread critical misconception: 

namely, that nineteenth-century works, and the cultural background which gave rise 

to them, fit in completely with the Foucauldian idea of the panopticon. It is true that 

the eye and the act of seeing took centre-stage in the nineteenth century, thanks to a 

number of scientific, technological, and artistic developments geared towards the 

achievement of accurate vision and knowledge. Nevertheless, as pointed out in this 

introduction, although they promised a completely accurate and objective view of the 

world, these improvements only offered the illusion of reality. Indeed, the pseudo

sciences provided methods for exploring the possibilities of subjectivity and point of 

view. The same applies to the literary texts which reflected this cultural change. 

Critics tend to assume that the narratives spring from omniscient, objective centres of 

consciousness, narrators, who, as the guardian of the panopticon, see all and offer 

what they see, without being seen or being involved in what they see.44 The problem 

is that, although the narrators of these texts see and know all, they are not the 

detached narrators critics believe them to be. These authors/narrators cannot be 

detached (or objective) from the moment in which they follow contemporary trends 

and pressure, using ideas and techniques from the “culture of the eye” as textual 

strategies. Seeing all (having a mental image of their narrative), these 

authors/narrators first focus on their characters’ eyes, manipulating the direction and
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meaning of their gazes with a view to ensnaring the reader’s very eyes and 

interpretation of the text through them. Through their manifest intention to please 

their readers while satisfying their writerly needs, these authors/narrators are 

somehow seen while seeing. What is more, by anticipating what their ideal reader 

would or should be looking for, these authors/narrators are also mentally seeing their 

readers. Yet it is not only ideal readers that fail to become Foucauldian observers 

because they see but not without being seen. Using pseudo-scientific techniques, 

nineteenth-century authors/narrators endow their narratives with an illusive and 

elusive nature, which means that their works contain multiple plausible interpretation. 

So any particular reading of the text will remain subjective as opposed to being 

objective or universal.
Apart from offering an innovative methodology of analysis, my project also 

uses the discussion of the interaction between literature and other cultural forms to 

question some biases in the established literary canon. In order to do so, each of the 

chapters of my thesis deals with the work of one particular author; and the selection 

includes representatives of different literary strands (namely, “minor,” and “major” 

literature), as well as male and female writers. This separate treatment will guarantee 

that each author’s writings are valued for the intrinsic qualities of his or her texts 

rather than for how they compare to other lesser or greater pieces. This has been a 

common flaw of some existing revisionary studies, which seek to recuperate long- 

forgotten popular texts by drawing on their parallels with topics and patterns present 

in elite literature, thus depriving these minor authors of autonomy of thought and 

imagination. I believe that the direction of the literary interplay moves exactly the 

other way (from popular to canonical forms), as is reflected in the development of my 

argument. I do not intend to make all these texts fit in the same literary paradigm. I 

will claim an element of interplay. What is more, I look at these authors’ different 

conceptualizations of their background for clues that could help challenge or re-assert 

the ideology of separate spheres—understood both in terms of gender and of literary 

forms.
I begin the discussion of the literary appropriation of the “culture of the eye” 

with two chapters in which I seek to correct the new critical imbalance, whereby 

popular male writers are overlooked. While many popular female authors have been 

“recuperated” by feminist scholars, many popular and influential male writers 

continue to be ignored. That is the case, for instance, with the first two authors whose
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work I analyse: Oliver Wendell Holmes and Nathaniel Parker Willis. They were both 

“popular” during their lifetime, although not in the pejorative sense critics sometimes 

associate with this term nowadays. Being “popular” in the nineteenth century was not 

necessarily synonymous with “low” or “minor.” On the contrary, both Holmes and 

Willis were part of a contemporary literary elite. Also, the explicit conjunctions 

between their lives and literary practices make Holmes and Willis very attractive as 

starting-points for my study. Through Holmes’s work, we obtain a professional 

understanding of the contemporary “culture of the eye,” whereas Willis’s writing 

offers an account of its more general, widespread use. “The Medicated Gaze” surveys 

how Holmes transposed his professional knowledge onto his novels. That is, this 

chapter will analyse the nineteenth-century literary appropriation of the medical gaze. 

As his novel Elsie Venner makes especially clear, nineteenth-century doctors looked 

at their patients’ eyes for indications of certain personality disorders, and were aware 

of how the individual’s social relationships were affected and manipulated by his or 

her particular gazing habits. Here was a vast field for research that did not despise 

superstitious or pseudo-scientific ideas, but rather built scientific principles on them. 

“Overworked Optics,” on the other hand, shows how Willis fostered the principles 

and practices of the “culture of the eye” through his work as editor, magazine writer, 

and novelist. He deployed pseudo-scientific practices on his personal and 

professional life, turning his eye inward as a method of self-inspection, and outward 

in search of the recognition for his artistic genius in other people’s gazing attitude 

towards him.

The chapters on Holmes and Willis will make clear that the study of character, 

with special reference to gender and class differences, and their subsequent impact on 

power and authority, was paramount in mid-nineteenth-century writings by men. In a 

way, both Holmes and Willis represent what Laura Mulvey in her 1975 article “Visual 

Pleasure and Narrative Cinema” called the “male gaze,” indicating how men project 

their fantasies on the big screen, and more specifically, onto female figures.45 Women 

(and women’s eyes in particular) are the subject of study of the male narrators/doctors 

in Holmes’s work; that is, the female characters are questioned by the male ones. On 

the other hand, Willis’s study of the female character is a means to the redefinition 

and reassurance of the male characters and their role and position in society. 

Holmes’s and Willis’s writings contributed to the “female question.”46 Yet character 

and gender issues were not only male concerns. It is true that men and women did not
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have an equal share in all aspects of everyday life (men having, in general terms, 

easier access to education and technical knowledge). It has also been shown how men 

and women used their points of departure to assert their authority in certain fields. 

However, masculine and feminine qualities and ideals converged in their lives and 

writings to a greater or lesser degree.47 The main goal of the following three chapters 

of the thesis is to look at character and gender issues from a female perspective, 

showing at the same time how women engaged in contemporary cultural movements, 

and, especially, in pseudo-scientific practices. Women did indeed play a very 

important role in pseudo-scientific practices. Notice, for example, that most

mesmeric subjects and spiritualist mediums were female. Further, physiognomists 

recognized from the beginning that women possessed a greater aptitude for 

observation than men. In principle, at least, women writers become the principal or 

the most appropriate mediums of culture.

The study of women’s writing to date has produced very valuable findings 

about women’s role in society, female education, reform movements, and socio

political developments such as the women’s rights movement. Also, it has cast light 

on such recurring concepts in nineteenth-century culture as “domesticity,” “woman’s 

sphere,” “sentimentality,” “sympathy,” or “influence.”48 My main objection to 

previous work in the area is that, in their effort to find a reason for returning women’s 

novels, most critics are too keen to attribute radical ideas and intentions to them. For 

me, this is a dangerous strategy, since it uses as its basis the long-established critical 

misconceptions against which they are trying to fight. These critics start their 

analyses by accepting the traditional definition of “woman’s” or “domestic” fiction as 

designed, mainly, for the enforcement of moral and religious values. Any deviation 

from this main purpose, therefore, is then seen as constituting a source for radicalism. 

Identifying “woman’s” or “domestic” fiction as “radical” is a contradiction in terms, 

especially if we take into account that religious texts strongly encourage 

submissiveness. So, critics have needed to speak about “domestic” narratives as 

novels containing a subversive story which is “covered,” “masked,” “veiled,” or 

“painted over” by their conventional religious frame.49 The solution to this, I would 

argue, is easier than it seems: it suffices to readjust what we mean by “domestic.” In 

my analyses, “domestic” is anything that is grounded in everyday life and experience, 

in a shared culture. New and potentially subversive ideas need not be radical. What 

is more, as long as they are culturally-recognised, these ideas do not need to be
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rendered in a “covered” way, but can be merely “performed.” Nineteenth-century 

American women writers took their ideas for their novels from their cultural 

background. So their texts should not be considered “radical” in and for themselves. 

If anything is “radical” about female writers, I will argue, it is their ability to create 

new ways of exploiting contemporary issues, whether these are subversive or not; if 

anything is “masked” in their work, it is their characters. But even this is a reflection 

of contemporary social rules. We need to consider the concern with appearances and 

manners, which made so necessary the command of pseudo-scientific ways of seeing.

Another aim of the three chapters on women writers is to do away with the 

uniform critical conception of female literature. Starting with Nina Baym’s Woman’s 

Fiction, critics have tended to assume that all literature produced by women shared 

the same principles. By dealing with three authors as different as Maria Cummins, 

Augusta Evans, and Elizabeth Stoddard, I want to argue that this uniformity has been 

a critical misconception. Cummins’s translation of the nineteenth-century belief in 

the relationship between the education of the eye and the development of one’s 

character is studied in “The Sharpened Vision.” The different patterns into which she 

transforms the narrative eye pinpoint her emphasis on observation, while serving as a 

breakthrough for later generations of writers. Close observation or admiration is, for 

Cummins, the basis for the development of character; observation is what leads to the 

sharpening of the character’s vision and also what determines his or her personal, 

social, and spiritual inclinations. “Mesmeric Eyes” focuses on Evans’s commitment 

to the culture of the eye, and especially to mesmerism, calling attention to the 

idolatrous, tactile, theatrical nature of the “mesmeric” eyes to which we are 

introduced. Evans moves from the pattern of admiration we find in Cummins to that 

of semi-clairvoyant, performative idolatry: the characters’ attachment to each other 

grows out of the theatrical poses they adopt and through which they start idolizing the 

other. This also means that their attachment can grow stronger when they are 

separate. Once idolized, they can always feel the powerful presence of the other’s 

eyes at any time. Finally, the “metallic look” that features in various forms in 

Stoddard’s work is nothing more than Stoddard’s appropriation and development of 

Evans’s “mesmeric eyes.” In Stoddard, the “metallic look” results, first of all, from 

her simultaneous attachment to and detachment from her work and characters, and is 

translated as the major symbol of the especially intricate attraction and repulsion her 

characters feel towards each other. I am not denying that, with Evans, Stoddard’s
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“metallic look” will, in due course, lead to the establishment of sympathetic 

relationships toward the “cure” or readjustment of their peculiarities. Rather, what I 

am suggesting is that the sympathy reached by the main characters at the end of 

Stoddard’s novels is not as solid or clear as it is in Evans’s work. This is mainly due 

to the scarcity of narrative intervention and to the caution with which we are 

encouraged to look at the characters and to trust their eyes.

Focussing on how both men and women partook of the principles deriving 

from the “culture of the eye,” the chapters on popular male and female writers aim to 

show some of the changes taking place in relation to the “separate spheres.” The last 

two chapters of this project seek to extend my argument and to break down long- 

established critical barriers between popular and canonical writers. In order to do so, 

I will study the influence of the pseudo-sciences on two “great” male writers: 

Nathaniel Hawthorne and Henry James. Admittedly, there are differences in the ways 

in which all these writers made literary use of contemporary issues in general, and of 

the “culture of the eye” in particular. However, I would argue that this is mostly due 

to these authors’ individual choice as to how to present themselves and their writings. 

The popular women writers studied here decided to address their readership without 

mediation, simply making use of well-known literary formulae. Holmes and Willis, 

instead, designed the short prefaces to their works as the first step towards creating a 

close, familiar relationship with their potential readers. As opposed to this, both 

Hawthorne and James favoured an aloof writerly stance, dismissing any links with 

contemporary culture and literature, and wanting to call attention simply to their own 

subtle art. They did so in their prefaces and, more specifically, through the authorial 

self-fashioning we observe in them. These prefaces incisively show Hawthorne and 

James not only as ideal writers, but also as the ideal readers of their own work. That 

is, Hawthorne’s and James’s prefaces not only present their writings as specific 

(though mystified) ways of seeing, but they also seek to teach readers how to see 

through the techniques they employ. By so doing, these writers control how much 

they want to show or conceal from the sources from which they are drawing, and their 

narrative representation conditions our understanding of their narrative structure and 

strategies. However, as numerous critics have noticed, these prefaces do not spring 

from these writers’ self-conscious superiority. Rather, they derive from their constant 

and impulsive need for self-assertion, and for the establishment of a relationship with 

the very audience from which they want to detach themselves.
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“A Gifted Simplicity of Vision” will analyse Hawthorne’s texts mainly in the 

light of mesmerism and daguerreotypy. By using practices that incorporate the 

disinterestedness of science, Hawthorne presents himself as nothing short of a 

“disembodied” observer through which his readers see his characters, at the same time 

as this helps him dismiss any connections with his culture and even with his own 

text.50 Hawthorne’s attitude towards both practices remained undecided, but the 

patterns of mesmeric performances and daguerreotypical representation are patent in 

the uncanny foregrounding of certain objects and characters in his texts. This design 

also accounts for the creation of the haunting effects with which his work has often 

been associated: readers are always conscious of the presence of a number of images 

or symbols in the text; they are also willing to find their meaning but unable to draw 

any final conclusion. Rounding off the frame into which my chosen texts fall is the 

chapter on Henry James, whose writings, coming at the end of the time span covered 

by my authors, brought together all the different nuances of the pseudo-scientific 

gaze. “Addicted to Seeing Through,” and thanks to the sophistication the practices of 

the “culture of the eye” had reached by the time he was writing, James exposed his 

characters to in-depth psychological soundings. Through this “motionless seeing,” 

and through its translation into works that “have all the vivacity of incident and all the 

economy of picture,” James questioned existing national, social, and gender 

stereotypes, reinforcing what previous writers had already insisted on: the ultimate 

ungraspability of character.51
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2. The “Medicated” Gaze: Oliver Wendell Holmes (1809-1894).

Nay, use your optics with considerate care,

And don’t abuse your privilege to sta re .1

Oliver Wendell Holmes (1809-1894) and his writings are, for the most part, 

only familiar to medical students nowadays. Holmes was a professional doctor, 

although he gave up his medical practice in 1849 to pursue his teaching career at 

Harvard. From this time on, his scientific and literary talents came together in an 

unusually successful way. He became a popular and influential figure in the field of 

medicine, and also in the literary circles of New England, and especially of Boston. 

His lectures and essays on medicine and contemporary scientific advances were soon 

widely admired, and, in due course, this success also extended to his literary writings. 

In all his works, Holmes expressed his determination to show the scope of his 

scientific eye, and to do so “in a simple and effective way.”2 Holmes’s tendency was 

towards simplifying scientific and technical ideas, making them accessible to the 

general public. In the prefaces to his first two novels, Elsie Venner (1861) and The 

Guardian Angel (1867), Holmes described these works as being “medicated.”3 He 

did so in a sarcastic if not pejorative way: he had in mind the disgust his writing style 

could produce in readers reluctant to accept the use of scientific forms for literary 

purposes. We cannot and should not discard altogether Holmes’s light-hearted 

description of his own writing. As I see it, the term “medicated” is a key word to 

understand the character of his work: Holmes’s observations (both in his literary and 

non-literary productions) were “medicated” in so far as they derived from his 

professional training. As a qualified doctor, Holmes had open access to old and new 

scientific principles and movements. However, Holmes deliberately used popular 

formulae to make his writing “readable for those who did not care for its underlying 

philosophy.”4 He was aware that his specialised approach to literature could easily 

fail to “interest the [general] reader who venture[d] upon it” (Guardian vii). Holmes, 

in any case, could always find solace in the fact that his writing would still “find a 

place on an unfrequented bookshelf in common with other ‘medicated novels’” 

(Guardian xiv).
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In this chapter, I want to spend some time explaining the discourses included 

in Holmes’s “ ‘medicated’ gaze,” the concerns to which it was directed, and the ways 

in which it was used. Holmes’s personal interests went beyond the scientific field in 

which he worked professionally. This led him to incorporate into his research and 

literary practice elements of the “culture of the eye” (namely, pseudo-scientific and 

aesthetic ideas and techniques). Holmes’s concern was with the study of character, 

and his particular interest in the psychological experience of seeing and being seen 

places him as one of the forerunners of modem psychology.5 Holmes’s preoccupation 

with the investigation of character permeates the whole range of his literary and 

scientific works. However, in saying this, I do not mean that Holmes’s literary 

writings are mere expositions of scientific, pseudo-scientific, or aesthetic theories. On 

the contrary, by accepting that Holmes’s gaze is “medicated,” I also mean that he 

followed his own advice to “use [his] optics with considerate care,” instead of abusing 

“the privilege to stare” given him by his profession. Holmes did not want to 

overwhelm his readers. He measured his theoretical expositions as much as he 

measured his professional (read scientific) gazing acts: he was careful not to oppress 

his subjects with his gaze. It is true that there are multiple digressions in which 

Holmes discusses ideas related to the scientific, pseudo-scientific, and aesthetic fields. 

Yet, in his novels, there is always a storyline whose progress is marked by a narrator, 

usually a doctor, and by the findings of his close study of his patients. That is, in 

Holmes’s novels, the phrase “medicated gaze” has two meanings: it refers to both the 

professional eye of the doctors, and the treated gaze of the patients. As my in-depth 

analysis of Holmes’s masterpiece, Elsie Venner, aims to show, Holmes’s stories 

pursue the study of character. They specialize in the treatment of personality 

disorders—disorders, moreover, which are mostly manifested in the peculiarities of 

the characters’ eyes and their gazing attitudes. Also, at a time when gender was under 

so much discussion, Holmes did not fail to engage in the debate and, especially in his 

novels, Holmes looked into female psychological disorders, trying to find an answer 

and a solution to them.

Holmes translated the contemporary concern with the study of character into 

the investigation of what he called “the labyrinth of human character and feeling” 

(Professor 89). Indeed, his research took as labyrinthine a form as the term with 

which he identified his interest. Take, for example, the case of the volumes of the
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Breakfast-Table series and Over the Teacups. In these works, which, in principle, 

were simply round-table discussions of contemporary issues, the narrator is actually 

taking his chance to “look patiently” and “long enough” on his characters, his 

“involuntary confidants,” to get to know their secrets (Professor 90). That is, the 

narrator’s intention is “to throw in a few studies of manner and costume as they 

pictured themselves for [him] from day to day” (Professor 89). In order to do so, he 

starts by indifferently confessing that “[c]hance has thrown together at the table with 

me a number of persons who are worth studying” (Professor 89). Maybe also by 

“chance,” he sits those “persons who are worth studying” around a table. More 

specifically, the narrator sets them around a sugar-bowl, a “silver vessel” which is a 

“receptacle” of ideas in a double sense: the sugar-bowl holds the paper with the next 

topic for discussion and, as a consequence, it also holds everyone’s eyes and 

expectations.6 The setting should be familiar to us: it should remind us of the tub 

around which Mesmer used to carry out his initial experiments. To make the links 

between the mesmeric practice and his own study of these characters even more clear, 

the narrator concedes that he means “not only to look on” these people, but also 

“through them” (Professor 90). He also recounts how each of his guests looks upon 

the sugar-bowl (“that receptacle” of ideas) “with an almost tremulous excitement” 

which is “so like a clairvoyant[’s]” bodily reaction (Teacups 119).7 What is more, the 

narrator of The Professor at the Breakfast-Table is especially attracted to a young girl 

called Iris, apparently because of her mysterious nature. From the outset, the narrator 

wants to be the “shrewd eye [that] would be most likely to read her thoughts” and 

longs to begin doing so by stealing the book in which she “keeps up her early habit of 

sketching heads and characters” (161). Yet it so happens that, at the end, we learn 

that the main reason why the narrator is interested in her comes from his identification 

with the girl. They both have the “gift of second-sight,” “an awful faculty” that, if 

acquired scientifically, teaches its possessor how “not to betray [any] knowledge by 

word or look” and thus remain mysterious (250).

Holmes’s study of human character was not only labyrinthine for the ways in 

which it was carried out, but also for the discourses it enclosed. As my brief notes on 

the Breakfast-Series and Over the Teacups have hinted, Holmes brought together 

scientific, pseudo-scientific, and aesthetic practices. There is, to begin with, the 

mesmeric setting; and the phrenological and physiognomical studies of Iris’s 

sketches, which link directly together pseudo-scientific and aesthetic concerns. We
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also have the narrator (the Professor), in principle a figure of scientific authority, 

although, ultimately moved by vested interests, he half hides, half reinforces his 

subjective impulses by attributing them to “chance.” In the introduction to the thesis, 

we saw how pseudo-scientific principles became valuable in nineteenth-century 

America for their help in the process of character discernment. We also mentioned 

how visual artists, in their endeavour to capture their subjects’ character accurately, 

applied pseudo-scientific ideas to their practices. Let’s now look in more detail at 

how Holmes’s ambitious project combined scientific, pseudo-scientific, and aesthetic 

discourses. We must start by saying that the line between science and pseudo-science 

has always been very fine. In the nineteenth century, when old superstitions were 

developing into more elaborate practices, whose principles and results were allegedly 

as accurate as scientific ones, this was even more so. Holmes himself, a professional 

doctor, could not fail to note, amusedly, that “it is very curious to see how science is 

catching up with one superstition after another.”8 He did not entirely approve of 

pseudo-scientific practices, since he was aware of their being sometimes “connected 

with some lucrative practical application” (Professor 197-98). Also, conscious of the 

theatricality of pseudo-scientific experiments, he often talked of how “the harlequin 

pseudo-science jumps on to the stage, whip in hand, with half-a-dozen somersets, and 

begins laying about [...] the solemn farce of over-drugging” (Professor 105). But he 

did not completely dismiss pseudo-sciences, either: “A Pseudo-science does not 

necessarily consist wholly of lies. It may contain many truths, and even valuable 

ones,” not the least important of which is the fact that they teach ‘“How to observe’” 

(.Professor 198, Poetical Works 123). As we saw in the introduction, the pseudo

sciences placed great emphasis on close observation and, more specifically, on an 

individual’s eye. For the pseudo-scientists, we must remember, the eye was not only 

the organ of the sense of sight, our means to see external objects. The eye had also 

the mesmeric “power of sight,” or the ability to see the inner character of other people 

and also to express ideas about our own inner character. Holmes also shared these 

ideas and, in his writings, he surveyed the social dimension of the gaze and the 

mesmeric-like links established through gazing exchanges. As the Professor puts it,

We know in a moment, on looking suddenly at a person, if that person’s eyes have been fixed 

on us. Sometimes we are conscious o f it before we turn so as to see the person. Strange 

secrets of curiosity, o f impertinence, o f malice, o f love, leak out in this way. (155-56)
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For Holmes, it is only “[t]he first look [that] is necessary to define the person of the 

individual one meets so as to recognize an acquaintance.” A second look, “not a 

prolonged and impertinent stare, but an appreciating homage of the eyes,” is always 

the symptom of some “unusual attraction detected in a first glance.”9 However, 

Holmes warns us that “[t]he language of the eyes runs deeper into the personal 

nature,” and

is purely individual, and perishes in the expression [;] when the eyes meet and search each 

other, it is the uncovering of the blanched stem through which the whole life runs, but which 

has never taken color or form from the sunlight. (Elsie 419-20)

Being unique and ephemeral, the language of the eyes helps the study of an 

individual’s character, at the same time as it makes it difficult to draw general 

conclusions. But Holmes not only makes us aware of the psychological complexities 

of any given individual; he actively tells us how to view character properly. For 

Holmes, “studies of character” should be

very much like the surveyor’s triangulation of a geographical province. W e get a base-line in 

organization, always; then we get an angle by sighting some distant object to which the 

passions or aspirations of the subject o f our observation are tending; then another;— and so we 

construct our first triangle. (Professor 90)

The geometrical and mathematical metaphors Holmes uses to describe the process of 

character discernment show his awareness of the discourse employed in the essays 

advocating the Education o f the Eye with Reference to Painting that I mentioned in 

the introduction. As already pointed out, these essays reinforced how “the eye must 

be taught to see the changes which take place, and the mind be made acquainted with 

the causes of such changes”:

The power o f seeing objects correctly is gained by a careful examination of their general 

appearance, and of the component parts which produce such general appearance; it is 

necessary, therefore, before proceeding to delineate any object, to observe it attentively in the 

first instance, to examine it as a whole, so as to be convinced of its great leading features, the 

various shapes the principal lights take, also the forms of the darks, what occasions them, and
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why they are darker at one place than at another; the size and the shape of the smaller 

component parts, where they are congregated most, and where the greatest vacuum is situated, 

where portions are seen entire, and where they are intercepted.

In such a way, through the continual intercourse between his eye and his mind, the 

artist was believed to gain clear perception and, as a result, “a numerous assemblage 

of lines [...] which to others uneducated appear like a species of hieroglyphic” would 

be “intelligible to him” (Burnet 15, 27, 18-19).

Through his insistence on accuracy and on the use of superimposed 

perspective for the study of character, Holmes himself seems to have aspired to 

become a “true artist,” a practitioner with a “sharp, well-defined mental 

physiognomy” and, therefore, with “clear perception” (Professor 222, 221). Holmes 

insisted that, without external help (no matter the source, or the form this aid may 

take), our perception is biased. Whether we are aware of it or not, Holmes asserted, 

we always look at things and people with a “curious interest,” and this curiosity 

guides (and limits) our view of such objects and people. What is more, this partial or 

subjective perception is more evident when we look at ourselves. As Holmes puts it 

in The Professor at the Breakfast Table, our “soul draws a body” and “inspects” it 

with the above-mentioned curiosity, and only “from within” (189). So we “see 

nothing but the mould formed by the elements in which we are incased” (189). “By 

the aid of mirrors,” Holmes continues, “we get a few glimpses of our outside aspect” 

(189). Yet, Holmes insists, “this occasional impression is always modified by that 

look of the soul from within outward which none but ourselves can take” (189). In 

like manner, any of our acquaintances would fail to take a true portrait of ourselves 

because “[wjithout wearing any mask we are conscious of, we have a special face for 

each friend” (189). First of all, we behave differently towards each of our friends, and 

“each puts a special reflection of himself upon us” (189). Also, our friends’ 

perception is also guided by some particular curiosity or interest, so “each of our 

friends is capable of seeing just so far, and no farther, into our face, and each sees in it 

the particular thing that he looks for” (189). So Holmes proposes art as one of the 

ways towards an accurate judgment of character. To start with, “[t]he artist looks 

only from without,” so he sees in us “a hundred aspects [...] we are never likely to 

see” (189). Also, not being of our acquaintance, the artist is not attached to us, and so
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“he sees us in a way in which many of our friends or acquaintances never see us” 

(189). We could argue that the artist’s perception, like ours, is guided by some sort of 

“curiosity.” But, through the special, scientific training of his eye, Holmes argues, the 

artist has learnt not to “take anyone of these special views” (189). The artist considers 

the problems posed in the study of character by our subjective perceptual judgments, 

and he sorts them by taking a “compounded” view of his subjects:

The artist throws you off your guard, watches you in movement and in repose, puts your face 

through its exercises, observes its transitions, and so gets the whole range of its expression. 

Out of all this he forms an ideal portrait, which is not a copy of your exact look at any one 

time or to any particular person. (189-90)

For all these reasons, Holmes concludes, “[e]very good picture [...] must be 

considered wanting in resemblance by many persons” (190).

In passages like the above we can see how, as his contemporaries, Holmes 

used conjointly aesthetic and scientific discourses to describe what would allegedly be 

an accurate study of character. Yet, Holmes brought together not only the discourses 

of these two fields but also their practices. A scientist himself, Holmes had access to 

the new optical devices and could therefore experience first hand how artistic and 

scientific tools worked together, checking how their combined use could produce 

results that were, simultaneously, accurate and fascinating. This is evident in his 

writings on the stereoscope. Holmes was so impressed by the new concept of viewing 

introduced by the invention of the stereoscope that he wrote several articles on it in 

The Atlantic Monthly.10 He even “had one constructed which is better, as we think, 

than any in the shops” (“Sun-Painting” 29). The stereoscope was a viewing apparatus 

“containing an instantaneous double-view”: “the two eyes look on two different

pictures,” although “we perceive but one picture. The two have run together and 

become blended in a third, which shows us everything we see in each” (“Sun- 

Painting” 16; “Stereoscope” 743). The images at which people looked through the 

stereoscope were usually daguerreotypes, whose ability to capture “the minutest 

details” endowed them with the “charm of fidelity” (“Sun-Painting” 14). In common 

with his contemporaries, Holmes conceived the daguerreotype as an “unfading 

artificial retina” which “retains the impress” of the people and objects it “has looked
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upon” (“Sun-Painting” 14). The daguerreotype not only preserved images; it also 

provided truthful evidence since, as Holmes put it, “[conscience and nitrate of silver 

are telltales that never forget any tampering with them, and the broader the light the 

darker their record” (“Sunbeam” 4). According to Holmes, this quality, together with 

the proliferation of daguerreotype galleries would in due time lead to 

“physiognomical results, which will prove of extreme interest to the physiologist and 

the moralist” (“Sunbeam” 10). Some of the physiognomical facts that could be 

gathered from the study of daguerreotype collections were “the effects of age upon 

the features,” “the laws of physical degeneration,” or “the effect of character in 

moulding the features” (“Sunbeam” 10-11). That is, the introduction of this new 

technology made it possible to study changes in the face across time in a way that was 

rarely possible with conventional portraiture. But we must not forget that the spell of 

these “marvellous pictures” would not be complete without the “wonderful nature of 

the invention” of the stereoscope, which added an “astonishing illusion of solidity” to 

the “charm of reality” already present in daguerreotype images (“Sunbeam” 1, “Sun- 

Painting” 16, 14). This complete effect was due to the fact that the interaction 

between the eye and the optical device enhanced the similarities between the 

experience of viewing daguerreotypes through the stereoscope and the mesmeric 

practice of fixing one’s eyes on a particular object to gain extrasensory perceptions. 

Holmes, once again, followed the contemporary trend and linked stereoscopic 

viewing to hypnotism, a later development of mesmerism:

Perhaps there is also some half-magnetic effect in the fixing of the eyes on the twin 

pictures,— something like Mr. Braids’s hypnotism, of which many o f our readers have 

doubtless heard. At least the shutting out of surrounding objects, and the concentration of the 

whole attention, which is a consequence of this, produce a dream-like exaltation of the 

faculties, a kind o f clairvoyance, in which we seem to leave the body behind us and sail away 

into one strange scene after another, like disembodied spirits. (“Sun-Painting” 14-15)

The “kind of clairvoyance” that, according to Holmes, can be reached through the 

viewing of images through the stereoscope, reminds us of the “power of sight” 

achieved by the subjects of mesmeric experiments, although we are led to believe that 

its results are more objective than those of the mesmerically-induced state of 

clairvoyance. The mesmerist fixes his eyes on his subjects’ with a particular purpose
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or “curiosity,” whereas Holmes suggests that the viewing of daguerreotypes through 

the stereoscope produces simply an imaginative stimulus (“the exaltation of the 

faculties”). And, since this is prompted by the close observation of real objects and 

images, there is only an illusion of subjectivity.

In any case, the question of subjectivity is ultimately left open in Holmes’s 

research and writing. Indeed, our knowledge of his characters is conditioned, first of 

all, by their individual reserve. Also, the narrator’s “medicated” gaze is applied on 

the characters in a restricted yet calculated way: he withdraws information from the 

reader and attributes to “chance” the observations he recounts, thus raising questions 

as to the impartiality of his tale. As an extension of the issues discussed so far, we 

must remember here that, for Holmes, gazing was an act of intelligence and, 

therefore, subjectivity would always be involved in a lesser or greater degree. This 

intellectual act entails “pictured” and “worded” thought, which reminds us of the 

connection between visual and linguistic acts we explained in the introduction.11 

Both “pictured” and “worded” thought are mental conditions, “more or less, under the 

influence of the will,” and more often than not, they appear in combination (Pages 

269). “Pictured” thought in itself is partly unconscious, since, being “in relation with 

the field of vision,” it comes “from immediate impressions on the senses” (Pages 

269). “Worded’ thought, on the other hand, “is attended with a distinct impulse 

towards the organs of speech” (Pages 269). Applying Holmes’s theory to his own 

writing we can see how he affects to be quietly watching his characters and retaining 

the impressions obtained from his careful observation. Accordingly, he can later 

recall those impressions and analyse their data, thanks to the action of his “pictured” 

thought. While he is doing so, his mental action moves between his “pictured"’ and 

“worded’ thought. Finally, when he has finished his experiment, his “worded” 

thought is transferred into the actual words that convey the results in his writing. 

Holmes, who was considered by his contemporaries “one of the most magnetic and 

entertaining as well as effective teachers of medical science,” can therefore be said to 

be “the artist” who, having mentally daguerreotyped his subjects, takes them “into his 

‘developing’ room.”12 Once there, by means of his technical skills and apparatuses, 

Holmes conjures up “that miracle wrought which is at once a surprise and a charm,— 

the sudden appearance of [his characters’] features where a moment before was a 

blank” (Guardian 180-81).
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Of all his writings, it is Holmes’s three novels (Elsie Venner, The Guardian 

Angel, and A Mortal Antipathy) that present us with a more extensive analysis of 

human character. In them, we find that Holmes focussed his “‘medicated’ gaze” more 

consistently on the study of specific individuals and the character-related 

consequences of their gazing. Moreover, in his novels, his investigations into human 

character are also professionally-based in explicit terms: Holmes’s narrators and/or 

main characters in all these novels are qualified doctors. Both The Guardian Angel 

(1867) and A Mortal Antipathy (1884) have characters with special gazing qualities, 

indicative of some abnormality in their personality.13 However, in this part of the 

chapter, I will analyze in depth Holmes’s first novel, Elsie Venner (1861), as it is his 

most extended study into the nature of character and personality disorders. The novel 

is significant, on the one hand, for the great amount of literal transcriptions of notes 

drawn from Holmes’s own medical research. On the other hand, there is Holmes’s 

exploitation of his favourite means for the study of character: the triangulation of 

views, which has led Anne Dalke to define “the structural principle” of the novel as 

that of “displacement.”14 Indeed, the novel presents three different metempsychoses 

of Holmes’s, and there is a continuous shift in focus from one to the other. More than 

“displacement,” I would argue, this is part of the novel’s structural coherence since 

the three characters are in conversation with each other, owing to their professional 

affinities and their interest in the same case. First of all, we have the “experienced 

instructor,” the “Professor” of medicine with whom Holmes directly identifies himself 

(4, 7). Then, we have Mr. Bernard Langdon, a medical student with “the eye of an 

expert,” whom the Professor sends to teach for a short time in a village (32). Dr. 

Kittrege, the local doctor who becomes Mr. Bernard’s advisor on his arrival in the 

village, completes the triangle. Thus, we have a lecturer on medicine, who would 

provide updated technical advice when needed; his apprentice, who would be the one 

soliciting such advice; and an old medical practitioner, whose knowledge of the locals 

would guide us and Mr. Bernard as to whom we/he should look at and in what way. 

That we can safely trust the old Doctor’s guidance is shown by his being presented as 

“a model for visiting practitioners. He always came into the sick-room with a quiet, 

cheerful look, as if he had a consciousness that was bringing some sure relief with 

him” (423). The narrator/Professor also approves his practice by ridiculing “[s]ome 

very silly people who thought the old Doctor did not believe in medicine” because he 

was reluctant to “give anything noxious or loathsome to those who were
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uncomfortable enough already, unless he was sure it would do good,—in which case, 

he never played with drugs, but gave good, honest, efficient doses” (424). Most 

important of all,

The Doctor knew a good many things besides how to drop tinctures and shake powders. He 

knew what a nervous woman is, and how to manage her. He could tell at a glance when she is 

in that condition of unstable equilibrium in which a rough word is like a blow to her, and the 

touch of unmagnetized fingers reverses all her nervous currents. (98)

No wonder, then, that Elsie Venner, the “dark girl” on whom Dr. Kittrege has “fixed 

steadily” his professional eyes following every one of her movements, takes centre- 

stage in the novel (99).

Moreover, when the professor sends his student away, he winks at his reader, 

betting “[t]en to one he will run like a moth into a candle, right into one of those 

girls’-nests, and get tangled up in some sentimental folly or other” (20). In like 

manner, being the family doctor, Dr. Kittrege has witnessed many of Elsie’s nervous 

crises and knows that “any impression which acted upon her affectations might be a 

means of awakening a new life in her singularly isolated nature” (395). Nobody more 

appropriate to produce that looked-for impression than Mr. Bernard. The Professor 

describes him as a “young man [...] capable of fascinating and being fascinated” and 

now, newly arrived in the village, Mr. Langdon is understandably bewildered and 

confused “with its scores of young girls, all their eyes naturally centring on him with 

fixed or furtive glances” (17, 50).

On his first day in the school village, Mr. Langdon mentally takes 

physiognomical portraits of every schoolgirl in a matter-of-fact way. However, the 

quick construction of his mental portrait gallery slows down the moment Elsie 

Venner, “[a] girl of about seventeen,” enters the classroom (77). Despite the 

peculiarity of her whole appearance, she shows us her most outstanding features when 

“[presently she look[s] up”: “[b]lack, piercing eyes, not large” and “a face that one 

[can] not help looking at for its beauty, yet that one want[s] to look away from for the 

something in its expression, and [can] not for those diamond eyes” (77, 78). Soon 

after this, we are introduced into a party where she makes a sudden and most 

unexpected appearance. Once again, the narrator remarks that she is “dressed to 

please her own fancy, evidently,” and is an overall “apparition of wild beauty” (103).
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Immediately, our eyes are diverted towards the potential “sentimental folly” the 

narrator/Professor had predicted at the outset. We are told that, of all the people 

present at the party,

Mr. Bernard himself was not displeased with the general effect of the rich-blooded schoolgirl, 

as she stood under the bright lamps, fanning herself in the warm, languid air, fixed in a kind of 

passionate surprise at the new life which seemed to be flowering out in her consciousness. 

(103)

With some indifference, the narrator hints that “perhaps” Mr. Bernard “looked at her 

somewhat steadily” (103). Whatever the source or the intensity of this steadiness in 

Mr. Bernard’s eyes, the narrator goes on to say that

at any rate, she seemed to feel that she was looked at, as people often do, and, turning her eyes 

suddenly on him, caught his own on her face, gave him a half-bashful smile, and threw a blush 

involuntarily which made it more charming. (103-04)

Before long, however, the narrator creates an anticlimax, and deflects our gaze and 

attention from this incident:

It is enough that Mr. Bernard was sensible of a strange fascination, not wholly new to him, nor 

unprecedented in the history of human experience, but always a revelation when it comes over 

us for the first or the hundredth time. (104)

However, the always-watchful Dr. Kittrege has noticed that “fascination.” So 

he at once asks Mr. Bernard whether he finds himself ‘“disposed to take a special 

interest in Elsie—to fall in love with her,”’ and warns him that, if that were the case, 

he would be lost (213-14). Mr. Bernard admits that, from the moment he met Elsie’s 

eyes at the party, “the glitter of [those] diamond eyes affected him strangely” and he 

“became silent, and dreamy, as it were” (105). Consequently, he has started 

suspecting that he ‘“might be bewitched or magnetized, or whatever it is when one is 

tied up and cannot move’” (213). But Elsie only interests him, although she 

“‘interests [him] strangely,”’ making him wonder ‘“ [w]hat [is] the matter with her
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eyes, that they suck[] your life out of you in that strange way?’” (213, 199).15 He has 

noticed that

“The girls are afraid of her, and she seems to have either a dislike or fear o f them. They have 

all sorts of painful stories about her. They give her a name which no human creature ought to 

bear. They say she hides a mark on her neck by always wearing a necklace. She is very 

graceful, you know, and they will have it that she can twist herself into all sorts of shapes, or 

tie herself in a knot, if she wants to. There is not one of them that will look her in the eyes.” 

(214)

Indeed, her eyes, we are told, are “her natural weapons of conquest” and “have a kind 

of drawing virtue or power about them” and everyone finds him/herself “curiously 

influenced by her” (184, 179). Yet this very “drawing power” is, ironically, what 

keeps Elsie isolated: “[s]he hardly smile[s] at anything, [speaks] rarely, but seem[s] to 

feel that her natural power of expression [lies] all in her bright eyes” (183). Everyone 

in the village is afraid of her, because none has “tried to explain to themselves” where 

the “force” of her eyes comes from (183). It is only after Mr. Bernard’s arrival that 

things start to change. As a “person accustomed to watch the faces of those who [are] 

ailing in body or mind, and to search in every line and tint for some underlying source 

of disorder,” Mr. Bernard, cannot fail to see that her “look [is] that of remoteness, of 

utter isolation” (184). Nor can he “help analysing the impression such a face 

produced upon him” (183). In due time, he can “not help feeling that some instinct 

[is] working in this girl which [is] in some way leading her to seek his presence” 

(184). There is a growing sympathetic relationship between them which becomes 

more manifest during one of Elsie’s crises:

Elsie meantime had been silent, with that singular, still, watchful look which those who knew 

her well had learned to fear. Her head just a little inclined on one side, perfectly motionless 

for whole minutes, her eyes seeming to grow small and bright [...]. Sometimes her eyes 

would wander off to Mr. Bernard, and their expression, as old Dr. Kittredge, who watched her 

for a while pretty keenly, noticed, would change perceptibly. (308)

Mr. Bernard is the only one who is willing to help her, and he is also the only one 

who seems to be qualified to provide the required aid: a mesmeric session. Thus, 

during this crisis, he starts looking at her
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in such a way as to draw her eyes upon him. Then he looked steadily and calmly into them. It 

was a great effort, for some perfectly inexplicable reason. [...] Then he wanted to take his 

eyes away from hers; there was something intolerable in the light that came from them. But 

he was determined to look her down, and he believed he could do it, for he had seen her 

countenance change more than once when he had caught her gaze steadily fixed on him. 

(309-10)

Despite Dr. Kittrege’s “fatherly interest” in her—or perhaps because of it—Elsie has 

always been defiant when he looked at her over or through his spectacles (425). 

However, partly because Mr. Bernard is a potential lover, partly because he applies 

his eyes in like manner to contemporary mesmerists who sought to end their subjects’ 

hysterical fits, Elsie yields to his gaze:

All this took not minutes, but seconds. Presently she changed color slightly,—lifted her head, 

which was inclined a little to one side,— shut and opened her eyes two or three times, as if 

they had been pained or wearied,— and turned away baffled, and shamed, as it would seem, 

and shorn for the time of the singular and formidable or at least evil-natured power of swaying 

the impulses of those around her. (310)

As a reward for his care, Mr. Bernard is the only one to whom she ever speaks about

her problem and asks for help:

“I have no friend,” Elsie said, all at once. “Nothing loves me but one old woman. I cannot 

love anybody. They tell me there is something in my eyes that draws people to me and makes 

them faint. Look into them, will you?”

[...]

“Beautiful eyes, Elsie,” he said,—“sometimes very piercing,— but soft now, and 

looking as if  there were something beneath them that friendship might drag out. I am your

friend, Elsie. Tell me what I can do to render your life happier.” (422-23)

Mr. Bernard’s attitude towards her is merely professional, though the narrator is 

reluctant to dismiss any suspicions that he would finally comply with her petition to 

“Love” her (423). Mr. Bernard confesses to her that he loves her
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“as a suffering sister with sorrows of her own,— as one whom I would save at the risk of my 

happiness and life,— as one who needs a true friend more than any of all the young girls I have 

known. More than this you would not ask me to say.” (423)

And, with this, “it was all over with poor Elsie” (423). Immediately after this she 

falls prey to a “nervous fever” from which she will never recover. Elsie dies and with 

her death comes the end of any possible development of the sentimental plot (423).

As all this is happening, however, Mr. Bernard is also putting into practice his 

research skills, trying to find answers to Elsie’s problem. There is a specific incident 

that greatly triggers his curiosity. While he is walking in the mountains one day, he is 

startled by the hissing and whirring of a rattlesnake and is struck dumb, waiting for 

the reptile to carry out its attack:

He waited as in a trance,— waited as one that longs to have the blow fall, and all over, as the 

man who shall be in two pieces in a second waits for the axe to drop. But while he looked 

straight into the flaming eyes, it seemed to him that they were growing tame and dull; the 

charm was dissolving, the numbness was passing away, he could move once more. He heard 

a light breathing close to his ear, and, half turning, saw the face of Elsie Venner, looking 

motionless into the reptile’s eyes, which had shrunk and faded under the stronger enchantment 

of her own. (191)

From that time onwards, the subject of Elsie’s peculiarity is “uppermost in his mind” 

and he sets out to explore every possible explanation for “Elsie’s influence to attract 

and repel those around her” with his “finer perception” (213, 397). Everyone in the 

village thinks that there is “something not human looking out of Elsie Venner’s eyes” 

(127). So he starts asking himself and his professor questions about

“any evidence that human beings can be infected or wrought upon poisons, or otherwise, so 

that they shall manifest any of the peculiarities belonging to beings of a lower nature? Can 

such peculiarities be transmitted by inheritance? Is there anything to countenance the stories, 

long and widely current, about the ‘evil eye’? Or is it a mere fancy that such a power belongs 

to any human being? Have you any personal experience as to the power of fascination said to 

be exercised by certain animals?” (219-20)

With all these questions, Mr. Bernard tries to look into some of the stories he has 

heard about Elsie and to test their validity. The most recurrent myth about Elsie is the
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one recounting how Elsie’s mother, who died in labour, had been bitten by a snake 

while she was pregnant and how, consequently, Elsie had inherited qualities of this 

venomous creature. Thus the mark on her neck she tries to hide with her necklace and 

her power to stop the snake from biting Mr. Bernard in the passage mentioned above. 

Of course, Mr. Bernard knows “the common stories about fascination,” we are told; 

but he is especially interested in those theories “supplied him by his professional 

reading” (205). The most evident explanation he can find is “[t]he curious work of 

Mr. Braid of Manchester” which

had made him familiar with the phenomena of a state allied to that produced by animal 

magnetism, and called by that writer by the name of hypnotism. He found, by referring to his 

note-book, the statement was, that by fixing the eyes on a bright object so placed as to produce 

a strain upon the eyes and eyelids, and to maintain a steady fixed stare, there comes on in a 

few seconds a very singular condition, characterized by muscular rigidity and inability to 

move, with a strange exaltation of most of the senses, and generally a closure of the eyelids,— 

this condition being followed by torpor. (205-06)

Mr. Bernard himself had previously carried out “certain experiments” to prove the 

veracity of this theory. Now, he is convinced that it can “explain the strange 

impressions, of which, waking or dreaming, he ha[s] certainly been the subject. His 

nervous system ha[s] been in a high state of exaltation all the time” (205-06). As we 

have been told from the beginning, Elsie is a “rich-blooded” girl, and, as I explained 

in the introduction, this was considered a source of mesmeric power in the nineteenth 

century (103). She also has “diamond eyes,” whose brightness effected some kind of 

power on every one that looked at her (78). Once the main facts of his hypothesis are 

established, Mr. Bernard sets out to solve the mystery of what happened when Elsie 

stopped the snake from biting him, researching into the possibility

that the venomous creature’s eyes should have served the purpose of Mr. Braid’s “bright 

object” held very close to the person experimented on, or whether they had any special power 

which could be made the subject of exact observation. (206)

He then asks the Professor for assistance and is particularly keen to know his opinion 

about the current superstitious and pseudo-scientific ideas such as the “evil eye” and 

“animal magnetism.” He does not receive a definite answer, however, as the 

Professor cannot but acknowledge that he does not ‘“doubt there is some truth in the
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phenomena of animal magnetism’” and that, even though he ‘“never saw a distinct 

case of evil eye [...] there must be some peculiarity, to say the least, on which the 

opinion is based’” (221, 223). But, having been introduced to Elsie’s story, what the 

Professor does is to show an ambivalent attitude—equal to his fellow doctors’—to the 

real nature of her peculiar disorder:

“I suppose the study of automatic action in the moral world (you see what I mean through the 

apparent contradiction o f terms) may be a dangerous one in the view o f many people. It is 

liable to abuse, no doubt. People are always glad to get hold of anything which limits their 

responsibility.” (227-28)

Mr. Bernard, therefore, is left on his own to continue his investigations, “trying to 

articulate [...] the dumb thoughts which lie under the perpetual stream of mental 

whispers” (396).

As I hope this chapter has made clear, Holmes’s goal was the achievement of 

the maximum possible objectivity in the study of character. To accomplish this, 

Holmes proposed a combination of scientific, pseudo-scientific, and aesthetic 

techniques, and prioritized the use of superimposed perspectives to avoid any bias. 

However, despite his complex ideas about what should be involved in the proper 

investigation of human character, Holmes’s theory proves ultimately flawed; his 

“‘medicated’ gaze” does not resolve the question of subjectivity. As we can see in his 

literary writings, when put into practice, Holmes’s theory leaves room for ambiguity 

and textual open-endedness. In the case of the Breakfast-Table series and Over the 

Teacups, we noted how the narrator was always cautious to attribute to “chance” any 

deviation of his gaze towards a particular character, and how he told the reader what 

he found out about his guests only gradually. In his writing on the stereoscope and 

the daguerreotypes we saw how Holmes, as his contemporaries, applied together, 

indiscriminately, notions of accuracy and fascination to the views they presented. 

Finally, in his novels, the issue of subjectivity is still more poignant. Here Holmes 

introduces us to a number of qualified doctors studying specific individuals and how 

their gazing attitude conditions their behavioural patterns. He also includes several 

public theories or superstitions trying to explain the individual’s character. What is 

more, in Elsie Venner, Elsie’s sudden death dashes any hope of ever finding a final



solution or remedy to her problem. But that hope would have been very limited, in 

any case, as there is no conclusive assertion or denial of the validity of superstitious 

and pseudo-scientific principles, or of the superiority of science:

Mr. Bernard’s professional training had made him slow to accept marvellous stories and many 

forms of superstition. Yet, as a man of science, he well knew that just on the verge of the 

demonstrable facts of physics and physiology there is a nebulous border-land which what is 

called “common sense” perhaps does wisely not to enter, but which uncommon sense, or the 

fine apprehension of privileged intelligences, may cautiously explore, and in so doing find 

itself behind the scenes which make up for the gazing world the show which is called Nature. 

(396-97)

Neither science nor pseudo-science have scope enough to deal accurately with 

psychological issues, so the doctors of this novel conclude that

Men who see into their neighbors are very apt to be contemptuous; but men who see through 

them find something lying behind every human soul which it is not for them to sit in judgment 

on, or to attempt to sneer out of the order of God’s manifold universe. (406)

As the passage makes clear, Holmes, like the pseudo-scientists, ends up declining any 

final judgment to God. This ending, in any case, is more than suitable to Holmes’s 

determination to bring the realm of science to the domestic scene. Through the 

potential love story between Elsie and Mr. Langdon, Holmes puts sentimental motifs 

at the service of scientific, or, in particular, psychological studies. By adding a 

religious dimension to his work at the end, Holmes is imitating even more closely the 

so-called “domestic” literature that, cultivated and read mainly by women, was so 

popular in the mid-nineteenth century. As I pointed out at the outset of this chapter, 

Holmes was afraid that his readers would not accept his mixture of sentiment and 

science in his writings. Holmes did not have to wait long to face the kind of criticism 

he had foreseen. In 1861, soon after the publication of his masterpiece Elsie Venner, 

the Ladies’ Repository published a literary notice which complained that:

Whatever excellences there may be in the epigrammatic, crotchety style of Dr. Holmes, they 

are unsuited to the flowery fields of fiction. His peculiarly dogmatic tone, which seems to be 

very a part o f himself, is equally unsuited to this department of literature.16
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However, the complaint in the review in this magazine created and read by women 

was occasioned by Holmes’s tone, not by his topic or the issues involved in it. In 

other words, this review is not reinforcing the “separate spheres” ideology. As we 

will see in the chapters on Maria Cummins, Augusta Evans, and Elizabeth Stoddard, 

women writers in the mid-nineteenth century also partook of the contemporary 

scientific and pseudo-scientific discourses, although they did so in a slightly different 

way. Still, in 1963, Karl Wentersdorg reassessed Holmes’s work, seeing in a positive 

light how Holmes profited from his blend of literary and scientific talent. For 

Wentersdorg, in fact, Holmes was “the first to combine the sensitivity and insight of a 

literary artist with the specialized knowledge and probing curiosity of a scientist [,] a 

pioneer in the psychology of creativity.” By so doing, Wentersdorg continues, 

Holmes “gave an important if indirect stimulus to the investigation of sources and of
17imagery as clues to a writer’s methods and intentions.”
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NOTES

1 See Oliver Wendell Holmes, Poetical Works (London: Sampson Low, Marston, Searle, 

Rivington, 1891) 136; vol. XI of The Works o f  Oliver Wendell Holmes, Riverside Edition, 14 vols., 

1891. Subsequent references to this text will belong to this edition and will appear in the main text.

2 See Oliver Wendell Holmes, The Guardian Angel (London: Sampson Low, Marston, Searle, 

and Rivington, 1891) vii; vol. VI of The Works o f  Oliver Wendell Holmes, Riverside Edition, 14 vols., 

1891. Future references to this text will be from this edition and will be inserted into the main text.

3 See Oliver Wendell Holmes, Elsie Venner (London: Sampson Low, Marston, Searle, and 

Rivington, 1891) ix; vol. V of The Works o f  Oliver Wendell Holmes, Riverside Edition, 14 vols., 189. 

Any other allusions to this text will be taken from this edition and included in the main text. See also 

Holmes, Guardian xiv.

4 See Oliver Wendell Holmes, The Professor at the Breakfast-Table (London: Sampson Low, 

Marston, Searle, and Rivington, 1891) 89; vol. II of The Works o f  Oliver Wendell Holmes, Riverside 

Edition, 14 vols., 1891. Subsequent references to this text will belong to this edition and will appear in 

the main text.

5 In their book Gaze and Mutual Gaze (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1976), Michael Argyle 

and Mark Cook note how “[w]e use our eyes to study the behaviour and appearance of others, and we 

look particularly in the region of their eyes” (ix). Calling attention to the importance of looking and 

being looked at in social behaviour, they also complain that it was only in the 1960s that psychologists 

took “any interest in these phenomena,” even though they had been often described by novelists (ix). 

As both medical and literary practitioner, Holmes seems, therefore, to have been one of the first to have 

conceptualised the psychological bearings of our gazing attitudes.

6 See Oliver Wendell Holmes, Over the Teacups (London: Sampson Low, Marston, Searle, 

Rivington, 1891) 119; vol. IV of The Works o f  Oliver Wendell Holmes, Riverside Edition, 14 vols., 

1891. Future references to this text will be from this edition and will be inserted into the main text.

7 Although interested only in the verbal exchanges in Holmes’s work, Peter Gibian points out 

the importance of magnetism in his writing and calls our attention to the inter-relationship between “the 

dynamic fields of rhetoric and electricity” in it. Gibian argues that “in the terms o f electrodynamics, 

Holmesian talk always works [...] to ‘charge’ and ‘electrify’ its participants by allusion to the most 

inflammatory issues o f the day.” See Peter Gibian, Oliver Wendell Holmes and the Culture o f  

Conversation (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2001) 96, 110.

8 See Oliver Wendell Holmes, The Poet at the Breakfast-Table (London: Sampson Low, 

Marston, Searle, Rivington, 1891) 223; vol. Ill of The Works o f  Oliver Wendell Holmes, Riverside 

Edition, 14 vols., 1891.

9 See Oliver Wendell Holmes, The Autocrat o f  the Breakfast-Table (London: Sampson Low, 

Marston, Searle, Rivington, 1891) 194; vol. I o f The Works o f  Oliver Wendell Holmes, Riverside 

Edition, 14 vols., 1891.
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10 See Oliver Wendell Holmes, “Doings of the Sunbeam,” Atlantic Monthly July 1853: 1-15; 

“The Stereoscope and the Stereograph,” Atlantic Monthly June 1859: 738-48; and “Sun-Painting and 

Sun-Sculpture,” Atlantic Monthly July 1861: 13-29. Further references to these texts will be from this 

edition and will feature in the main text.

11 Holmes’s formulation of the gazing act as an intellectual process in which pictured and 

worded thought are involved anticipates Merleau-Ponty’s twentieth-century theory of the gaze. See 

Maurice Merleau-Ponty, “Eye and Mind,” Phenomenology, Language, and Sociology: Selected Essays 

o f Maurice Merleau-Ponty, ed. John O ’Neill (London: Heinemann, 1974) 280-311.

12 See “Oliver Wendell Holmes,” Appleton’s Journal Oct. 31, 1874: 546.

13 Myrtle Hazard, from The Guardian Angel, is a girl whose look “mean[s] trouble” : “The 

child [is] bright, observing, of restless activity, inquisitively curious, very hard to frighten, and with a 

will which seem[s] made for mastery, not submission” (128, 29). In Mortal Antipathy, we have the 

example of Maurice Kirkwood who “kept his look away from all around him whom he feared he might 

harm” and who was, consequently, thought to be “endowed with the unenviable gift of the evil eye.” 

See Oliver Wendell Holmes, A Mortal Antipathy (London: Sampson Low, Marston, Searle, and 

Rivington, 1891) 65; vol. VII of The Works o f  Oliver Wendell Holmes, Riverside Edition, 14 vols., 

1891.

14 See Anne Dalke, “Economics; or, the Bosom Serpent: Oliver Wendell Holmes’s Elsie 

Venner: A Romance o f  Destiny,” American Transcendental Quarterly 2.1 (1998): 57-68.

15 What this quote implies is that Elsie was, in reality, a hysteric woman, as it becomes clear in 

a similar comment Holmes made elsewhere: “a hysterical girl is a vampire who sucks the blood of the 

healthy people about her.” Qtd. in Carroll Smith-Rosenberg, Disorderly Conduct: Visions o f  Gender in 

Victorian America (New York: Oxford UP, 1985) 207. Nowadays we associate the term “hysteria” and 

its treatment with Freud but, in actual fact, hysteria was one of the most popular maladies in the 

nineteenth century. By analysing cases of hysteric women, Holmes was literally and literarily 

engaging in what Alison Winter has called in Mesmerized: Powers o f  M ind in Victorian Britain 

(Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1978) the mid-nineteenth-century debate about “what it was (or should be) 

to be a woman, to be ill, and to be a medical practitioner” (225). Holmes’s desire to popularise 

scientific matters led him to start his literary studies by considering contemporary superstitions and 

pseudo-scientific principles as possible causes for the peculiarities of his (literary) patients. As a 

matter o f fact, it was usual in the nineteenth century to associate the behavioural pattern of hysteric 

women with that o f mesmerized subjects. Hysteria prevented women from wholly controlling their 

bodies, and during a mesmeric section the mesmerist did allegedly release his medium from her bodily 

constraints. Mesmerism was therefore used to cure hysteria by changing the influence under which 

these women were acting. For accounts of hysteria in nineteenth-century America, see Smith- 

Rosenberg 197-216; for links between the treatment of hysteria and mesmerism, see Alison Winter.

16 See “Literary Notices,” Ladies’ Repository June 1861: 379.

17 See Karl Wentersdorg, “The Underground Workshop of Oliver Wendell Holmes,” 

American Literature 35 (1963): 11.
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3. “Overworked Optics”: The Life and Work of Nathaniel Parker Willis (1806-

1867).

The imprisonment to a human eye may be as irksome as a 

fetter— yet they who live in cities are never loosed. Did 

you ever stir out of doors without remembering that you 

were seen? (Mirror Library 6)

As with Holmes, Nathaniel Parker Willis (1806-1867) is largely unknown 

today, despite having been “one of the most talked-about figures in nineteenth-century 

America.”1 In Holmes’s case, it was his delivery of lectures on medicine that was 

mainly praised as “magnetic and entertaining as well as effective.” In Willis’s case, 

his magnetism derived not only from his writing but also from his public persona. 

The immediate and widespread success of his early work fuelled Willis’s ambition. 

While still in his early twenties, Willis gradually abandoned the strict Calvinist rules 

under which he had been brought up and began to lead a life in which the pursuit of 

beauty and the cult of appearances were paramount. The extant contemporary 

comments on Willis all indicate that Willis came to embody the male coquet. Dr. 

Holmes himself remembered Willis as someone who

came very near being very handsome. He was tall; his hair, of light brown color, waved in 

luxuriant abundance, and his cheek was as rosy as if it had been painted to show behind the 

footlights, and he dressed with artistic elegance.2

Yet, despite the “artistic elegance” with which Willis dressed, he did not wish to 

adopt a pose which would detach him from his acquaintances or readers. On the 

contrary, as Thomas N. Baker has shown, Willis’s implicit intention was “to flesh out 

a public character at once self-consciously stylish and accessible” (Baker 90). This 

applied especially to his recurrent publication of portraits and likenesses of himself in 

contemporary famous periodicals. As can be seen in the facsimile autograph 

reproduced in figure 2 and first published in Graham’s Magazine in April 1844, 

Willis, in a well-studied pose, promised the average reader to be “Yours most 

faithfully.”
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Fig. 2. Facsimile autograph of Nathaniel Parker Willis, Graham's Magazine, April 1844. Reproduced 

with the permission of Rare Books and Manuscripts, Special Collections Library, The Pennsylvania

State University Libraries, State College, PA.
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That Willis dressed “with artistic elegance,” however, was far from being a 

coincidence. Following on from the nineteenth-century saying that “seeing is an art,” 

Willis believed that things and people were not automatically “visible”:

Few people live more in the eye of the world than those who are in transition from poverty to 

richness, bound upward. None are so invisible as those who are going over the same road, 

downward. The eye, in the city, acquires a habit of selecting what it shall see. Glimpse, the 

porter (to put it figuratively,) sits in the outer vestibule of sight, and passes his judgment on all 

comers before they are admitted to the presence of consciousness.3

Since the “eye, in the city, acquired a habit of selecting what it shall see,” Willis 

strove to make himself “visible” through his studied appearance. Yet his success, or 

the success of anyone who tried to go up the social ladder, not only depended on how 

and how much he was looked at, but also on how and how much he looked. 

Observation, Willis asserted, was the starting point for personal and direct experience 

of a genteel culture, while it also provided the keys for the imitation of and admission 

to upper-class circles. Not surprisingly, therefore, Willis found himself persistently 

“tangling [his] retina with the optic nerves of other people.” He was conscious that “a 

pour [sic] of large wandering eyes were taking an inventory of [his] person and 

features.” In his eager attempt to find his way into fashionable circles and to make a 

name for himself, Willis was one of the “strangers who wish[ed] to see and to be seen 

(and especially ‘be seen’).” Like the people of fashion, Willis frequented such places 

as the Astor palace in New York, itself defined as “a very dressy affair” and “as full 

of eyes as a peacock’s tail.” Having openly confessed that “the ornamental” was his 

“vocation,” Willis set out to establish a culture of refinement in America by making 

his fashionable looks as well as his views on fashion and fashionable movements 

readily available for the general public.4 As one of his publishers admitted, “being 

possessed of an easy and captivating address, [Willis] became the pet of society and 

especially of the fairer portion of it” (qtd. in Beers 73). Willis was repeatedly 

criticised for the distorted morality implied by his code of conduct. For instance, his 

disregard for sincerity was harshly condemned, as was the pleasure he took from 

flattering attentions, a pleasure that often led to controversial sexual affairs with 

upper-class women. [Willis is believed never to have shrunk from the (sexual) 

favours granted him by powerful women—if he did not actually solicit them.]
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However, despite criticism and controversies about his character, Willis’s 

contemporaries could not fail to recognize “the magic of his pen.” They went so far 

as to declare him “the magician of the place,” the only writer who

has so invariably and so entirely won the admiration of readers of the most refined sentiment 

and the dantiest [sic] fancy, and at the same time the full sympathy of the masses o f all tastes 

and calibres.5

The claim was still valid as late as 1884, when Edward F. Hayward described Willis 

as “the most picturesque figure in our literature, with a gift second to none in the arts 

which gently stimulate, adorn, and please,” and someone whose “knowledge of the 

public taste” was “unerring,” and “his faculty of instant adjustment to its demands [,] 

something phenomenal.”6

Beneath Willis’s flippant character, indeed, there was a writer who had an 

incomparable command of cultural, social, and political issues. Like some of his 

characters, Willis was constantly looking “to find novel subjects for his pencil,” trying 

to portray Life Here and There, Famous Persons and Places, always on the lookout 

for new ideas, fashions, and talents. No wonder, that, after a life that “was busy work 

for the eyes,” Willis would eventually complain of “overworked optics.” His 

manifold literary engagements (he was simultaneously magazine and journal author, 

correspondent, and editor) contributed vastly to shaping and fostering the cultural 

awareness of his time and place. Willis’s “overworked optics” are the result of his 

extensive reading and his habit of “[s]training [his] eye in all directions” in his search 

for beauty and the socio-cultural issues that prescribed and defined it. We can also 

say that Willis’s eyes were “overworked” or overwhelmed at a metaphorical level, 

through his awareness and understanding of the workings of the “culture of the eye.” 

The main aim of this chapter, therefore, is to show how the magnetism of Willis’s life 

and, especially of his work, resulted from his adaptation of the practices and 

techniques of the “culture of the eye.” Willis was obsessed with the powers of 

observation. He applied its practical principles to his personal life, as well as made 

his literary theory and practice depend on it. To reflect how Willis “overworked” his 

“optics,” I will study the progress of his literary career, and, through it, I will also 

survey the progress of his life and ideas. I will start by discussing Willis’s 

appropriation of pseudo-scientific concerns in his poetic work. Then, I will analyse
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how the adaptation of not only the ideas but also the techniques of the pseudo

sciences influences his journal work and his short stories. Finally, I will engage in the 

detailed analysis of Willis’s extensive and intensive study of the pseudo-scientific 

gaze in his masterpiece, Paul Fane. This novel’s autobiographical nature makes clear 

the points of intersection between Willis’s literary and personal life.

Willis’s literary career started with his publication of poems in The Boston 

Recorder, a religiously-oriented newspaper run by Willis’s father. For the most part, 

these poems were based on biblical passages and published under the name of “Roy.” 

Yet, apart from religious themes, the poems also dealt with other contemporary 

issues, not the least important of which were the ideas introduced by the pseudo

sciences. Willis’s poetry suggests that Willis, like the nineteenth-century pseudo- 

scientists, found the key to character in the “electric chain ‘twixt soul and eye.” As 

transcribed in his poems, for Willis, this “principle / Of light [...] living in us” is what 

makes possible the communication between the inner and the outer man (Poems 50). 

Like the “special visual ray” which played such an important role in the mesmeric 

process, the existence of this “electric chain” within us is what, according to Willis, 

helps light up the “inward face” (Mirror Library 10). However, although the signs 

conveyed by this light are potentially readable by anybody, intensive education is 

necessary to acquire the “gift of sight” (the mesmeric “power of sight”) which would 

guarantee their proper interpretation.9 The inner light in us “shoots back” from us 

until it reaches those who gaze at us (Sketches 56). To understand fully the workings 

of the “electric chain” is to accept, first of all, that, for Willis, as for the mesmerists, 

the communicative gazing process involved at least two entities, the gazer and the 

gazed-at, brought together in a reciprocal attempt at creating meaning. That is, the 

light reflected back from the gazed-at subject does not only let the gazer get to know 

the other person’s character, but it has also a reflexive effect: it guides the gazer’s eye 

inwards and helps him understand himself. So Willis warns us to be patient and to 

“Breathe the calm tones of wisdom!” (Poems 119):

W e have within us fountains, and they flow 

With fancy to create the beautiful,

And thought to search out knowledge, and deep love 

To link us to society; light mirth
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To gladden, and kind sympathies to shade 

The spirit. (Poems 50)

As Willis confides at this point of his life, in order to find happiness and harmony, it 

is necessary that the individual does not gaze intently “until desire grows wild” 

(Poems 119). At this stage, for Willis, the “searching eyes” and “steady looks” so 

recurrent in nineteenth-century literature, are especially negatively loaded. This is 

mostly so because these eyes belong to artists, scientists, or specialists whose “thirst 

for happiness” and recognition leads them to objectify indiscriminately their gazed-at 

subject and to lose all ties with reality (Poems 50). Notice, for instance, his poems 

“Parrhasius” and “The Scholar of Thebet Khorat.” In the former, the painter 

Parrhasius’s “fine, earnest eye / Flash’d with a passionate fire” in his obsession with 

getting his picture of death finished regardless of the suffering that it causes his dying 

sitter (Poems 77). In the second one, the young Arab’s “straining” and “thirsting” eye 

leads him to lose all he had in life and his very life in his eager struggle to calculate 

the movements of a star. With this, Willis warns us that, going beyond the limits of 

one’s capabilities will most likely undermine the individual’s struggle to establish 

sympathetic relationships or to find any trace of happiness or self-satisfaction. The 

individual needs to be calm, patient, and at peace with himself so that he “reads aright 

the image on his soul, / And gives it nurture like a child of light” (Poems 154-55):

And when the eye hath seen, and when the ear 

Hath drunk the beautiful harmony of the world,

It is to humble the imperfect mind,

And lean the broken spirit upon God! (Sketches 93)

Only when he becomes content with his lot and thanks God for the gifts life has given 

him is the individual “pure, / For the soul’s errands are not done with men. / His 

senses are subdued and serve the soul” (Poems 158-160). At this early stage of his 

career, Willis believed that the example to follow to maintain the double 

communication springing from the electric chain is that of “the soft eye of the poet” 

who

Mute with the many sorrows he had seen;

And, with the constancy of starry eyes,
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The hearts he touch’d drew to him. (Poems 203)

However, Willis would soon forget his own advice and, instead of imitating 

the poet mentioned in the above-quoted lines, his own eyes would mostly resemble 

the especially negatively loaded “searching eyes” and “steady looks” of the artists, 

scientists, and specialists that people many of his works. Having achieved widespread 

recognition of his genius from his early productions, Willis became intent not only on 

improving his social status. He was also determined to become the arbiter of 

American culture, regardless of the moral or personal cost. With this purpose in 

mind, he used his multiple public appearances as well as the “alchemy” with which he 

believed his verbal “combinations” were charged (qtd. in Baker 31). In the general 

introduction, I mentioned how the rapid changes taking place in the nineteenth 

century made individuals worry about their position in society, and how nineteenth- 

century Americans turned to the pseudo-sciences, hoping to recuperate their lost sense 

of an objective reality and, with it, their individual harmony. Willis, as Holmes, was 

well aware that “no two people see with the same eyes, physically or morally.” 

(Dashes 84). So Willis, like his contemporaries, used pseudo-scientific ideas to 

“affect” his potential readership, to make of his readers “anxious watchers, 

encouragers and willing enchan-tees.”10 Half jokingly, Willis used to define his work 

in pseudo-scientific terms and, light-heartedly defending the existence of “such a 

thing (in this world of everythings) as papyral magnetism,” he proposed that

A periodical needs to be an individual— with a physiognomy that is called up to the mind of 

the subscriber, and imagined as speaking, while he reads [...]. A magazine without a distinct 

physiognomy visible through the type of every page, has no more hold on its circulation than 

an orchard on the eaters o f apple-tarts. And if  the making of this physiognomy visible be 

egotism, then is egotism in the apothecary’s sign, or in the maker’s name in your boot-leg. 

(“Ephemera,” Dashes 210, 76).

Offering his work as pseudo-scientifically based and readable, Willis could also 

confidently assert that his working ethics followed acceptable moral models “for who 

of us will dare to deviate from the straightest line of rectitude, when for ought we 

know, the far-seeing eyes of sleeping thousands may be fixed upon us.”11 Willis, 

then, used the pseudo-sciences and their ideas to assert the morality of his work. He
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also used pseudo-scientific accounts to incite ambition and aspirations in his readers. 

He indicated that his own sources, the pseudo-sciences, would help them to achieve 

their goals. Throughout his life, Willis published different magazines and journals: 

The American Monthly, The Corsair, The New Mirror, and The Home Journal. His 

editorial role consisted, as he summed it up, “not only [in] working among, but [in] 

watching ‘the signs of the times’ in the way of literature.”12 The perusal of those 

signs defined his cultural understanding and shaped his interests both as writer and 

editor. Also, he could institute himself as the arbiter of culture in his selection of 

articles, ads, and stories. It is from his post at the “Editor’s Table” of his magazines 

and journals that Willis’s advocacy of the components of the “culture of the eye” 

becomes apparent. The periodicals he edited are teeming with notices about the 

cultivation and care of the eye and, especially, with articles on the new “Fashionable 

Sciences” discussed in the introduction: phrenology, physiognomy, mesmerism, and 

daguerreotypy. See, for example, “The Fashionable Science,” on phrenology; “John 

Caspar Lavater, According to Physiognomy”; “Gifts and Mesmerism”; “Animal 

Magnetism Outdone;” or “The Pencil of Nature,” on daguerreotypy.13 As I explained 

in the general introduction, in nineteenth-century America, these practices were not so 

interesting per se as they were for their contribution toward the much longed-for 

“Knowledge of Character” at the time. The articles and stories featuring in Willis’s 

journals and magazines are a further example of this. Apart from the articles listed 

above, which dealt directly with how the pseudo-sciences helped discern character 

traits, Willis also fostered the publication of stories whose very titles used the 

semantic field of the gaze as a metaphor for character or its study. Some of those 

stories are, for instance, “The Evil Eye of the Oxford Road,” “Sly Peeps into the Heart 

Feminine,” and “The Self-Seer.”14

We have already pointed out that the “Fashionable Sciences” placed a great 

emphasis on the cultivation of the eye, since the development of one’s brain depended 

considerably on it. Willis himself also believed that

Our ideas are mostly gained by means of the senses, and more than all the rest by the organs 

of vision. To the sight nearly all things are addressed by nature, and our common modes of 

instruction, following her example, are adapted to education through the eye alone.15
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As writer and editor, Willis felt it was his duty to further his fellow citizens’ visual 

education and, through it, their cultural awareness. No wonder, then, that if his 

contemporaries’ literary translation of the pseudo-scientific eye was mainly through 

verbs of perception, Willis undoubtedly outdid them all.16 This is due to the fact that, 

as already suggested, Willis was as keen on looking for himself as he was on keeping 

our eyes fastened to his work. So, always boasting that his pieces had the advantage 

of being “the work of a man who has been accustomed to observe and who has looked 

on nature with the eye of a poet,” he incisively demanded our active participation, 

using clusters of verbs of perception in every single sentence. What is more, he 

encouraged writers to follow his example, and to translate their observations
17accurately into literature with a view to “delight the eye or gratify the imagination.”

Or, rather, he made them responsible for the improvement of the general public’s

perceptual knowledge. Willis argued that “[t]here are things daily floating by us,

unnoticed but by the eye of the author, and perhaps a sympathizing gazer like

ourself.” Willis himself was “very unwilling not to share [his experience] with every
18eye to which there is a road from the point of [his] pen.”

For Willis, literature was included among the visual arts, and he drew 

literature, daguerreotypy, and painting together when he wrote, much as nineteenth- 

century sculptors and painters used daguerreotype images to aid their artistic tasks. 

Consider, for example, his “Daguerreotype Sketches of New York.”19 Willis was 

particularly keen on referring to his work in daguerreian terms. His intention was to 

emphasize the accurate information offered in both the pieces he edited and the ones 

he wrote himself. He even played on mirror imagery for his titles— New Mirror, 

Mirror Library—to create the illusion that they were accurate and objective copies of 

society. Moreover, following on from the traditional idea that the imagination is a
90mirror, Willis often affected that what he saw was “unconsciously stored away.” 

This guaranteed that he would later be able to “picture” it to himself, and that it would 

be actively and accurately available when he wished to write about what he had seen 

in a similar way as he had experienced it. His work, therefore, allegedly reflected 

“the conjurations” to which he submitted his “magic mirror” (Dashes 101). He 

conceived his short stories as sketches in which the “pencil ‘takes up the burthen,’ and 

in the wonderful perfection of the arts, description can be conveyed through the eye 

almost with the reality and enjoyment of nature” (Scenery 24). To make completely 

sure that he would win public attention, Willis addressed his readers in a very familiar
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tone. He beguiled them by paying them close and careful attention, and he affected to 

relegate to them part of his imaginative power:

And thus far, oh adorable reader! (for I see what unfathomable eyes are looking over my 

shoulder,) thus far, like an artist making a sketch, of which one part is to be finished, I have 

dwelt a little on the touches of my pencil. But, by those same unfathomable eyes I know, (for 

in those depths dwells imagination,) that if the remainder be done ever so lightly in outline, 

even then there will be more than was needed for the comprehension of the story. Thy ready 

and boundless fancy, sweet lady, would supply it all. Given, the characters and scene, what 

fair creature who has loved, could fail to picture forth the sequel and its more minute 

surroundings, with rapidity and truth daguerreotypical? (“Loiterings of Travel,” Dashes 166- 

67)

Willis believed that “[t]here is daguerreotypy in literal first impressions,” which can 

help explain why he associated his magazine and journal jottings with daguerreotype- 

related images (Rag-Bag 318). The great advantage for Willis of using daguerreian 

metaphors for his writing was that they acted like “quick-eyed mirrors” and that their 

captured images were essential but not conclusive. For example, in his portrayal of 

“A Pleasant Day in March,” he is describing “[t]he physiognomy of the crowd [...] at 

its brightest,” when he suddenly apologizes for having to “break off [his]

Daguerreotype of yesterday’s idling, for the wind came round easterly and raw at
21three o’clock, and [he] was driven indoors to try industry as an opiate.”

In the previous chapter, we saw how Holmes called attention to the 

“marvellous” quality of daguerreotypes, and how he looked at them through the 

stereoscope to establish their objectivity, while ironically enhancing their “wonderful” 

nature and the insights to which they led. Willis, like many of his contemporary 

fellow artists, had mixed feelings about daguerreotypes. He conceded that “the taking 

of likenesses by daguerreotype” was a “miracle” and that the daguerreotype 

“faithfully copied” someone’s features.22 However, despite his belief in the 

daguerreian truth, and his praise of portraits which were “daguerreotypically true to 

nature,” he was reluctant to classify daguerreotypy as an art. First of all, Willis 

agreed with those of his contemporaries for whom the daguerreotypist did not play an 

active role in the daguerreotyping process. Willis considered daguerreotypes 

“anonymous pictures,” impersonal, static, and lacking in the “feeling” and sublimity 

of the pictorial art, since they derived exclusively from the sun’s agency (Rudisill 40,
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Convalescent 259). Moreover, for Willis, as for Holmes, “a portrait-painter usually 

takes all [...] matters into account, and, with his dozen or more long sittings—has 

time enough to make a careful study of how the character is worked out in the 

physiognomy, and to paint accordingly.” In daguerreotyping, on the other hand, “the 

sitter has to employ this knowledge and exercise this judgment for himself. And he 

should give time to it, and take advice upon it” (Convalescent 286-87). However, 

another important reason why Willis refused to class daguerreotypes as art was the 

fact that daguerreotypy soon became looked upon as low-brow art, available to 

everyone, while traditional forms of portraiture remained the high-brow branch, the 

one accessible, for the most part, only to upper-class circles. Willis complained about 

the lack of refinement involved in the daguerreian process: “[t]he alchemistic

hierophant of the sun’s great mystery—(the man who daguerreotypes you)—goes 

about it with a commonplaceness tedious to endure, ludicrous to remember” 

(iConvalescent 83). So, while he described his magazine and journal jottings in 

daguerreian terms, highlighting the spontaneous, instinctive, inconclusive nature of 

their narratives, Willis referred in pictorial terms to his compilations of short stories, 

calling our attention to their more elaborate artistic nature. Despite being the result of 

a more conscious effort on Willis’s part, however, the collections were no more than 

mere Dashes or Hurry-Graphs. That is, Willis’s artistic efforts had not been 

exhaustive or exhausting. For example, the fact that he revised both the structure and 

content of the compilations and of the individual stories on numerous occasions 

shows Willis’s partial satisfaction with his own artistic creations. Willis’s ultimate 

aim was that of presenting his volumes of short stories “as a portfolio of sketches for a 

picture never painted,” so that “[i]n proportion to his power of imagination, the reader 

will supply the back-ground and adjuncts” (“Preface,” Dashes n. p.). His writings 

were in themselves (daguerreotype) sketches at the service of readers who needed to 

use their images for the painting of the whole picture intended by the author. As we 

have seen, Willis believed, as did his contemporaries, that time and close observation 

were required to achieve objectivity and that, only through training, can we notice 

those details “imperceptible to the common eye” (Dashes 199-200). We could argue, 

then, that each of his short stories and sketches was part of the process of 

apprenticeship which would grant him the necessary education to achieve his goal, 

much as each sitting for the taking of a daguerreotype or of a portrait would give the 

visual artist a better understanding of his subject.
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Although Willis started off as a poet, the bulk of his literary creations is 

formed by short stories which were usually first printed in popular contemporary 

periodicals and then compiled and published in book format. These stories were, 

more often than not, of a thinly veiled autobiographical nature, as they resulted from 

and portrayed the experiences Willis lived and the people with whom he got 

acquainted during his many journeys around America and abroad. Willis entitled one 

of his collections of short stories Romance o f Travel. Most of his stories place their 

focus on the code of conduct through which human relationships are ruled in upper- 

class circles at home and abroad and, in particular, on the recognition of the power 

structures and the potential love affairs that can be established within those circles. 

Following the emphasis of the new pseudo-sciences, Willis’s main fascination was 

with what he would himself call the “riddle of human nature,” with the fact that 

character is something which “dissolves film after film from off your eye as you grow 

interested in gazing on it.”23 We can see how throughout his literary career, all of 

Willis’s efforts were geared towards the study and elaboration of a theory about the 

discernment and complexities of human character. Willis confessed that he would 

like to “step out of myself, and retiring a little space, borrow the eyes of my better 

angel, and take a look at the individual I have evacuated,” and he would eventually do 

that when he wrote his only novel, Paul Fane.24 Yet Willis believed that, to get to 

know himself, he first needed to be himself; he needed to fulfil his social and literary 

ambitions. So he set out to mould his character by studying other people, their 

behaviour and their appearances. No wonder, then, that in his short stories Willis 

took his opportunity to “look[] to find novel subjects for his pencil” in those
25individuals who “have a peculiar and most expressive physiognomy.” Further, the 

experiences that prompted the writing of his short stories also provoked thoughts on 

the differences between the sexes. Willis believed that “a lady looks a man into a 

crisis,” mainly when the female look affects the man’s search for the recognition of 

his genius and/or the improvement of his social status (Poems 258). Upper-class 

women would play an influential role in the refined lifestyle to which Willis aspired. 

Their fashion-conscious behaviour would invariably help them cast subtle “charms of 

impression” on the rest of the members of their circles, especially on their male 

companions. These fashionable men would immediately feel compelled to pay their 

female counterparts “irresistible homage” since, with their “exquisite lineament of 

soul and feeling,” they would at once become “the very spirit and essence to rule over
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the unseen world of [the males’] imagination” (Dashes 38). In fact, for Willis, 

through the analysis of the feminine character, “the senses in turn become more 

refined and intellectual,” which led him to consider genius as “very feminine in its 

instincts” (Paul Fane 141). As already mentioned, Willis was very popular among 

women. He is known to have often used his charms to get favours and attentions 

from them, and especially gain access to powerful upper-class circles. In his writing, 

however, Willis tended to have his male characters look at women but only with 

professional eyes (many of Willis’s characters are professional painters), and to obtain 

the recognition of their genius. In so doing, we can see how Willis anticipated what 

Laura Mulvey coined as the “male gaze”: Willis, like his literary alter egos, aspired to 

know “how exquisite [...] to a man of genius, would be such appreciation of himself 

by the woman he admired—appreciation [...] such as could be given to a superior 

mind” (Paul Fane 103).

In most of Willis’s short stories, the narrator recounts the story of a main 

character, usually a male painter or poet, who is trying to understand and portray 

another character, normally a woman. Yet, Willis’s male gazers are not so much 

interested in looking at women to read them, but to see how these women’s eyes read 

them. Or, rather, Willis’s male characters solicit the gaze of the female protagonists, 

and wait and even ask for the change in the light coming out of their eyes to establish 

contact with them. Thus, in “Leaves from the Heart-Book of Ernest Clay,” when the 

painter (Ernest) is looking at his subject (Lady Mildred) he feels how:

When you gazed at her more earnestly, her eyes gradually drooped, and, again, her enlarged 

orbs brightened and grew eager as your gaze retreated [...], and by an indescribable 

magnetism you felt that there was not a nerve in your eye, nor a flutter toward change in the 

expression of your face, that was not linked to hers, nerve for nerve, pulsation for pulsation. 

(Dashes 8)

The male gazer feels the result of the female gaze which, at the same time, carries 

feedback on his own self: “Whether this charm would work on common men it is 

difficult to say—for Lady Mildred’s passions were invariably men of genius” (Dashes 

8). Moreover, for Willis, “[t]he mistress of his heart is the mistress of his mind” 

(Dashes 95). So it should not surprise us that the mistresses that control his mind or 

that, at least, attract his male characters’ attention do so not only through their
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superior social position, but also through their very peculiar look. Noticeable among 

Willis’s selected types is the “injured look” of the lady in “The Power of an ‘Injured 

Look’” (“Loiterings of Travel,” Dashes 162-164). Hers is a look that “would take a 

razor’s edge of analysis, and a Flemish paint-pot and patience, to carve [it] into 

language, or paint it truthfully to the eye!” (163). Because of this, the narrator needs 

to call forth the sympathy of his “dear reader” to “imagine it for the present” before he 

attempts to convey the power of that look through his pen. Most of his description of 

that look is indeed geared towards ridiculing the female character as “evidently a 

martyr, a victim, a crushed flower,” a “poor thing!”:

She looked as if her heart must have suffocated with forbearance long before she began to 

look so. She looked as if  she had forgiven and wept, and was ready to forgive and weep 

again. She looked as if she would give her life if she could conceal “her feelings,” as if she 

was nerving soul, and heart, and eyelids, and lachrymatory glands— all to agony— to prevent 

bursting into tears with her unutterable anguish! It was the most unresisting, unresentful, 

patient, sweet miserableness! (163)

However, despite the overall irony of the passage, or maybe because of it, the reader 

discovers something remarkable and peculiar about her look. The lady, from time to 

time, would

— unseen by anybody but me— give a glance from that truncated orb of a pupil of hers, over 

the top of her handkerchief, that, if incarnated, would have made a hole in the hide of a 

rhinoceros! It was triumph, venom, implacability— such as I had never before seen expressed 

in human glances. (163)

Willis’s average female character is distinguished by the way in which she “fixe[s] 

her superb eyes upon the beautiful features of her companion” and looks “in [his] face 

with an intense interest, which produce[s] upon her own features an expression of 

earnestness very uncommon upon their pale and impassive lines.”26 What is more, 

this “fixedness” of the female gaze is promptly identified as her way of carrying out a 

mesmeric-like scrutiny of the male character.

Let’s now consider in some detail the case of “The Revenge of Signor Basil” 

(“Inklings of Adventure,” Dashes 89-98), as the issues coming up here will help us 

understand the main concerns of Paul Fane. In this short story, we have the narrator
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and two male characters who, from their apparent detached and disinterested 

positions, are looking through each other at a female character who is “sitting so 

unconsciously for her picture” (90). At the outset of the story, we are presented with 

a group of artists, one of whom

half-buried in the coil of rope, and looking under the arm of another, had already made a 

sketch of her that might some day make the world wonder from what seventh heaven of fancy 

such an angelic vision of a head had descended upon a painter’s dream. (90)

Immediately after this, our attention is drawn towards another young man, the 

diplomat Signor Basil, who stands “[i]n the rear of this group, with the air of one who 

would conceal himself from view” (90). Despite his apparent detachment from his 

immediate surroundings, Signor Basil is actually absorbed

looking over the sketch of the lovely marchesa going on at his elbow [...], and in a low voice 

correcting, as by the result o f the gaze, the rapid touches of the artist. (90)

From his privileged position, Signor Basil becomes, symbolically, the ultimate painter 

and controls both the real young painter and the proud marchesa: he even buys the 

sketch from the artist and presents it to the lady as if he was himself a painter and the 

one who painted it. “A thorough adept in the art (so necessary to his profession) of 

seeing without appearing to see,” Signor Basil is aware of his superior position and 

uses it to fulfil the purpose he has in mind: testing the pride and coldness of the 

marchesa, the Lady Geraldine. In order to do that,

he had scarce lost a shade of the varying expressions of her countenance; and while she 

fancied him perfectly unconscious of her presence, he read her tell-tale features as if they had 

given utterance to her thoughts. He saw, with secret triumph, the effect of his brilliant 

position upon her proud and vain heart; watched her while she made use of her throng of 

despised admirers to create a sensation near him and attract his notice [...]. (93)

What he probably did not expect was to find that his own ambition and vanity would 

be also affected and overcome by his observation of his effect on the marchesa. Now,
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with his eye disciplined, and his blood fused with taste and enthusiasm, that idolatry of 

beauty, which had before seemed sensual or unreal, kindled its first fires in his mind, and his 

senses were intoxicated with the incense. (95)

Regardless of whether or not he had foreseen this impact on his person, it is only 

when “his gaze wandered [...], and followed her in the harmony of her motions, and 

the native and unapproachable grace of every attitude” that “the lady Geraldine, for 

the first time, felt his eye” (95). The marchesa’s face spontaneously shows her 

offence, which is “read by the quick diplomate [sic], and at the moment sprang into 

being a passion, which perhaps had died but for the conscious acknowledgement of 

her rebuke” (95). This visual rebuke of the marchesa leads the diplomat into a 

personal crisis and spurs him on to carry out his initial purpose of crushing her and 

her feelings of superiority. He arranges to meet her in his studio, but when she gets 

there she finds, instead of the diplomat, the younger painter whose painting of the 

marchesa facilitated Signor Basil’s acquaintance with her. Signor Basil had 

intentionally absented himself to let this young painter capture on his canvas the 

change in her expression, which also marks the diplomat’s triumph over her. We find 

that

the unhappy marchesa seated herself by a table of intaglios and prints, and while she 

apparently occupied herself in the examination of these specimens of art, she was delivered, as 

her tormentor had well anticipated, to the alternate tortures o f impatience and remorse. And 

while the hours wore on, and her face paled, and her eyes grew bloodshot with doubt and fear, 

the skilful painter, forgetting everything in the enthusiasm of his art, and forgotten utterly by 

his unconscious subject, transferred too faithfully to the canvass that picture of agonized 

expectation. (98)

Once again, Signor Basil is symbolically the controlling figure of the scene, as its 

master-mind, although his actual absence brings the younger painter into a new 

subject position. He is no more the disinterested painter we found in the opening 

scene, but one whose vested interests, as Signor Basil had surely anticipated, lead him 

to exhibit his new picture with the conscious purpose of letting everyone know the 

hidden face of one of the most prominent figures in their society.

If in “The Revenge of Signor Basil” the marchesa’s disapproving stare hurts 

the diplomat’s feelings, in Paul Fane it is Miss Mildred Ashly’s eye that looks the
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male protagonist into a crisis. Yet, whereas in the short story the female stare only 

increases the diplomat’s eagerness for revenge and his desire to unmask the 

fashionable marchesa, in the novel, the female eye, undermining the male 

protagonist’s present social status, spurs him on to fulfil his ambitions. Both these 

stories do in fact reveal different sides of Willis’s personality. Through “The 

Revenge of Signor Basil” we see Willis’s disappointment and anger at being rejected 

in the circles in which he longed to establish himself. In Paul Fane, we have an 

ambitious male painter unwilling to give up on his effort to have his artistic genius 

finally recognized as a symbol of social status. As already mentioned, most of 

Willis’s works had some autobiographical tinge about them, and this is more 

particularly so in his novel, which was openly advertised as such, as a “manifestly 

autobiographical—idealized history of the youth of the author” (qtd. in Baker 183). 

In a letter to John Neal, Willis accused the former of attributing “some intentions” to 

him he had “never dream’d of—such as painting [his] own portrait!” However, Willis 

argued that “we must draw some character” and elsewhere he reinforced that “it is not 

from his imagination, as is commonly supposed, but from his store of private 

observation and knowledge, that the author draws his most effective pictures of 

character and human event.” But, obviously, in his usual playful manner Willis 

always confessed that “for the life of me I cannot find resemblance in Paul to 

myself.”27 As contemporaries and critics alike have repeatedly shown, there are too 

many parallels between Paul Fane’s and Willis’s life to deny the thinly veiled 

autobiographical quality of the work. Willis, like Fane, travelled to Europe as an 

attache of the American consul. In like manner to Fane, Willis hid his real identity, 

using his condition as attache to get acquainted with the most important members of 

the upper classes of the places he visited, to whom he would not have had access as a 

mere journal correspondent. Also like Fane, Willis sought especially the favours and 

attentions of the female members of those circles. What is more, when Willis’s real 

social position was finally revealed he was as immediately refused as Fane in the 

novel; and his aristocratic friends were as offended by Willis’s somewhat forceful 

irruption in their lives as Fane’s newly-made acquaintances by his attempt at deceitful 

intimacy with them. Another, more subtle parallel between Fane and Willis is their 

obsession with the powers of observation. In Fane’s case, this obsession derived from 

his aspiration to become a professional painter—something he also shared with 

Willis, who used to fashion himself as a frustrated painter. As I explained in the
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introduction, there were close links between the picturesque and the pseudo-scientific 

visions. Both the picturesque and the pseudo-sciences stressed the importance of the 

cultivation of one’s eye for the development of one’s brain. What is more, in their 

professional training, painters used pseudo-scientific manuals to learn how to use their 

eyes appropriately. So it should be understandable that a novel like Paul Fane brings 

together ideas from the picturesque and the pseudo-sciences. Further, the very 

autobiographical nature of the work explains, among other things, that the focus is not 

only on what the eye sees but also on the very eye that is looking. In other words, the 

novel highlights the inward gaze; or the role of the gaze in the self-definition process, 

since the reflective part of the gazing process is the one which intrigued Willis the 

most.

The narrator—yet another alter ego creation of Willis—clearly sets the 

ultimate aim of the novel to be

the exorcising, through contact and more familiar knowledge, of the spell that had seemed so 

formidable to Paul’s self-appreciation, and which had fortunately taken definite shape, at his 

first starting in life, as the phantom of the Ashly eye. (239)

In fact, the narrator himself, aware of the centrality of the eye in Paul’s life, transfers 

this priority to his own writing techniques and is very keen to make his readers 

understand this. He tries to create a familiar atmosphere with his would-be readers, 

letting us know that he will be guiding our eyes exactly where they need to go:

A moment, or a look, has decided very critical culminations of the destinies we have had the 

privilege o f watching, and we shall therefore trust the reader to be willing, that o f such 

moment or look we should give the unstilted history. (90)

Once he has mesmerized us, he can make use of his literary license and manipulate 

our mind’s eye without peril that we lift our eyes from the page. Then, “[w]ith the 

imagination so kindly entrusted to us while your eye rests upon this page, dear 

reader,” he prepares us to receive “some little confidential ‘aside’” (33).

The gazing context is so embedded in the novel that we can even assert that 

the novel depends on visual suspense, as becomes apparent from the moment the 

narrator introduces its most central eye. Paul’s ordeal starts when he meets Miss 

Mildred Ashly, a lady whose “impression upon most persons would be anything but
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imposing” (16-17). After not seeing anything “to distinguish her, at the first glance,” 

Paul looks at her a second time to find the source of his mysterious attraction to her 

(14). He is about to reach the same conclusion when he comes to study her “eye”:

The large grey eye— it was fine, certainly, with its motionless cloud of dark uplifted lashes 

that seem never to close, but—

Paul tightened his lips, and concentrated mind and memory on that feature to close,

but—

—Yes! something had flashed upon his consciousness as that cold grey eye rested on 

his face— a something that had never fallen on him from a human look before— yet so evasive 

and unreal, that his whole soul was up in arms with it; that, with all his effort, he could neither 

define nor confront it. (17)

Even though Paul cannot fully grasp that look, he is affected by it as he becomes 

aware that Miss Ashly’s “eye” “without insult—without contempt—without intended 

slight [...] had passed over his face with no recognition of him as an equal” (19). By 

so doing, she has unconsciously challenged his former self-esteem and self- 

confidence, since her look is “the first human look (and from a woman too!) in which 

that indefinable acknowledgment [...] had ever been wanting” (19). More important, 

however, is that her gaze unleashes a real tragedy: Paul’s awareness of his social 

inferiority. It is precisely this nearly dormant part of him that is mainly affected by 

Miss Mildred Ashly’s eye. Her look “inexplicably swe[eps] away” all other interests 

he might have had before and leaves only an immediate thirst for beauty, especially 

beauty of that kind that will help him educate both his inner and outer eye (17). 

Through this artistic superiority, Paul longs for the achievement of social recognition. 

In turn, this spurs his eagerness to “understand that look”—the Ashly look—since this 

is also the road to “find the plummet that would sound the depths to which it ha[s] 

reached” and to come to terms with himself (17).

In order to accomplish this task, he decides to leave his family and friends to 

go to Europe, and more specifically to France and Italy, where he will have the 

opportunity to study the work of the Great Masters. To alleviate his travel expenses, 

he manages to get an appointment as government attache, his passport to the very 

fashionable circles from which he had felt excluded by Miss Ashly’s look. As he 

himself is aware, if he wants to carry out a successful and profitable study of the 

people frequenting those fashionable circles, he has to find a way of remaining
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detached from them despite being officially “attached.” Paul achieves this through 

his decision to keep secret his artistic profession. Early in the novel, the narrator 

ironically remarks on Paul’s “need, scarce explicable,” “to be a silent spectator” (83). 

However inexplicable this urge might seem, it makes perfect sense if we take into 

account that

the possession of an unproclaimed accomplishment, such as the discipline of taste and eye

which belongs to an artist, gave him a magnetism, like a sympathy of freemasonry, over the

superior minds met with in society. (122)

So all along he goes on striving to be “an unobserved spectator of the scene” who is, 

in turn, in “unobserved self-absorption” (Paul Fane 376, 374). The reward for Paul’s 

attitude is not only that “not being a professed artist, Florence has been to [him] the 

living gallery that it is to the traveller and student of society.” Also, by means of this, 

he has learned how to make use of “its most priceless originals” to find what he was 

looking for (246).

Most of the events of the novel take place in Florence, where his post as 

attache brings Paul together with Colonel Paleford, and his circle of family and 

friends. From the first social evening Paul spends with the Palefords, Colonel 

Paleford’s daughter Sybil appears as the most looked at person by the average 

member of the public gathered there. She even manages to fix Paul’s “earnest eyes” 

on her with “utmost intensity” (85). Wherever she chances to be, Sybil becomes “the 

sole magnet of the hour” and particularly so for Paul, whose “curiosity, which [is] his 

still more secret errand of travel,” finds in “that instance of peculiar beauty [...] the 

ministration most satisfying!” (190, 85). She not only has “the undeniable mark of 

that amalgam of which he most wished to know the grain and lustre—Nature’s finest 

and purest clay” (85). She also is “the perfection of pride in mould and mien, as she 

[is] of tender expressiveness and beauty” (85). Yet, despite all this, what seems to be 

really keeping Paul watching her is her “priceless corroboration!” of his persona (85). 

Sybil’s recognition marks the beginning of Paul’s process of self-reconstruction. For 

the next stages of it, however, the Palefords’ acquaintance with the Ashlys will be 

essential. When Paul learns that he is to meet Arthur Ashly, Mildred’s brother, his 

uncertainties and anxieties start anew. When they actually meet, Paul’s fears are 

confirmed and he finds in Arthur “the same cold grey eye” (169). Whatever the
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disgust Paul experiences from that look, he still turns to “that eye of mysterious 

power” as “the one fatal eye in which lay the power of pronouncing [...] what [is] his 

grade in nature” (175, 192). He had stood “the same tribunal once before” in his 

encounter with Mr. Ashly’s sister and now, as then, “the unprompted instinct of that 

eye has confirmed his condition as inferior (192). The only common ground 

between the two of them, for the time being, is that they both find themselves 

“completely absorbed” by Sybil Paleford (186). Not surprisingly, Arthur is the most 

enthusiastic admirer of the portrait which is anonymously presented to Sybil for her 

birthday. In doing this, Arthur offers a most flattering though unconscious 

acknowledgment to Paul, the actual painter of the piece. Paul has been wise to 

confront his rival’s eye not directly with his, but with a more tangible and impartial 

proof of his value represented by the artistic projection of his genius, a painting.

What is more, Arthur’s praise for the unknown artist does not stop in his 

admiration for Sybil’s portrait, but it is extended to a call for that artist (Paul) to 

accept his aunt Miss Winifred Ashly as a sitter for a painting. Despite initial 

indecision, Paul finally accepts this opportunity to study closely the Ashly look. He 

presents himself before the lady under a different identity. However, when he finds 

that “the Ashly eye [is] there, with its indescribable superiority, cold, fastidious, 

disdainful [,] Paul fe[els] his powers as an artist [...] pals[y] by a spell” (222). From 

the beginning, then, Miss Winifred Ashly exerts a strong mesmeric power over him. 

Her spell leaves Paul with nothing but “mechanical powers to bring to his work” 

(223). But Paul still finds enough reserves to go on with his painting in “the dogged 

industry of an iron will” and in “as much skill of pencil as [has] become habitual” 

(223). The portrait progresses very slowly, but not without interest. Paul finds 

contentment in the fact that “he [has] an artist’s privilege to gaze upon her face and 

analyze it,” something which is more than valuable since Winifred’s seems “the very 

face from which he had received the look that turned the whole current of his life” 

(222, 222-223). Paul plans his interviews with Miss Winifred Ashly “under 

circumstances best calculated to test fully the question at his heart” (19). He hopes 

that the “impartiality of position” conferred to him by his being known to her just as 

an artist will bring about his recognition as an equal (225). However, at the end of 

their third long interview, he is still appalled that “it had not been so acknowledged!” 

(225). His attitude towards her changes the very next day when, arriving a bit earlier 

than agreed for his appointment, he finds Miss Winifred “rapt in her reverie of music”
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and “unaware of his approach” (227). The change “his wondering eye” observes in 

her face is wonderful mainly because “[o]ver the calm coldness of that dreaded eye 

was now spread the warm softness of a tear unforbidden” (227). This “unconscious 

abandonment to utterance of feeling” on her part makes Paul suddenly realize that his 

mistake all this time has been in his obsession for capturing just her outer self (227). 

He now sees,

with prophetic consciousness o f power, the portrait he could make—a portrait of inner and 

more true resemblance— and through which he felt that he could breathe the whole fire of his 

genius. (227-228)

Only when he comes to this conclusion can Paul dispel his “haunting phantom” and, 

with this, the tables turn now, too. From this point onwards, Paul is not the 

mesmerized subject, but an experienced mesmerist himself that can skilfully 

manipulate his own performance and that of his gazed-at medium (229). Once the 

music stops, Miss Winifred Ashly’s “forbidding” eye is not a barrier for him anymore 

(230). Now

in the far-reaching enthusiasm with which he struggled to bring to light the once-seen beauty 

beyond, he forgot the pride that was nearer; and what that deeper nature’s estimate of his own 

quality of clay might be, was a question left unasked, and unthought of, by his present 

glowing imagination. (230)

In turn, his own relaxation makes Miss Winifred Ashly aware of his “magnetism of 

presence” (225) as well as more willing to submit to it, as

[h]is gaze had no longer the scrutiny from which she shrank—his eye, somehow, was within 

the door which she had hitherto locked against its intrusion. The feeling of resistance to his 

long-continued and steadily-bent looks upon her features [...] was entirely removed. It 

affected even her posture, as the hour went on. She turned more unconstrainedly to the light, 

and her features relaxed, at the same time, into the repose of complete self-forgetfulness. 

(230-231)

Paul’s recognition reaches its peak with his accomplishment of Miss 

Winifred’s painting. He has now reached “sharpened perception”—the mesmeric 

“power of sight”—and only now is Miss Mildred Ashly allowed to reappear (275).
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Paul still feels himself subject to the same mysterious power to which he was 

submitted before. However, his success in capturing Miss Winifred’s inner self 

brings him the acknowledgment he has most longed for. Although she is neither 

aware that Paul himself is the artist, nor conscious of the personal and professional 

implications her recognition has for Paul, Miss Mildred praises highly the genius of 

the painter of her aunt’s portrait. As she confesses, it is a marvel to her how “this 

charming artist” has been able to detect such “a rare look” (279). Even more 

fascinating, she admits, is the fact that he has “had the skill to arrest and embody 

anything so momentary and evanescent” (279). As a result, Miss Mildred considers 

the painting not the work of “a good workman [who] paintfs] what he s[ees]” but that 

of “an inspired reader of the soul” (281). After such flattering comments, Miss 

Mildred Ashly takes another step forward towards a more sympathetic relationship 

with Paul and asks him to find the artist and entreat him to use his “power of 

magnetizing” once more to portray her brother (299). The purpose she has in mind is 

that of helping his brother to gain Miss Sybil Paleford’s heart. Such is her interest in 

this, that, in a speech which reminds us of Darwin’s theory, she unfolds the secret of 

the Ashly look to Paul in order to facilitate the artist’s task:

“But, with the best blood, there should be also the best look o f personal superiority; and this (I 

may say to you, Mr. Fane, since you have brought me to the confessional), is a hobby that 

amounts to a monomania in our family. [...] The Ashlys and their descendants must, if 

possible, be kept recognizable by their exterior— wherever seen, wearing the superiority 

which tells its rank unasserted. We think it due to our race accordingly, while we represent it, 

to engraft nothing upon it that is not perfect in its physique—healthy, beautiful, and of noble 

presence.” (302)

Despite Paul’s strictly artistic interest in Sybil at the beginning, he now cherishes new 

feelings for her, although he still acquiesces to Mildred’s petition. This will give him 

one more opportunity to study the Ashly eye and catch their inner nature at their best. 

Now Paul is assisted by a miniature portrait of the gentleman and by his own 

remembrance of Mr. Arthur Ashly’s absorbed attention to Sybil. Once again, Paul’s 

artistic gift transpires in his painting and, much to his regret as he fully realizes what 

he has done, he finds that
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his own unclasping o f that locked book, and his own laying open the hidden leaves of 

character, had induced [Sybil] to read with new eyes, and with approval unfelt before! It 

seemed to him more and more fatally true, as he recalled the scene, that, to the gaze of the 

admiring mourner, it was a revelation of Mr. Ashly’s countenance and inner nature which was 

welcomed with delight. (327)

This painful realization will prove more so when, despite “his superiority of genius” 

and his successful accomplishment of Miss Mildred’s petition, she refuses to 

acknowledge him as an equal. In fact, while she “had given the mysterious artist a 

‘sitting’ unaware” during her explanation of the Ashly look, her familiarity vanishes 

from the moment she knows him to be the painter:

“Pardon me, Mr. Fane!” she said, “I was not aware upon whose attention I was— making such 

demands! It had not occurred to me that your valuable time was that of—an artist. I, really—- 

you must excuse me, Mr. Fane!—I could only sit to you—professionally!” (322-323)

By this rebuff “the line between himself and her—the long hated line of difference of 

rank and position—was re-drawn as with a pen of fire” and Paul’s confidence is 

unmercifully treated as he realizes that he is only allowed into the Ashly circle to 

serve them as a professional artist, but always as an inferior. For the Ashlys, artistic 

genius is not one of the standards by which an individual’s social class should be 

established. After this failure to have his genius recognized as a class equivalent, Paul 

decides to return to America and to his childhood friend Mary Evenden who “loved 

[him] for [his] genius only—and who loves it still” (399). Paul had felt the “artistic 

charm” of Mary’s beauty from the beginning. At that time, however, he had felt 

compelled to abandon it in his “wish to know the comparative rarity and value” of this 

beauty of hers that “fell upon the eye only in surprises—revealable, apparently, only 

to the after look, when common standards had been first put aside” (25). His long 

experiment abroad teaches Paul that Mary is the only one that can grant what he 

needs. Paul then turns to Mary because “[w]ith his genius strengthening and 

demanding, each day, more and more recognition and encouragement,” only Mary’s 

“eagerness for exchange with the pure ore of his mind” can “mirror his inner nature” 

and “ exchange [...] thoughts and sympathies on ground only where he was earnest 

and gifted” (26).



Overworked Optics 84

All throughout this chapter, I have striven to show how Willis was aware of 

the emphasis on the eye in the period in which he lived. He was so keen on 

demonstrating his awareness and on expounding upon the advantages and 

disadvantages deriving from it, that he offered full coverage of the latest 

developments of that culture in the magazines he edited. What is more, he carried out 

an exhaustive study of this visually-biased culture and exploited its principles by 

applying them extensively both to his life and person and to his work. In his early 

poetry, Willis used the pseudo-scientific gaze to emphasize its religious undertones, 

and to warn readers about the evils that could come about should they want to abuse 

the eye’s discerning power. In most of his later work, and for most of his life, 

however, Willis deployed the pseudo-scientific gaze to achieve social 

acknowledgment and self-reassurance. Through his inclination for visual display, 

both in relation to his own person or to his writings, Willis not only “overworked” his 

“optics,” but also those of the people who were constantly urged to look at him and/or 

to read his work. That his private and public life depended on one another was made 

clear by a contemporary critic who admired Willis as

a greater reader o f the world around him—its physical beauty, its feeling and action— than of 

musty tomes. He prefers black eyes to black letter, and makes daily life his library and 

teacher. (Richards 153)

To fulfil his ambition, Willis was aware that he should be simultaneously a pseudo

scientific observer and performer: he should manage to be both outside his work and 

also within it, disguised as someone else. As we have seen, in particular in Paul 

Fane, Willis managed to make his work a performance, a re-presentation of his real 

self. Paul Fane, a novel which is both Willis’s most clear autobiographical portrait as 

well as an in-depth study of the gaze in all its aspects, shows how the way we are seen 

influences our reception in society. Also, the novel studies how the gaze helps us 

know other people’s characters and even how it teaches us to know what other people 

see in our selves.

Willis, like Paul Fane, finally came to terms with himself and accepted that he 

was a skilful artist, regardless of whether his artistic quality was recognised by others 

or not. He had striven to gain class recognition as a result of his genius, a recognition 

that was based mainly in manners and appearances. Towards the end of a life in
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search for and at the service of artistic recognition all around the world, Willis 

confessed, with Paul Fane, that he had constantly and invariably been disappointed in 

his awareness that “[m]ore than for all else, I found myself valued for my familiar 

acquaintance with great people” (397). After so desperate an attempt to gain 

recognition of status for men of genius, he justly complains that, abroad,

You are looked at through the eyes o f your grand acquaintances, by all whom those 

acquaintances look down upon. Whatever might have been their decision as to your merit 

[...] it is inseparable from illusion, as it is. And so naturally does it seem to be a result of 

aristocratic institutions— the making each class take its tastes and estimates of talent from the 

class above—that there is almost no such thing as individual and independent opinion. They 

think by classes. They believe in you by recommendation of higher authority than their own 

judgment. (396)

So Willis also returned to America and established himself in his cottage at Idlewild, 

which was in itself, as he said, “a pretty type of the two lives which they live who are 

wise—the life in full view, which the world thinks all; and the life out of sight, of 

which the world knows nothing [...]” (qtd in Richards 147). In America, as 

everywhere else, he would inevitably find his eye tangled with other people’s; but he 

would at least enjoy the unique privilege of being looked at “through one pair of eyes 

at a time,” with “the liberty to rise, or the liberty to fall, and at any level, to be judged 

by the simple individual opinion, without class condescension, class servility, or class 

prejudice” (Paul Fane 398).
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4. The “Sharpened Vision”: The Religious Undertones of the Pseudo-Sciences in

Maria Susanna Cummins (1827-1866).

Despite the fact that her most successful book, The Lamplighter (1854), was 

considered the “GREAT AMERICAN ROMANCE” when first published, Maria 

Susanna Cummins (1827-1866) is barely known nowadays.1 What is more curious, or 

sadly ironic even, is that Cummins owes her present “fame,” in great part, to an 

offensive comment on her best-seller. In 1855, Hawthorne explicitly condemned her 

novel as one of the worst works by the “d—d mob of scribbling women.”2 This 

served as a stimulus for critics engaged in the revision of the American literary canon 

to “recuperate” her work. Today, thanks to this revisionary trend, it is possible to find 

readings of the book in analyses of a wide range of topics (namely, domesticity, 

gender, law, or sexuality in the nineteenth century).3 All these varied approaches, 

however, still deal with Cummins’s work as one of the many representatives of a bulk 

of literary works, homogeneously termed “woman’s fiction” and stigmatised for the 

importance they place on religion and on the domestic scene. As we will see in this 

and the following two chapters, women writers did not always (and not only) deal 

with these topics and, even when they did, they treated them in various ways. In 

Cummins’s writings, religion occupied a very important place, and this was exactly 

what prompted the contemporary recommendations of her work. Early reviewers 

praised Cummins’s texts for being “instructive,” and Cummins herself for being 

someone “who writes, not merely to please & amuse, but to learn [sic] her readers 

ever to turn a trustful eye heavenward.”4 Moreover, contemporary readers considered 

Cummins’s writings to be “a transcript of the living character— [of] the heart & soul 

of the fair authoress herself,” which, for publishers, was a sign of the work’s 

obtaining “at once a lodgement in the public favor.”5 However, what is more 

important for us here is that Cummins’s work is not only infused with religious ideas; 

or, rather, that Cummins did not deploy religious ideas in isolation, but with a view to 

linking them to some of the major preoccupations of her time. Like her 

contemporaries, Cummins was greatly interested in the study of character and of 

character formation. As in the case of Holmes and Willis, Cummins also drew from 

the elements of the “culture of the eye” to implement her ideas, although she



Sharpened Vision 90

undoubtedly dwelt longer on their religious implications. Appropriating the 

nineteenth-century stress on close observation, Cummins highlighted the importance 

of foregrounding remote or rare objects through the “intensity of a sharpened vision.”6 

As we will see, for Cummins, it is exactly the “intensity” with which we look that will 

ensure that our perception, both of earthly and spiritual matters, is “sharpened.” In 

turn, this not only leads to the foregrounding of objects or characters, but it also 

facilitates their integration. That is, for Cummins, the ultimate aim of constant and 

direct gazing is the integration of all objects and people, the establishment of 

sympathetic or even spiritual relationships. This is ultimately possible because for 

Cummins, our eyes “are the double spell that binds” people together, even when (or 

even though) their “double power of observation” derives from a “mysterious source” 

and has a “disconcerting” effect on others (.Fureidis 348, 38, 97, 38).

This chapter, therefore, aims to show how Cummins “sharpened” her vision as 

well as her characters’ and her readers’, using ideas deriving from the “culture of the 

eye,” and benefiting from their religious undertones. I will start by calling attention, 

in particular, to Cummins s stress on close observation, on the overall mesmeric effect 

of gazing acts, and on Lavater’s distinction between physiognomy and pathognomy. 

Then, I will show how, for Cummins, gazing attitudes condition our readings of 

character, as shown in El Fureidis, and even the formation of our character, as is the 

case of Mabel Vaughan. Finally, I will analyse in depth Cummins’s masterpiece, The 

Lamplighter, as it is her most complete elaboration of her views on the pseudo
scientific gaze.

Maria Cummins made it very clear that she supported the nineteenth-century 

emphasis on the importance of close observation when she asserted that “the eye” 

should be “never weary of scanning [...] objects.” This rule should apply to our 

gazing attitude towards both “distant or near” objects, and, especially, towards those 

objects which stand out for “their remoteness or rarity.” The “intensity” with which 

Cummins proposes we should look at—or, rather, “scan”—those objects, will grant 

their “foregrounding.” In due course, all major and minor details of those objects will 

become properly defined, doing away with both the “remoteness” and the “rarity” we 

had previously seen in them (Fureidis 329). Even though Cummins only mentioned, 

explicitly, how we should look at objects, we can also extend her theory to the gazing
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attitude we should adopt towards people. Indeed, in her texts, characters observe each 
other with a look that does

not seem to be meant for [them],— at least not for [their] ordinary self. It [is] as if, passing 

beyond, behind, within [them], it comprehend[s] all the past, sum[s] up a life’s experience, 

and gauge[s] its value.7

In other words, if our “scanning” of objects was meant to provide us with an accurate 

knowledge of them, our constant and direct gazing at people should give us discerning 

ability until we see how their “very soul [is] bared” for us.8 What is more, since our 

contemplation of either objects or people should be intense and constant, we should 

not be surprised at finding ourselves mesmerized by it, “lulled into a species of trance, 

midway between sleep and ecstasy,” while our own “soul drinks in the inspiration of 

the scene and hour” (Fureidis 3, 2). That is, by looking intensely to something or 

somebody, we will be “sharpening” the object, we will get a proper definition of it. 

Moreover, since this visual intensity should be applied constantly (“the eye is never 

weary”), we should be also “sharpening” our own vision, the vision of both our 

external and our internal eye. Or, as mesmerists would put it, we would be achieving 

the power of sight.” This new “power” will, in turn, lead us towards a more 

understanding view of the world. This “power” will help us question our previous 

readings of other people’s characters, and it will also guide us in our own knowledge 

of our individual, social, and spiritual selves. According to Cummins, this “power” 

need not be linked to any technical or special skill on the part of the individual. 

Rather, it should spring from the individual’s “own simplicity,” from “the clearness of 

an unsophisticated mind” (.Fureidis 97). Only the “intuition of [a] pure spirit” is 

required to “weigh” others, and to probe “the depths of [their] unsatisfied soul, and 

beheld the void within” (Fureidis 97). Cummins treated the gaze as the site for tests 

of personal and spiritual “endurance.” So we constantly find characters “measuring” 

with their eyes the others’ “power of endurance,” while the gazed-at characters, 

“finding [themselves] the object of so many eyes,” pass gradually “through all the 

stages of bewilderment, awe, and terror” (Haunted 240, 279). By doing this, the 

narrator seeks also to engage her reader’s gaze; she looks for our eyes and turns them 

wherever there is someone whose personality she wants to bring to light, thus 

sharpening the reader’s own vision.
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Before we proceed any further, I would like to spend some time considering 

some issues that are relevant to our understanding not only of Cummins’s texts, but 

also of the works by the authors I will be dealing with in the following chapters. 

Using Cummins’s work here, and Holmes’s and Willis’s writing in the previous two 

chapters, I have insisted so far on how important the cultivation of our eye is for the 

proper reading of character. In the nineteenth century, both the exposure and reading 

of character, I have repeatedly remarked, tended to involve pseudo-scientific ideas 

and interests. I have also pointed out how the pseudo-sciences relied greatly on 

theatricality, on performative gestures on the part of both the gazed-at and the gazer, 

and, most specifically, on the performative (and implicitly malleable) nature of 

character itself. When it comes to literature, an accurate knowledge of the 

protagonists’ character is even more difficult to attain, since both the characters and 

their personalities are merely fictional creations. Further, there is the character as 

read by the other protagonists of the story and, also, the narrator’s filtering of those 

readings. Nineteenth-century authors, like pseudo-scientists, were keen to focus on 

their subjects’ eyes to define their characters. Authors, again like the pseudo

scientists, were also interested in the performative quality of their characters and their 

characters’ eyes, so they tended to present their readers with a set of individuals 

posing in exaggerated gestures. In other words, the narrative eye affected to pay more 

attention to its characters when they were “impassioned,” to use Lavater’s term. As 

explained in the introduction, Lavater is famous today for his treatise on 

physiognomy. But he was also known to his contemporaries for his subtle distinction 

between physiognomy and pathognomy. The latter practice, having the same starting 

point as physiognomy—the face—was mostly overlooked and lumped together with 

the major movement. However, Lavater expanded on the blurred divide between the 

two and on the subtleties derived from such awareness:

PHYSIOGNOMY, in a restricted sense, is the interpretation of the human powers, or the 

science which explains the signs of the faculties.

Pathognomy is the interpretation of the passions, or the science which treats of the 

signs of the passions. The one considers the character when in a state of rest; the other 

examines it when in action. (Lavater 23)
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Physiognomy and pathognomy had to be considered alongside each other, since 

accurate judgments of character could only derive from the superimposition of the 

findings of their different approaches. In other words, there had to be a negotiation 

between the testimony of solid parts and that of those parts which are moveable in the 

human face. Following Lavater, then, we can say that authors pay more attention to 

“the motion of the moveable parts”—the pathognomical features—than to “the form 

of the solid parts, and the inaction of those who are moveable”—the physiognomy of 

their characters (Lavater 23). We must not forget, therefore, that, even when they are 

recurrent, allusions to characters and their eyes point out the subject’s character at the 

present moment—his or her pathognomical features—and, by doing so, they blur the 

fund of the human faculties” pointed out by the character’s physiognomy or 

permanent qualities (Lavater 23). As the narrative eye manipulates the subject, these 

reiterated traits do not necessarily represent what the character “wishes, or does not 

wish to be, but what the narrator “wishes, or does not wish [his or her characters] to 

be” (Lavater 23). That is, it is the glances of the narrating “I” that anticipate what we 

are going to see; and the narrators’ tendency is to collapse consciously, but 

indiscriminately, their characters’ eye (their gaze as a fixed physiognomical feature) 

with their eyes (their changeable or pathognomical parts).9 Thus, most scholars 

hasten to draw conclusions and to establish closely defined character types in their 

readings of literature, and, in particular, in literature by women, guided by a number 

of traits that seem to be recurrent in the text. They instinctively think such repetitions 

account for the individual’s normal physical or psychological features; that is, critics 

consider them physiognomical categories. I read such recurrence as intended more as 

a partial textual mis-guide and creator of ambiguities than as a prescriptive method of 

characterization. Constant allusions to characters threaten to objectify them; or, 

rather, to animalise them through their animal-like eyes, which are in themselves 

signals for aggression as opposed to the affiliative effect of the human gaze.10 It is 

only at the end that we realize that they are not the same, and that actually the 

characters’ eye/I is not completely what their eye/eyes have seemed to indicate. The 

chances that this will happen increase when what the character’s eye/eyes have 

pointed to all throughout is some negative quality; at the end, however, positive 

features are to prevail on most occasions. Once again, this is a principle inherent to 

the pseudo-sciences and in particular to physiognomy: the closer we observe others,
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the better physiognomists we are and the more tolerant we grow about their selves. 
As Lavater himself would put it:

The good which, as a Physionomist, I observe in Man, fully indemnifies me for all the ill I 

likewise perceive in him, and concerning which I am silent. The more I examine man, (...) 

the more I am persuaded that the source of his vices is good in itself: that is to say, what 

renders him wicked is a force (...)  whose existence, in truth, gives occasion to much mischief, 

but includes the possibility of good that infinitely preponderates. (48)

For Cummins, as for the pseudo-scientists after Lavater, judgment of character 

comes a posteriori and not a priori. She was aware of the danger of presupposing 

physiognomical knowledge of someone’s character when we have only paid attention 

to pathognomical traits. On the whole, we can say that the intense visual quality and 

ability of Cummins’s characters and texts simultaneously results from and depends on 

a pattern of admiration, where admiration has to be taken in the most basic, 

etymological sense of the word. (The Latin expression “ad mirare” literally means “to 

look at,” “to look towards” something or someone, and to do so only in the presence 

of that something or someone). As for her contemporaries, for Cummins, looking and 

being looked at (especially in a mesmerically-induced way) never failed to have some 

beneficial effect on both the gazer and the gazed-at subject, as gazing acts helped their 

character development. So, in Cummins’s texts, the absence of a character—or, at 

least, the rarity of allusions to him or her in the text—only threatens to close up a 

character within a type to which he or she does not completely belong, as he or she is 

not given the chance to look or to be looked at long or often enough. Yet constant 

admiration can also come very near to being fatal in some of her texts, since excessive 

looking or exposition to other people’s eyes can be oppressive and even destructive 

(in particular for the gazed-at subject), leading to character manipulation and/or to 

improper stereotype construction. We should not forget that, no matter how often a 

character shoots “from his eyes such a glance of scorn, that the piercing orbs might 

have been deemed the central fires from which radiates the mountain lightning,” the 

Cummins narrator simply gives such a scenario the quality of a “striking pantomime” 

(Lamplighter 133). That is, if the narrator looks up at one of her characters, whether 

hastily or extendedly, and portrays him or her with “an instantaneous flash of his 

eye,” it does not necessarily follow that that character is “blinded with passion and
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pale with rage’ (Haunted 110). It is true that Cummins’s texts include “bad” 

characters who are characterized by their “dark, sparkling,” “intelligent eyes,” “so 

sunken and hollow as to be almost lost, and yet burning with the fire of unquenchable 

violence and lust,” as is the case of Captain Bly in Haunted Hearts (339). However, 

more often than not, the negative qualities of a character disappear as we are allowed 

to look at him or her more closely, more often, and from more than one point of view. 

Let’s consider the case of Abdoul in El Fureidis (1860). When we are introduced to 

Abdoul, we are drawn to notice a glare of “unnatural intensity” in his eyes (17). 

Abdoul s eyes, we are told, have a “keenness unknown to the civilized man,” and the 

“more intense” glow in them is reflective of “his impulsive nature” (275, 165). In 

fact, being endowed “with the quick interpretation of a savage,” we are made to 

believe that he can read “someone’s face as if it [was] an open book,” and that this 

makes his eyes “glow” “with sudden triumph, [...] a fearful, startling, and malignant 

triumph (166). Abdoul does not appear much in the novel, so his estrangement, 

together with the fact that we are almost encouraged to judge him exclusively by his 

eyes, threatens to close the narrative and to fix his character definitely as that of “the 

prince of darkness” (31). From time to time, thanks to Havilah, the female 

protagonist of the novel, we can catch “sight of two panther-like eyes, glaring,” which 

her next glance recognizes as Abdoul’s (275). Havilah is portrayed as a close 

observer of nature, through whose “practised eye” we can tell Abdoul from the animal 

with which his eyes have identified him. It is also Havilah’s “practised eye” that has 

the key to save Abdoul or to condemn him to finally becoming such an animal, since 

she can influence him positively or negatively only by keeping him “fixed by the 

power of her eye (354). Havilah, from the beginning, has chosen to save him, easily 

subduing the “keen, scrutinizing gaze [...] of [Abdoul’s] piercing eye” by a look from 

her “soft and liquid orbs” so that “his face [becomes] suffused with an expression of 

dove-like sweetness” that resembles Havilah’s own expression (315, 20).

What prompted Abdoul’s eyes to become “flashing eyes, like electric balls” 

was, in reality, his jealousy (264). When he introduces Havilah (with whom he is 

secretly in love) to Meredith, a visitor, Abdoul “intercepts] the subtile fluid which 

[is] transmitted along the line of thought, and with unerring accuracy he read[s] the 

import of the telegraphic message” coming out of Meredith’s eyes (264). This 

arouses Abdoul’s jealousy and, from this time on, we find him “playing the spy,” 

“crouching like a beast in his lair,” as we have already mentioned (275). Abdoul even
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attempts to murder Meredith, although everything is frustrated through Havilah’s 

intervention. It is only at the end, after the frustrated murder, that the narrator allows 

us to stop to re-assess his character. At this point, we realize that the “fire” that 

“flashed in the Ishmaelite’s eye” from the beginning was, in reality, “[t]he fire of 
mingled emotions” (65).

For Cummins, therefore, there are no extreme characters, since negative and 

positive qualities coexist, in major or lesser degree, within each individual. What is 

more, learning from both positive and negative gazing qualities is necessary for the 

proper definition of an individual’s character, as she shows in Mabel Vaughan (1857). 

Mabel, the protagonist of the novel, both looks and is looked at, in a similar way to 

Willis’s Paul Fane. The emphasis throughout is on how the moulding of her character 

is conditioned by the “evil” tendency of Dudley, the “spiritual” disposition of Rosy, 

and the perfect medium found in the combination of both extremes in the person of 

Percival Bayard. On discovering her brother’s addiction to alcohol, Mabel first turns 

for help to her brother’s friend Dudley. Or, rather, she drifts towards Dudley’s 

magic influence because in her secret soul” she looks “to him to exorcise with his 

eye [...] the spirits of disquiet and self-questioning which ha[ve] for the last few days 

warred constantly with her peace.”11 Broadly speaking, Dudley is a sort of mesmeric 

performer on whose “magnetic influence” Mabel trusts “to hush the voice of warning, 

make a treaty with her conscience, and reconcile her to herself’ (225). But, as with 

mesmerists, the morality of Dudley’s actions and their altruistic nature are far from 

being asserted; and so, Mabel is intermittently aware of dealing with the very 

“brooding demon of distrust”:

under the fascinating influence of his dark, dreamy eyes, Mabel had no leisure for any other

contemplations or thoughts than those which his presence awakened. (138, 189)

So Mabel turns her eyes in the direction of Rosy, a poor girl who is about to die from 

sickness, and whose favourite pastime is to fix her eyes on a picture of a little pilgrim 

“with that earnest gaze which seem[s] to look far off into the future” (89). If Dudley 

could be identified with a mesmeric performer, in Rosy’s case, her habit of gazing “as 

if every other sense was absorbed by that of sight” places her in a continuous trance 

stage similar to the one undergone by the medium in the mesmeric process (228). She
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has become almost unremittingly abstracted from reality and, despite having gazed at 
the same picture for a long time,

[e]veryday [...] her spirit [drinks] deeper of its heavenly lesson, and [becomes] more and 

more convinced of the reality of its blessed promises; while to her lonely hours o f pain, it 

act[s] as a soothing balm, none the less effectual for the frequency of its application. (91)

Thus, cheerfully, serenely, hopefully as ever, the calm blue eyes are searching with 

their earnest, steadfast gaze, into the things which are not but are soon to be” (221). 

As a result of her looking at and after Rosy, Mabel partakes of Rosy’s contagious 

enthusiasm for life. More to the point, Mabel also witnesses how Jack—Rosy’s 
brother and a replica of Mabel’s own—has his

rude nature softened, and his heart bowed down with something like holy awe, when he 

listenfs] to the sweet, loving words, or gaze[s] upon the little withered form of his invalid 

sister. (84)

In this, Mabel finds room for hope in her brother Harry’s case and the key to restore 
herself, too (84).

The gazing web woven around Mabel, however, would not be complete 

without Bayard Percival, who plays a more active role in Harry’s atonement and, 

consequently, on Mabel’s self-assurance. He is a renowned preacher who owes his 

popularity, in part, to “an eye which seem[s] to address its audience to each individual 

heart, [...] concentrating and riveting [their] attention” (423). Bayard, being a more 

altruistic performer than Dudley, and more grounded in reality than Rosy, is the 

perfect balance between the two. He combines his “curative” mesmerizing power 

with personal interests (in his public life to gain favour for his religious ideas, and in 

his private one to earn Mabel’s trust and love). In the present case, his “full, blue eye 

[that is] calm, clear, and truthful, and [...] indicative of resolution and energy” allows 

Bayard to read immediately “the exact condition of affairs” and he therefore sets 

himself to relieve Mabel’s anxieties promptly (285-86, 413-14). In fact, it is “the 

determined eye of Bayard,” that restrains Harry and

as the maniac, or the wild beast, may frequently be calmed and subdued by the power of a 

fixed eye and a resolute will, so the unfortunate young man [Harry], dispossessed at once of
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reason and self-government, yield[s] himself, without resistance, to the guidance and control 

o f one [Bayard] who, by a union of persuasion, tact, and unyielding purpose, contrivfes] to 

gain an immediate and complete mastery over his bewildered and excited mind. (291-92)

Exactly at this point, he also gains “a lasting place in [Mabel’s] memory and her 

prayers (429). With this, Mabel seems to have completed her sharpening sessions; 

she has been initiated and sensitized for a future which is itself open and about which, 

in any case, the narrator is reluctant to say anything.

As mentioned in the introduction, The Lamplighter was Cummins’s 

masterpiece and bestseller. Soon after publication, the book had sold 20,000 copies 

and gained the strong Commendations of the Press.” Contemporary critics 

considered Cummins s novel as “one of the most-charming works of the day,” 

especially because it was a text full of heart.” Cummins’s private correspondence is 

also teeming with letters from readers who were taken by Cummins’s “true, and 

lifelike delineation,” which resulted in her work being “very fascinating.”12 The 

enthusiasm The Lamplighter aroused was such that it earned Cummins a mention in 

Edwin P. Whipple’s review of contemporary American literature; and the book was 

even successfully compared to works by Dickens and Cooper, and praised as “much 

superior to Uncle Tom’s Cabin.”13 Something worth noting here is that in talking 

about Cummins’s work mainly as “interesting,” “affecting,” and “fascinating,” critics 

were not only using the semantic field of the practices of the “culture of the eye” to 

describe her text. By acknowledging the kind of impact the narrative had on them, 

reviewers were also recognising the sources from which she drew her narrative as 

well as her effective use of them. What is more, these early critics used the above- 

mentioned adjectives not in their absolute form, but in their superlative one; and not 

in isolation, but in conjunction. For instance, the Daily Evening Traveller (Boston) 

considered The Lamplighter “one of the most original, interesting [,] graphic, and 

affecting tales that has lately appeared.” This opinion was echoed by the Daily 

Tribune (Providence), and reinforced by the Massachusetts Life Boat, which defined 

the novel as “a most thrillingly interesting and deeply affecting work.”14

The Lamplighter recounts the story of Gerty, an orphan girl, from childhood to 

early adulthood; from her time as an adopted child until her re-encounter with her 

biological father. As in the case of Mabel Vaughan, The Lamplighter “sharpens” its
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protagonist s character through the gazing tests to which she is submitted. But The 

Lamplighter incorporates the main concern of El Fureidis, too; that is, this book can 

also sharpen the gazer’s eyes (namely, the eyes of the rest of the characters, and the 

reader s eyes). From the beginning, Cummins makes clear that she does not want us 

to be one of the “great many people” that “pass[] to and fro, bent on their various 

errands of duty or of pleasure,” without “notic[ing] the little girl” (1). The narrator 

admits that Gerty s set of features,” her “fine, dark eyes [...] so unnaturally large 

[...] that they only increase[] the peculiarity” of her face, “ha[ve] not a single 

attraction,” “to a casual observer” (1). Yet Cummins does not want us to be “casual 

observers. Rather, she wants us to “wonder” and “admire people that everybody else 

thinks are horrid looking” (99, 100). And Gerty has the added advantage of having 
“an interesting face”:

Hers is a face and form about which there would be a thousand different opinions, and out of 

the whole number few would pronounce her beautiful. But there are faces whose ever-varying 

expression one loves to watch,— tell-tale faces, that speak the truth and proclaim the sentiment 

within; faces that now light up with intelligence, now beam with mirth, now sadden at the tale 

of sorrow, now burn with a holy indignation for that which the soul abhors, and now, again, 

are sanctified in the spirit of devotion. Such a face was Gertrude’s. (100, 150)

The narrator does not spare any efforts to make “all eyes tum[] upon Gerty,” and she 

even constantly and directly insists on our taking “one more glance at Gertrude” (463, 
189).

The narrative opens when Uncle True, the old lamplighter, finds Gerty in the 

street, and, hearing her sad life story, decides to take her to his humble home and look 

after her. The old lamplighter soon becomes ill and dies, not without having found 

before a new and more prosperous home for her. Gerty’s new benefactor is Miss 

Emily Graham, a blind young woman and a member of a very wealthy family. When 

they first meet, Emily can “not account to herself for the interest she fe[els] in the 

little stranger” (65-66). This “interest” is so “irresistible” that Emily immediately 
proposes

that Gerty should come every day and read to her for an hour [...], a plan by which Gerty’s 

eyes could serve for them both. (66, 80)
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From this time on, Gerty becomes what everybody bids her be: “eyes to her 

benefactor” (149). What Emily has really proposed is to transform Gerty into her 

pupil, and Gerty willingly accepts, since she has fixed

her large eyes [...] upon Emily’s face, which always seemed, in some unaccountable way, to 

fascinate [her], (73)

This fascination is even greater because, as we are told, “it [is] hard to realize that 

Emily [is] blind;” and the question always remains: is Emily really blind? We can at 

least affirm that she is not completely so. We must remember that it is mainly “the 

impulse to see” Gerty that prompts Emily’s proposal. We also learn that

[bjlind as she [is], Emily understands] and perceive[s] almost everything that [is] passing 

around her. Quick of perception [...], the events of the summer [are] perhaps more familiar to 

her than to any other member of the family. (65, 291)

Emily’s blindness enables the narrator to present Gerty as nothing short of a 

mesmerist who can affect her subject’s mind’s eye through the effective linguistic 

translation of her own gazing acts, which takes us back to the eye/language 

connection mentioned in the introduction. In this case, however, Gerty seems to be 

the operator of a “reversed” mesmeric process: instead of abstracting her subject from 

reality, “Gertrude’s observing eyes, and her feeling and glowing descriptions of 

everything that [comes] within them” renews Emily’s “acquaintance with the outside 

world” (124). What is more, Emily’s blindness (like Rosy’s disability in Mabel 

Vaughan) has procured her with a new “power of sight.” This “power” is similar to 

the one reached by mediums in their trance stage and, in Emily’s case, it explicitly 

brings together mesmeric practices and the religious ideas and purposes with which 

this pseudo-science was frequently associated in the nineteenth century. This 

“power,” in turn, allows Emily to return Gerty’s favour and this also explains the 

“fascination” Emily’s eyes effected on Gerty from the beginning. In other words, 

Gerty’s allegedly sharpened eye helps Emily’s understanding of the outer world, even 

while Emily is sharpening her pupil’s mind’s eye, her spiritual inclination:
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Gertrude, enraptured at the work of the great Master o f the universe, pour[s] out without 

reserve her soul’s deep and earnest admiration, dilated upon the gorgeousness of a clear 

sunset, or in the sweet hour of twilight sat watching the coming on of beautiful night, and 

lighting of Heaven’s lamps, then would Emily, from the secret fountains of her largely 

illumined nature, speak out such truths of the inner life as made it seem that she alone were 

blessed with the true light, and all the seeing world sat in comparative darkness. (294)

Emily’s influence on Gerty, however, is restricted due to her blindness. So Gerty’s 

final perceptual sharpening requires the presence in the story of someone who is not 

visually impaired like Emily, but of someone who is completely visually able. It is no 

wonder that nobody has a more powerful and direct effect on Gerty’s development 

than Philip Amory, firstly introduced as Mr. Phillips: as it will turn out, Mr. Phillips is 

Gerty’s father and Emily’s former lover and step-brother. As with the narrator, Mr. 

Phillips avails himself of Emily’s blindness—a blindness, we are told, he caused 

himself when, accidentally, he poured acid over Emily’s eyes years ago—to approach 

Gerty and become familiar to her. In a way, we can say that he is now trying to blind 

Gerty, at least as far as her discovery of his true story is concerned. What is more, he 

is doing so to obtain her confession as to the state of affairs, to sharpen his own view 

of Gerty’s and Emily’s case. With his introduction, the nature of the story as a 

“pantomime” is greatly enhanced (133). We first meet him during Emily and Gerty’s 

trip to Saratoga, the most popular American tourist resort in the nineteenth century. 

The lifestyle of Saratoga was based on leisurely activities, and especially on making 

(visual) good impressions, and on keeping up appearances. Mr. Phillips introduces 

himself to Gertry and Emily as yet another “mere spectator of Saratoga life” (299). 

As we will discover, what he is really a spectator of is the result of his own mesmeric 

performance. Such performance starts out of “his eyes, dark, keen, and piercing, 

[which] ha[ve] a most penetrating look,” that, not coincidentally, is fixed on Gerty 

and Emily:

her [Gertrude’s] large dark eyes [...] were, perhaps, the cause of the stranger’s attention being 

at once transferred from the lovely and interesting face o f Emily to the more youthful, 

beaming, and eloquent features of Gertrude. (299)
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Gerty “betray[s] a little confusion at [...] encountering a pair of eyes whose earnest, 

magnetic gaze had the power to disconcert and bewilder her” (309). But Philip 

Amory is portrayed as a successful mesmeric entertainer,

a man who kn[ows] how to inspire awe, and even fear, when such [is] his pleasure. The 

reverse being the case, however, he ha[s] equal ability to dispel such sentiments, awaken 

confidence, and bid character unfold itself at his bidding. (315)

So, perceiving “the embarrassment which his scrutiny of her features occasioned, he 

tum[s] away,” letting his face reflect

an expression of mingled bitterness and pathos, which serve[s] at once to disarm Gertrude’s 

confusion at his self-introduction and subsequent remarks, and render her forgetful of 

everything but the strange interest with which this singular man inspire[s] her. (309)

From this moment on, he can afford to have the unresisted liberty—“Gerty [is] drawn 

[to him] almost unawares”— to “direct[] her attention” to wherever he wants (314, 

310). In fact, in his performance, we witness a new re-presentation of what happened 

between Gerty and Emily, the only difference being that Mr. Phillips’s perception is 

already “sharpened” while Gerty’s is still in a “sharpening” process. His effect, 

therefore, is all the more powerful because Gerty’s character and her perceptual 

ability are still easily impressionable. Now Mr. Phillips is the mesmeric manipulator, 

not Gerty; and Gerty, not Emily, is the entranced object. Much as Gerty does with 

regard to Emily, Mr. Phillips transforms his perceptions into language, while 

simultaneously “[e]nforcing his words by the fixed glance of his piercing eye” (355). 

Consequently, as happens to Emily when Gerty translates her gazing,

so graphic [are] his descriptions, so exuberant and glowing his imagination, and so powerful 

his command of words and his gift at expressing and giving force to his thoughts, that his 

young and enthusiastic listener [sits] entranced with admiration and delight. (310)

In so doing, Mr. Phillips allegedly becomes Gerty’s “calm and observant entertainer,” 

while in real fact he is consciously
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disarming her diffidence and embarrassment; for, as she listenfs] to his words, and even 

[meets] the occasional glance of his dark eyes, her animated and beaming countenance no 

longer show[s] signs of fear or distrust. (310)

In due course, this “strange and mingled experience” sharpens Gerty’s perceptual 

powers and, through it, it furthers her character development (315). At this point, in 

turn, her “sympathetic nature” is overwhelmed by a “desire to fathom” his own story, 

and to dig up “the cause of that deep-seated melancholy which shadow[s] and 

darken[s] his noble countenance, and ma[kes] his very smile a sorrowful thing” (315). 

It is now Mr. Phillips’s turn to let Gerty fix her eyes actively on him. He shrinks from 

doing this and prefers encountering Gerty’s eyes indirectly, through his letters, before 

he can face them directly without fear of experiencing refusal. In his first letter, he 

confesses his true relation to Gerty, something he “strive[s] to utter,” since he 

“shudder[s] to think o f’ Gerty’s reaction (386-87). Once accepted by Gerty, he offers 

her his whole narrative and his former close relation with Emily. Philip Amory 

indeed furthers Emily’s efforts to improve Gerty’s character; more important still, he 

“completes” Gerty’s character by showing her her biological origins. Through 

Gerty’s willing collaboration in his mesmeric performance, Mr. Phillips is 

simultaneously restoring Gerty’s, Emily’s, and the reader’s interpretation of his own 

character, and of the misleading rays coming out of his eyes. In “the final act of the 

drama,” Mr. Phillips meets up with Emily and Gerty in his real character: not as Mr. 

Phillips but as Philip Amory; not as a mere spectator of events, but as an active 

though benevolent manipulator of them. With this, Cummins has achieved her goal 

of foregrounding and integrating those characters that were “distant” and “rare” at the 

beginning. She has brought them all together in sympathetic union thanks to the 

effect of their “sharpened vision.”

By singling out the workings of the gazing process in Cummins’s texts, I have 

sought to demonstrate that, no matter how conventional they were, or they seem to us 

today, Cummins’s writings addressed contemporary concerns. More important still, 

they did so following the cultural forms that were available at the time. This chapter 

has aimed to show how Maria Cummins’s texts feed from the contemporary pseudo

scientific discourse and its emphasis on close observation for both the proper reading 

and formation of character. Cummins’s concern with “the intensity of a sharpened
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vision” and her overall stress on eyes, I have argued, is offered as the nineteenth- 

century code for legibility of character: gazing acts are the key to read the selves of 

other people as well as to shape one’s self. Cummins’s work presents us with sets of 

characters who have not completed their sharpening process; in other words, she 

introduces us to characters whose personal, social, and spiritual moulding is still 

under construction. In her texts, there is a medley of evil, docile, and spiritual eyes, 

and mostly of eyes that present a mixture of these characteristics. As we have seen in 

El Fureidis, Mabel Vaughan, and The Lamplighter, there is normally a transition from 

one to the other until the sharpening process is completed. Then, everything is re

presented and perfected when the gaze of the reader realizes the trap of the benevolent 

pseudo-scientific narrator. In my analysis of El Fureidis, I pointed out how Cummins 

stressed the distinction between an individual’s pathognomical (temporary) and 

physiognomical (permanent) traits for a proper reading of that individual’s character. 

In Mabel Vaughan, on the other hand, Cummins shows us how close observation of 

other people’s characters and the discernment of how they use their naturally 

mesmerizing and mesmerized eyes can help shape the gazer’s own character. In 

either case, the result is the “sharpening” of our vision, whether that “sharpening” is 

mostly to our own benefit, or also in the interests of others. I have studied this double 

“sharpening” process in more depth in relation to The Lamplighter. Through my 

analyses, I have tried to show how the “sharpening” effect of Cummins’s texts, in 

turn, also affects the reader. At the end of each novel, the reader is able to draw 

physiognomical conclusions that can—that normally do, in fact—contradict the 

pathognomical notices of the characters which had been offered occasionally 

throughout the text.

Cummins’s novels are based on commonplace plots and have a conventional 

happy ending of success and marriage. However, Cummins forbore devoting too 

much of her writing to the description of the happy endings of her stories. Since her 

characters’ lot “is but that of humanity; and time, while it serves to ripen and perfect 

her joys, must bring with it changes, anxieties, and sorrows,” Cummins only took a 

“Farewell Glimpse” at the commonplace ending (Mabel 508, last chapter of Haunted 

Hearts). What was more important for Cummins was to make sure that, at the end, 

the “sharpened vision” of characters, texts, and readers was granted. Cummins 

confessed that, when writing, she was guided by “no eye but that of sympathy” 

(Haunted 243). What is more, she admitted having done so because the eye of
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sympathy was the only one which possessed the “spiritual talisman” {Haunted 244). 

She wished to emphasise once again the spiritual/religious ideas and purposes that, for 

her, as for many of her contemporaries, were always at the bottom of pseudo

scientific practices. Having pried into her characters, sharpening their characters and 

vision as she developed the plot of her novels, she restrained from going any further 

when their sharpening process was completed.
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5. “Mesmeric Eyes”: Their Powers and Performances in Augusta Jane Evans

(1835-1909).

If, in 1854, Maria Cummins’s The Lamplighter took the American literary 

marketplace by storm, twelve years later, in 1866, it was the turn of Augusta Evans’s 

St. Elmo to do so. As in the case of Cummins’s best-seller, after its initial boom, St. 

Elmo started to fall gradually into oblivion until it was reclaimed during the initial 

phase of the revision of the American literary canon.1 The story of Evans and her 

work echo that of Maria Cummins and hers. However, even though both are 

representatives of the nineteenth-century American “woman’s fiction” and share some 

concerns, their works are more dissimilar than critics have been willing to admit. 

What really distinguishes Evans from Cummins is not so much the topics they chose 

and their treatment of them, but mainly their style. As we saw in the previous 

chapter, Cummins s work was praised for its “simplicity, tenderness, pathos, and 

naturalness” (Whipple 529). On the other hand, early reviewers of Evans’s work 

were aware that “the great mass of readers [would] not readily acknowledge” its 

value. Evans’s style was certainly peculiar and was characterized mainly by her use 

of long, convoluted sentences. Her contemporary readers noted that the other “great 

fault of her work, if it be a fault, [was] its redundancy of classical imagery and 

metaphor.” For some critics, this was the main reason “to crown [Evans] Queen 

Regnant of Southern Literature,” while others condemned her work precisely for its 

“continual advertisement of the contents of the author’s library,” or for its being “a 

gold mine for compilers of cross-word puzzles.” Her language, “incredibly stiff and 

contrived,” has been once again the main fault twentieth-century critics have found 
with her pieces.2

Evans, even more than Cummins, was fond of formulaic plots, and although, 

as she confessed in St. Elmo, her themes were “threadbare, she fearlessly picked up 

the frayed woof and rewove it” (Elmo 27). As opposed to Cummins’s more or less 

tacit use of (pseudo-)scientific ideas in her work, Evans explicitly indulged in ‘“the 

extraordinary belief that all works of fiction should be eminently didactic, and 

inculcate not only sound morality, but scientific theories’” (237). Evans’s most 

productive phase fell in the 1860s. Between 1859 and 1869, she wrote four of her 

nine novels, which are also her most accomplished pieces: Beulah (1859), Macaria
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(1864), her masterpiece St. Elmo (1866), and Vashti (1869). This period was also the 

high point for the pseudo-sciences in America. This might explain why the novels 

she wrote at this time depend more directly on the new movements, and on 

mesmerism in particular. But Evans did not accept pseudo-scientific ideas and 

techniques uncritically. She was aware that allusions to pseudo-scientific practices 

and practitioners would be a valuable form of authority and she profited from this. At 

times, however, her references to pseudo-scientific practices seem to have been meant 

to dismiss their scientific authority. Whenever she focussed on and analysed a 

character’s peculiarity “whatever significance learned phrenologists or 

physiognomists [might] attach to this peculiarity,” we can be sure that Evans was 

aware of the pseudo-scientific reading of that trait (Macaria 55). She questioned both 

the pseudo-scientific and her own reading of the feature. On the whole, however, 

Evans was fascinated by all aspects and practices that formed what I have called the 

“culture of the eye,” and, especially by how they helped to “read the living thing.”3 

Like her contemporaries, Evans was very interested in the in-depth study and 

construction of character. More to the point, like the mesmerists, Evans believed that 

“the potent spell” of someone’s character “is in the raying out of the soul,” and that 

this “imprisoned radiance” came out of people’s eyes (Beulah 50). In Maria 

Cummins’s writing, religion was still central, at least in so far as Cummins tried to 

impose religious ideas (more or less directly and extensively) without questioning 

them. This was not the case with Evans. Her career started with Inez (1854), a novel 

mainly concerned with Catholic and Protestant principles, and the Mexican-American 

war. Aware that “all that sort of angelic disinterestedness sounds very well done up in 

a novel, but [that] the reality is quite another matter,” Evans questioned religious 

ideas in her novels, when she did not altogether displace them by intellectual concerns 

(.Beulah 406). Evans did not follow the pseudo-sciences and their religiose 

conclusions as closely as Cummins. It is true, however, that, for Evans, the “peculiar 

gleam” noticeable in her characters’ eyes, makes those eyes “more than ever [...] 

grave, earnest, restless, and searching; indexing a stormy soul” {Beulah 70, 109). In 

fact, Evans confessed that she intended her work to ‘“combat scepticism to the day of 

my death, and if possible, to help others to avoid the thorny path I have trod ere I was 

convinced of the fallibility of human Reason.’”4

In this chapter, I will be concerned with the study of Evans’s “mesmeric 

eyes,” especially in relation to St. Elmo, of which I will offer an in-depth analysis at
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the end. As noted in my analysis of the Knickerbocker piece in the general 

introduction, pseudo-scientific practices, and mesmeric experiments in particular, 

evolved around theatrical poses on the part of both the practitioner and his subject. 

This occasioned the questioning of the character of the subject, especially when he or 

she had been previously idolised. The suspicions about the character of the subject 

were further increased by the apparently passive attitude he or she adopted towards 

the touch of the pseudo-scientist. These three aspects of theatricality, tactility, and 

idolatry, also combine in Evans’s pseudo-scientific gaze, helping her construct 

characters that posses depth, and who exert great control over themselves and others.

Evans’s texts present “an interesting study” of the pseudo-scientific idea that 

human faces are “Nature’s highest type of etchings.”5 In the previous chapter, we saw 

how Cummins tried to warn her characters and readers alike of the judgemental 

mistakes made by mere “casual observers.” Evans made the same point more 

strongly. She strove to keep herself, her narrators, her characters, and her readers 

from being “casual” or “cursory observers,” or even “stranger[s] looking upon” her 

characters with merely “curious eyes” (Beulah 50, 133). To make sure that her 

readers’ eyes were uninterruptedly “bent upon” the characters she foregrounds (to 

“sharpen” the reader’s vision if I may borrow Cummins’s term), Evans prepared the 

introduction of her characters as “a professed phrenologist might preparatory to 

rendering a chart” (Macaria 27). Sometimes, Evans insisted on being identified with 

“a lecturer on physiognomy,” implying that she was not going to rely merely on a 

“casual glance” to depict her characters, but that she was actually going to carry out a 

study of a ‘“ striking face.’”6 Evans, like Cummins, drew her readers’ attention 

towards characters whose facial “features contrasted strangely with those of [their] 

companions” {Beulah 6). What is more, the very strange way in which those features 

affected the narrator, the other characters, and the reader was exactly the reason why 

“this face presented greater attractions than either of the others” {Beulah 6). So Evans 

“dared” her readers “to an observation,” to find the source of the “indescribable 

charm” imparted by the characters to whom she drew the readers’ eyes {Beulah 50).

Evans seems to have been more doubtful than her contemporaries about the 

possibility of achieving an accurate reading of character. Evans, as Cummins, 

believed that each individual embodies positive and negative qualities. However, as 

opposed to Cummins, who somehow sought to do away with the negative qualities of
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her characters, Evans was more concerned with finding out how both the positive and 

negative “potentialities” of a human being could be “suddenly actualized.”7 That is, 

whereas in Cummins’s texts characters would be more or less easily classified as 

“good” or “bad,” Evans’s characters are more ambiguous and Evans tends to leave 

ambiguities unresolved. This is mainly because, for Evans, the issue of one’s identity 

depends on temporary performances of his or her “potentialities.” Character is not 

something that can be permanently and tightly defined; rather, an individual’s 

character is always subjected to “sudden” changes or “actualisations” of one or more 

of the dormant qualities he or she possesses. In other words, despite insisting on 

identifying her narrators with physiognomists, Evans was actually interested in what 

Lavater termed “pathognomical” facts, in temporary states of character, without the 

need of making a final (physiognomical) judgment of character. However, Evans did 

not explicitly associate her characters’ “potentialities” with pathognomical states. 

Rather, she used a term which has a marked Freudian ring for us, but that, in the 

nineteenth century, although not as fully conceptualised as it is today, was a quality 

inherently linked to mesmerism: the “uncanny.” According to Evans, this quality 

“govem[s] physical phenomena [...] as occult as the abstraction of the ‘fourth 

division of space,”’ and it defies “the realism of common-place probability, mock[s] 

all analysis, and annihilate[s] distance.” Evans indulged greatly in creating characters 

endowed with an “uncanny resemblance” which placed them “just beyond the grasp 

of identification” (Tiberius 158, 82, 26). As I have already pointed out, Evans, as 

Cummins, was keen on foregrounding characters who “contrasted strangely” with 

others. More often than not, the characters Evans draws our attention to affect us so 

“strangely” because their “strange eyes” have the power of being

[a]t times, searching and glittering like polished steel; occasionally lighting up with a dazzling 

radiance, and then as suddenly growing gentle, hazy, yet luminous; resembling the clouded 

aspect o f a star seen through a thin veil of mist. (Beulah 49-50)

What is more, the eyes of Evans’s characters, we are insistently reminded, are not just 

“thoughtful eyes, full of deep meaning”; they are eyes “within whose baffling depths 

lay all the mysteries of mesmerism” (Beulah 6, Macaria 93). Theirs are eyes who 

gaze “full of wonder” and, in so doing, affect others, in such a way as to produce
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“something of pain minglefd] with the sensation of pleasure thus excited” (Macaria 

96, 10).

Mesmerism was the site in which Evans, as Holmes, frequently tried to look 

for the solution or explanation to behavioural and psychological mysteries. Evans’s 

interest in mesmerism and its teachings and uses is most clearly voiced by Dr. Grey in 

Vashti (1869). Dr. Grey, like the Professor in Holmes’s Elsie Venner, has carried out 

investigations on the “arcana of mesmerism,” and these have also left him

thoroughly convinced that there existed subtle psychological laws whose operations were not 

yet comprehended, but which, when analysed and studied, would explain the remarkable 

influence of mind over mind, and prove that the dread and baffling mysteries of psychology 

were merely normal developments of intellectual power instead of supernatural or spiritual 

manifestations.8

In the mid-nineteenth century, mesmerism, hypnotism, and psychology were still 

indistinguishable. However, Evans’s long career, together with her eager interest in 

the movement, gave her the chance to survey how mesmerism fed into the more 

modem fields of hypnotism and psychology. Mesmerism was the first form of 

hypnotism and, like its later development, it dealt with “that strange terra incognita, 

the realm of psychology.” In other words, mesmerism was concerned with the 

“hidden laws that defy alike the ravages of cerebral disease, and the intuitions of the 

moral nature” (Vashti 119). So Evans turned mainly to mesmerism to discover the 

source of the power that could make possible the actualisation of character—and the 

very powers this actualisation could unleash. For Evans, the blurring of character 

types (the sudden actualisation of dormant character “potentialities”) was made 

possible through an individual’s contact with other people. As Evans would put it,

[w]hen a truly honest soul meets an equal, barriers of position and age melt like snow-flakes 

in sunshine, all extraneous circumstances fall away, and, divested of pomp or rags, as the case 

may be, the full, undimmed majesty of spirit greet spirit, and clear-eyed Sympathy, soaring 

above the dross and dust of worldly conventionalities, knits them in bonds lasting as time.

(Macaria 19)
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That is, for Evans, only after two people get in contact with each other can character 

types become blurred and sympathetic relationships be thus established. This 

explains why we are frequently introduced to pairs of characters who

for a moment, oblivious of all else, each gazed into the eyes of the others, and a subtle

magnetic current flashed from soul to soul, revealing certain arcane [sic], which [...] melted

every trace of doubt and apprehension; [...] all sign of distrust. (lnfelice 60-61)

We might not be aware of the pseudo-scientific nature of such encounters, and neither 

were the performers, apparently. But the onlookers certainly were. Immediately after 

this, it is usual to find them asking: “Did you mesmerize her?” (Infelice 61). The 

mesmerizing act might not derive from a conscious effort on the part of the character, 

but it surely is a deliberate device on the part of the narrator, who is so keen on letting 

us see the links.

Mesmerism proved to be a very useful and powerful resource for Evans 

stylistically, thematically, and structurally. As we will see, the most compelling 

depictions of character in Evans’s work evolve around the careful definition of a 

character’s eyes and his or her gazing attitude, in terms closely related to the 

mesmeric experience. If we look at the extensive repertoire of qualities Evans uses to 

describe her characters’ eyes, we find that, as far as shape and colour are concerned, 

most characters have “large,” “dark” eyes, whatever the actual colour may be. 

However, “black” eyes, thought to be more magnetically and mesmerically charged 

as I pointed out in the general introduction, constitute a great majority. This does not 

mean that there are not characters with “blue,” “hazel,” or “brown” eyes, or that they 

are less fascinating because of this. In fact, what makes eyes really entrancing is their 

depth as well as their gazing activity and the circumstances that modify them (i.e. 

adverbial, adjectival, or noun phrases). The most prominent and defining set of 

qualities of Evans’s characters’ eyes, in any case, is based on adjectives that refer to 

the emission of light through the eyes; adjectives that express the attitude adopted 

when gazing; and, complementing these two categories, there is yet another and more 

specific one formed by power-related adjectives. As noted in the introduction, these 

categories are formed by adjectives in the mesmeric semantic field. Although many 

of these terms are in general usage, in the nineteenth century, adjectives such as 

“glittering,” “brilliant,” “flashing,” “sparkling,” “luminous,” “bright;” “fixed,”
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“steady,” “piercing,” “searching,” “eager,” “hungry,” “penetrating,” “keen;” 

“fascinating,” “fiery,” or “deep” were often used as synonymous of “mesmeric” and 

“magnetic.” The adjectives mentioned above are the most recurrent and compelling 

and must be considered together as emission of light, attitude, and power are closely 

related to the realm of the pseudo-scientific eye, and particularly to the mesmeric eye. 

So far, the authors we have studied tended to depict their characters and their eyes by 

means of single adjectives and simple adjectival phrases. Evans, on the other hand, 

was very fond of defining her characters and their eyes by using elaborate adjectival 

combinations as well as complex pre- and post-modifications, thus reinforcing the 

(mesmeric) power of the eyes with which she presents us.

Thematically and structurally, Evans’s strong allegiance to mesmeric practices 

can be used to justify her favouring the formulaic use of female orphans as main 

characters, which has been identified as the most predominant characteristic of 

“woman’s fiction.” As Alison Winter has shown, in religious and pseudo-scientific 

contexts, “ ‘custody’ and ‘healing’” became joined in a single word: “‘cure’” (246). 

Owing to “mesmerism’s similarity to forms of possession and divine inspiration,” 

Winter continues, the equation custody-healing-cure was more relevant to mesmeric 

practices than to any of the other pseudo-sciences (246). In Evans, then, the choice of 

formula becomes significant when we consider that her orphans are in need of 

guardians and (spiritual) healers and that they look for that in the main male 

characters. That is, the orphans in Evans’s texts look at the male characters as their 

potential mesmerists, as the characters who, through their protection, could cure their 

physical and psychological problems. In turn, through the “power of sight” that their 

mesmeric acts bring about in the females, the male characters will also look to the 

female characters to sort their own anxieties and “actualise” their hidden 

“potentialities.” As we have seen, in the middle phase of the mesmeric experiment— 

the trance—there was a temporary change of roles. During the trance, the subject was 

the one that possessed knowledge and the operator the one that, through his 

manipulation, received that knowledge. This can account for the at least apparent and 

temporary intellectual superiority of female characters in Evans’s novels. As already 

pointed out, the majority of the main female characters in Evans’s texts are orphans or 

orphans-to-be, and they are confronted by a set of male characters in which doctors, 

lawyers, intellectuals, and artists are the most prominent figures. However, 

specialisation does not ensure superiority in Evans’s novels. Among other things, we
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have to remember here that, even though they are not officially qualified, all of 

Evans’s female characters have intellectual aspirations and interests. In the field that 

concerns us now (the gazing context), women for Evans, as for the pseudo-scientists, 

seem to be more gifted, judging from the greater variety of gazing strategies ascribed 

to them. For instance, the most habitual gazing acts assigned to men are “looking,” 

“watching,” and “gazing,” to which female characters add more intentional and subtle 

activities like “eyeing,” “peering,” and “glancing.” For both men and women, a 

gazing act is also a rational activity, in which they aim to “search,” “study,” and 

“inspect” others. Yet it is mainly women that are conferred the privilege of actually 

“seeing,” “understanding,” “discerning,” “observing,” or “perceiving” what they are 

looking for. As for the attitude they adopt when they look at others, both men and 

women tend to “stare at,” “fix,” “fasten,” or “rivet” their eyes on the other. Even 

when they are not the initial gazers but the recipients of the male gaze, females also 

seem to play a more active part. In fact, the existence of heterosexual relationships in 

these novels is ultimately conditioned by the final decision of the female character to 

either “raise” or “bend” her eyes, “keeping” them on the male character, or letting 

them “wander” from him. In most cases, male characters have the initial gazing 

power and the narrator explores them mainly to redeem them. As was already pointed 

out, Evans strove to give us a scientific explanation of the workings of an individual’s 

character. She started by analysing how the “subtle analogies in physical nature 

[could] whisper interpretations of vexing psychological enigmas,” and established an 

analogy between her hardened characters—normally male—and fluor-spars. These, 

according to scientists are

certain crystals, certain forms [...] which have lain darkly in the earth for ages, but which 

nevertheless have a potency of light locked up within them. In their case the potential has 

never become actual,— the light is in fact held back by a molecular detent. When these 

crystals are warmed, the detent is lifted, and an outflow of light begins. (Infelice 449)

Evans’s men-of-the-world, in fact, are nothing but “animated, human fluor-spar[s]” 

that need the energy of “the most powerful magnet” to develop all their hidden 

qualities (Infelice 449, Vashti 65). This “most powerful magnet,” is usually a woman 

whose beauty has (therapeutic) power, since it
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includes more than mere perfection It demands that the heart whose blood paints lips 

and cheek, shall be pure, generous, and holy; that the soul which looks out at [them] from

lustrous eyes shall be consecrated to another deity than Fashion,— shall be as full of

magnanimity, and strength, and peace, as a harp is o f melody. (Vashti 65)

Evans’s female characters, then, partly respond to the ideology of the True 

Womandhood, partly go beyond the dictates of such ideology. These women’s beauty 

“means meekness, faith, sanctity,” but it also “exacts mental, moral, and material 

excellence” (Vashti 65).

Before we move any further, let’s recapitulate on the issues studied so far by 

analysing briefly the relationship between Beryl Benton and her lawyer, Mr. Dunbar 

in At the Mercy o f Tiberius (1887). Beryl, one of Evans’s orphans, has been accused 

of a crime she did not commit. We are first introduced to her when she is in prison, 

and has just “first met the scrutiny of Mr. Dunbar’s glittering eyes” (82). His eyes, 

we are told, are not only “glittering”: they have also a “baleful influence that made

[Beryl] shiver” (82). When, during his visit, Mr. Dunbar approaches Beryl and

“inspects] her closely,” however,

she forgot that she was on trial for her life, and became temporarily oblivious of her dismal 

entourage, and stood once more before a marble image in the Vatican, where the light 

streamed full on the cold face, for centuries has been the synonym of blended beauty and 

cruelty. (82)

The duality enclosed in Mr. Dunbar’s “uncanny” nature (he represents simultaneously 

“beauty and cruelty”) affects Beryl deeply (she becomes temporarily oblivious of her 

surroundings). In other words, Mr. Dunbar has already started his mesmerizing act on 

Beryl by abstracting her from her immediate reality and manipulating her mental 

images. From this point onwards, not surprisingly, there are frequent instances in 

which we find “[h]er gaze fastened on the lawyer’s blue eyes as if by a subtle malign 

fascination” (96). In turn, he experiences the reciprocal effect of her fixed gaze, and it 

is equally usual to find him “unable to withdraw his gaze from the magnetism of hers” 

(96, 134). He gradually feels how “[s]ome occult influence seemed clouding his 

hitherto infallible perceptions, melting his heart, paralysing his will” (137). Beryl’s 

gaze seems “to penetrate the inmost recesses of the lawyer’s nature,” especially when
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some electric current flashed from her feverishly bright eyes, burning its way to the secret 

chambers of his selfish heart, melting the dross that ambition and greed had slowly cemented, 

and dropping one deathless spark into a deep adytum, of the existence o f which he had never 

even dreamed. (135)

As time goes on, “her luminous gaze, held by some powerful fascination, never 

le[aves] his,” but now this is a more conscious and freer act: this is partly the result 

and the reward of her own ability to bring about his hidden benevolent nature (159). 

The mesmerizing effect of this “uncanny” quality, then, enables the blurring of 

character types. This makes possible the establishment of relationships, while it 

leaves open the question of whether there is going to be a change in the actualisation 

of the character’s potentialities in the future, and whether the harmonious relationship 

they have reached is going to be a lasting one or only temporary.

I suggested in the introduction that, owing to Evans’s intensive and extensive 

use of “mesmeric eyes” in her texts, I would use this central chapter of the thesis to 

stop to consider in depth the main implications of the mesmeric gaze: theatricality, 

tactility, and idolatry. Let’s start by analysing the tactile and idolatrous nature of 

“mesmeric eyes.” To begin with, what we actually see is the text, not the characters 

or the eyes mentioned in it. This should not be a problem as long as readers are 

willing to collaborate in the visionary trap. We noted in the introduction that 

linguistic and gazing acts were thought to be complementary in the nineteenth 

century, as was exemplified by the expression “by word or look,” by far the most 

recurrent one in nineteenth-century literary texts. What is more, if reading is a way of 

gazing, the gaze is also a text: it is textual, tactile; it can be read and touched as much 

as it can read and touch by itself. In A Speckled Bird (1902), in a brief encounter 

between the male and female protagonists, we are told that “something in his fine, 

magnetic eyes, his caressing tone, touched her into self-reproach.”9 On first reading 

this passage, we can conclude that the female character is equally “touched” by the 

male character’s eyes and by his voice and choice of words. On a closer reading, 

however, the passage is more ambiguous: is the male character’s “caressing tone” 

really a result of his voice and choice of words? Or does it come from the expression 

in his “fine, magnetic eyes”? The proximity—the continuity even—between the 

careful reference to his eyes and the almost bare allusion to his tone is what creates
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the confusion, something that, most likely, has been calculated on the part of the 

narrator. After this passage in A Speckled Bird, we find another one in which Evans 

goes even further and assigns the gaze the very power to write. The sharpness of the 

male character’s gaze hurts the female more patently at the moment when “[t]here 

was a sudden glint in his eyes, like a blue blade flash” and his “words branded her. 

They seemed burned in by the scorn flaming in his eyes” (325, 332). The tactility of 

Evans’s characters’ gazes, therefore, seems to be conferred through her detailed 

description of their eyes, and through her close attention to their irradiation and the 

other mesmeric-related qualities. What is more, in A Speckled Bird, as in the rest of 

Evans’s novels, the intensity of the hero’s gaze results in and is manifested through its 

tactility, and, at the same time, it derives from his idolization of the heroine.

Tactility and idolatry go hand in hand: one is either the result or the 

consequence of the other. The tactility of someone’s gaze, however, is not reduced to 

its textuality—its assimilation of linguistic powers. In fact, this tactile quality of the 

gaze is mainly what allows a character to transform what he or she sees into an 

idolised three-dimensional object, or to see in a three-dimensional object a symbol of 

something else. That is, the tactility of the eyes leads one both to idolize others 

(through the power of the gaze to objectify the other), and to be idolized by others 

through the reciprocal effect of the initial manipulation. Evans’s texts are teeming 

with idolaters, who all fit in the same profile: they are intellectuals whose romantic, 

artistic, or scientific ideas lead them to objectify the other in order to grasp reality. 

What is even more important, they are all affected by the “spirit of scepticism” that 

was “scattered far and wide over the land” and “broodfed] like a hideous nightmare 

over [their] age, [...] testing the intellectual portion of every community” (Beulah 

248). If we take all this together, it is easy to understand their need for something 

solid, for the tactility of the gazed-at object as well as of their own gazes. They need 

to feel other people’s eyes, and to make others feel their own, to be completely 

grounded in reality. They actually feel the need to “look[] up from MS. speeches to 

find [the other’s] incomparable magnetic eyes before” them (Macaria 143). Two 

cases in point are the main male characters of Beulah (1859) and Macaria (1864) 

who, as in Holmes’s writings, are professional doctors. The two of them have “the 

inquisitorial eye of science” (Macaria 79). Also, both are surrounded by a “baffling, 

fascinating mystery,” manifested in their “characteristic expression of sadness” which 

“might easily have been mistaken by casual observers for bitter misanthropy” (Beulah
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50). In Macaria, we have Dr. Arnold, “an acute and practised physiognomist,” who, 

having seen in Irene Huntingdon something that “always baffled” him, decides to 

“follow that girl; she shall be my Ariadne in this Egyptian darkness” (175, 15). In 

Beulah, on the other hand, Dr. Hartwell meets the female character after whom the 

novel is named when she has just lost her last relative, her sister Lily. He promptly 

decides to take her home, apparently ‘“ to exorcise this evil spirit which haunts even 

[her] slumbers.’” However, while Beulah remains under his custody, his “luminous 

eyes” are said to have “watched her curiously through his fingers,” and we also find 

his “steady look” constantly fixed, or fastened “searchingly on her face” until Beulah 

grows “dizzy” (140, 128, 134, 128, 105).

The compulsive idolatry of these and the rest of Evans’s idolatrous characters 

(mostly males) starts with their collecting mania: they have turned their houses into 

museums by means of the treasures collected while their “enraptured” gazes “eagerly 

roamed” the “vast studio of nature” (.Beulah 52). From here, their idolatry is extended 

to their treating people in the way they treat their collected treasures. In this sense, 

paintings play an especially important role. We can find a most clear example of how 

paintings foster and further the tactile and idolatrous nature of the gaze in the case of 

Electra, one of the female characters of Macaria, and the only female with a marked 

idolatrous tendency in Evans’s work. Electra came to live with her cousin Russell 

and his mother when she became an orphan and her early admiration of her cousin 

soon becomes an obsession. Her idolatry is made stronger by her very nature as a 

painter and “a dreamer, richly gifted; dissatisfied because she could never attain that 

unreal world which her busy brain kept constantly before her” (21). Accordingly, 

“her watching attitude” is always characterized by her “wide-strained eyes,” whose 

melancholy and fascination “haunt[s] the beholder with their restless, wistful, far- 

reaching expression” (55, 21). Eventually, “[t]he witchery of her profession [weaves] 

a spell about her” (180). She then busies herself in her portrait of Russell and sits

before her easel, slowly filling up the outline sketched while his eyes watched her. She

lingered over her work, loath to put the final stroke, calling continually upon Memory to

furnish the necessary details [...]. (58)

Her easel becomes a “shrine” to which she comes “continually, and [lays] thereon the 

offering of a love passionate and worshipping as ever took entire possession of a 

woman’s heart” (58). More important, Electra, as Evans, knows that Russell’s
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“wonderful charm,” as anyone’s charm, derives from his eyes and that “because she 

put[s] these eyes on canvas connoisseurs” will “stud[y] and applaud[] her work” (77). 

Moreover, no matter whether we are dealing with word-paintings or with real works 

of art, these paintings are all “radiant” portraits (Vashti 96). The paintings in her 

work (Evans’s as much as Electra’s work) capture the rays coming out of the painted 

subject as well as those from the painter’s eyes. Thus, in Vashti, Dr. Grey’s idolatry 

of Mrs. Gerome is directly linked to his admiration of one painting by her. Her gaze 

has a “ghostly gleam” as a result of the “mournful mysteries” that seem to float there 

(81, 76). Since her “soul is a doleful morgue,” her “pictures are dim photographs of 

its corpse tenants” and this applies especially to the “long narrow picture” Dr. Grey so 

admires:

It was a solemn, desolate, melancholy picture, relieved by no flush of color,—gray 

plain, gray distance, gray sky, gray temple tumuli, and that ghostly white woman gazing 

grimly down at the gray-haired sufferer on the low bed beneath her.

Under some circumstances, certain pictures seem basilisk-eyed, riveting a gaze that 

would gladly seek more agreeable subjects, and it chanced that Dr. Grey found a painful 

fascination in this piece of canvas that hung immediately in front of him. (291)

Paintings and all other forms of memorabilia, then, enable their owners’ pleasure of 

contemplation: they “kindle[] divine aspirations in [their] soul, and woo[] them for a 

time from the cemetery of memory” (Beulah 52). However, since the nature of these 

paintings is as “uncanny” as the characters who have created them, they also “baffle 

interpretation.”

Despite the tactile and idolatrous quality of the gaze—or precisely because of 

it—the object into which the gazer has transformed the gazed-at subject remains 

ultimately mysterious, ungraspable, unattainable. However, as we pointed out earlier, 

this is not only the “fault” of the gazer, but also that of the person at whom he or she 

is looking. The discernment of character depends on performative gestures on the 

part of both the gazer and his or her subject, as pseudo-scientific practices made clear 

and as we have already explained in relation especially to Holmes. Theatricality was 

a major concern for Evans all throughout her literary career, as shown in the extended 

comments on theatre performances in most of her novels. From the beginning of her 

literary career, Evans was keen to show that her characters were acting, and how fine 

was the divide between real life and parlour theatricals. Thus, Evans, as Willis,
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presented the most relevant scenes of her novels as “tableaux,” “pantomimes,” or 

artistic groups”; she referred to her characters’ “poses”; and she also explicitly made 

us their spectators (Infelice 61, Macaria 17, 16, 78). Yet the theatricality in Evans’s 

works derives mainly from her adherence to the rules of pseudo-scientific practices, 

which usually took the shape of public displays or performances. Evans explored the 

performativity of mesmeric experiments from the beginning to the end of her career, 

and especially in her sixth novel, Infelice (1876), in which she included a female 

actress whose main role would be that of representing her own story. This novel 

questions the divide between reality and performance, as well as between audience 

and performers, and, above all, it clearly articulates the relation between mesmerism 

and theatricality. Infelice is the story of Minnie Merle, a humble young woman, and 

her truncated marriage with upper-class Cuthbert Lawrence. When Cuthbert’s father 

learns about their secret marriage, he makes every effort to separate them and to annul 

their marriage. He goes so far as to take his son to France and to oblige him to marry 

a woman of his own social status. Minnie manages to make a living and to develop 

her performative skills and to become a successful actress known as Madame Odille 

Orme. In her life, the divide between reality and performance blurs, and the crossings 

over from one side to the other make both sides indistinguishable. Minnie’s public 

and private life become inextricably linked again when she first meets Cuthbert after a 
long time. This happens

in the temple of Art, where critical eyes were bent searchingly upon her, [and] Nature 

triumphantly asserted itself, and she who wept passionately from the bitter realization of her 

own accumulated wrongs, was wildly applauded as the queen of actresses, who so 

successfully simulated imaginary woes. (103)

Her re-encounter with her husband takes place in Paris during her European tour and, 

from the moment Cuthbert first sees Madame Orme appear on stage, he

felt a strange magnetic thrill dart through every fibre of his frame; his sluggish pulse stirred, 

and as her mesmeric brown eyes, luminous, overmastering met his,— he drew his breath in 

quick gasps, and his heart in its rapid throbbing seemed to pour liquid fire into the bounding 

arteries. (71)
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He is an easy prey to the spell Madame Orme casts on her audience. This is mainly 

because, on seeing her, her “mesmeric” eyes endow him with a new “power of sight”:

Some vague bewildering reminiscence danced through the clouded chambers of his brain, 

pointing like a mocking fiend now this way,—then in an opposite direction; one instant 

assuring him that they had somewhere met before,— the next torturing him with the 

triumphant taunt that he had hitherto never known any one half so lovely. Was it merely some 

lucky accident that had so unexpectedly brought them during that long flattering gaze, 

thoroughly en rapport'! (71)

On her part, Madame Orme, like a true mesmerist, looks “upon his flushed handsome 

face, interpreting its eloquent varying expressions, by the aid of glancing lights which 

memory snatche[s] from long gone years” (116). She not only sees “the struggle in 

his dual nature” but also how, “by the powerful magnetism of his almost invincible 

eyes, [...] the melting spell of the Past [is] twining its relaxing fingers about the 

barred gateway of her own throbbing heart” (116).

When Madame Orme receives news that all the obstacles that have prevented 

her so far from claiming for the validity of her marriage to Cuthbert have been 

cleared, she decides it is time to stage her own play. So Infelice turns into the re

presentation of “Infelice,” the story of Minnie Merle’s life. On the whole, “her play 

contained many passages which afforded her scope for the manifestation of her 

extraordinary power, and at its close the people would not depart until she had 

appeared in acknowledgment of their plaudits” (529). Madame Orme has been 

successful in the performative representation of herself and, at the end, she looks 

“brilliantly beautiful [...] with the glittering light of triumph in her large mesmeric 

eyes” (529). Her triumphant gesture is mainly due to her realization of the impact her 

performance has had on Cuthbert. Having gradually found out who she really was, he 

now “lean[s] forward, gazing with all his heart in his eyes, upon the wife of his youth, 

the only woman he ha[s] ever really loved, now his most implacable foe” (529). 

Cuthbert begs Madame Orme for forgiveness. He claims to have been duped by his 

father, who made him believe Minnie had married someone else. His father wished 

him to marry someone who could forward his father’s own ambitious purposes. 

Madame Orme goes back to America and her performative/performed life soon comes 

to an end: the fortuitous death of Cuthbert’s wife when he is following Madame Orme 

leads to the resumption of Minnie and Cuthbert’s married life, their real life.
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Theatricality, tactility, and idolatry, then, are inseparable for a truly understanding of 

the workings of the pseudo-scientific gaze in general, and the mesmeric gaze in 

particular. Madame Orme’s sophisticated performative skills endow her very eyes 

with “mesmeric” or “magnetic” power, through which she can ensnare her audience 

and obtain their acclamation. What is more, through the force with which her eyes 

render her energetic character, and, more specifically, her representation of her own 

life, she objectifies herself and furthers the idolatry of her real character. This affects 

especially to her former husband, which ensures his surrender.

St. Elmo, Evans’s fourth novel, was only second to Uncle Tom’s Cabin in the 

number of sales in mid-nineteenth century in America. The popularity of the book 

was also reflected in the numerous children named Edna or St. Elmo after the heroine 

and hero of the story.10 Even properties were named after the hero of the narrative. 

Among many possible examples, in Austin, Texas, a landowner was so impressed by 

the book that he called his property “St. Elmo,” and those grounds are now occupied 

by the “St. Elmo Primary School” and crossed by St. Elmo Road. The book was 

widely reviewed. Some reviews were favourable, but many criticised the novel’s 

style (especially its extremely elongated sentences) and its display of learning. 

Descriptions of a single object could extend over several paragraphs, if not pages, in 

which Evans explored all the mythological, philosophical, and etymological 

associations of such object. No wonder, then, that a year after St. Elmo first appeared, 

C. H. Webb published a parody of Evans’s text called St. Twel’mo; or the Cuneiform 

Enclopedist o f Chattanooga. In the following years, there were countless attempts to 

adapt the work for the stage, and film-makers still took an interest in it in the first 

decades of the twentieth century.

St. Elmo was indeed Evans’s most accomplished story and the one in which 

the performative, tactile, and idolatrous nature of the mesmeric eyes of the male 

protagonist manifest themselves most clearly. The coexistence of the three qualities 

and their intricate collaboration in Evans’s work is most concisely shown, ironically, 

in the climax of C. H. Webb’s parody of Evans’s best-seller:

The reflection occurs that he must at times have felt thirsty; but perhaps, like the 

lover mentioned in the lyric, he drank only with his eyes. A hypothesis which is strengthened
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by the fact that it was out from his glowing gray eyes that the mocking demon of the wine-cup 

looked.

But to resume. On his swarthy and colorless face, midnight orgies and habitual 

excesses had left their unmistakable plague spot, and Mephistopheles had stamped his signet. 

Is it any wonder that Etna’s [sic] love fed as she gazed, and that, lost in contemplation in the 

pleasant picture, and possible bright future before her, she wholly forgot the errand which 

brought her thither?11

The pseudo-scientific undertone of this passage would have been unmistakable to her 

contemporary readers, and so would the connotations derived from it. St. Elmo’s 

gaze is primarily theatrical, it is the representation of a “mocking demon.” His eyes 

are also three-dimensional, tactile, since their depth allows him to “drink” as well as 

to become food for Edna’s love. As a consequence of its theatricality and tactility, his 

gaze is also the site for idolatry: it is transformed in a “pleasant picture” whose 

contemplation absorbs Edna’s mental power.

Like Madame Orme in Infelice, St. Elmo Murray, the main male character of 

the narrative, performs his story in front of our very eyes by means of his continous 

mesmeric experiments on Edna Earl, the female protagonist. However, his gaze 

becomes especially tactile and idolatrous, and, subsequently, so does St. Elmo. This is 

achieved through several devices, not the least important of which is the fact that, of 

all the characters in Evans’s cast, St. Elmo’s eyes are the ones which receive the most 

mentions and which are assigned the most qualities. His are not only the most active 

eyes, but also the ones most directly concerned with emission of light and other signs 

indicative of power and firm attitude. At the same time, in her very effort to provide 

an accurate description of St. Elmo’s “raying out” of his soul, Evans reinforces the 

power of his gaze, makes it more tangible. St. Elmo’s are the only eyes in the Evans 

catalogue which are “glaring,” “gleaming,” “glittering,” “flashing,” “lustrous,” 

“fixed,” “piercing,” “searching,” “keen,” “eager,” “hungry,” “inquisitorial,” “fiery,” 

“fierce,” “magnetic,” and “mesmeric” at the same time. Moreover, unlike the rest of 

characters, St. Elmo is himself aware that his eyes “possess magnetic or mesmeric 

power,” and that this means that people can feel his gaze (205). In turn, this also 

means that he can consciously manipulate what people feel towards him by changing 

the way he looks at them. Further, he is also the ultimate idolater, the ultimate 

collector of memorabilia.
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When St. Elmo first meets Edna and the reader, he is presented as yet another 

misanthrope, an “Ishmael in society,” who happens to be bitterly active: “his uplifted 

hand smote all conventionalities and shams, spared neither age nor sex, nor 

sanctuaries, and acknowledged sanctity nowhere” (59). However, St. Elmo soon 

finds himself dazzled by a “singular fascination that strengthen[s] day by day” when 

he confronts the “brave look of scorn” in the “splendid eyes” of Edna Earl, his 

mother’s protegee, while she tells him he is “sinful and cruel” (204, 52). After this 

gesture on Edna’s part, and “for the first time since his desperate plunge into the abyss 

of vice, conscience, which he had believed effectually strangled, stirred feebly” and 

“refused to be exorcised” (51). Thus, having discovered in her “traits that annoyed 

[him] because they were noble, and unlike what [he] had believed all womanhood and 

girlhood to be,” he is eager to fathom her character (204). It is not surprising, then, 

that having conjured up “the expression of his fierce, red eyes [,] well calculated to 

alarm her,” Edna “fe[els] the fiery gleam of his eyes,” and is often “painfully 

conscious that his searching eyes scrutiniz[e] her” (42, 15, 41). Also, she does not 

often venture “to look straight into his flashing eyes” because his close scrutiny 

“rendered her constrained and uncomfortable” (43, 60).

Not even in his frequent absences is Edna relieved from the oppression of his 

eyes: his gaze has already become imprinted on her innermost soul through his close 

scrutiny. She is sometimes

aware of the presence o f someone else in the room [,] a consciousness of companionship, of 

the proximity o f some human being, and with a start she look[s] up, expecting to meet a pair 

of eyes fastened upon her. (83)

She not only feels this strange presence when she has been “oblivious for a time of 

everything else;” we are also told that, in her most conscious moments, St. Elmo’s 

“mocking eyes seem[] to glitter” or “me[et] hers on every page” (83, 232, 95). 

Through her frequent confrontation with those eyes, she has to admit, eventually, that 

“his bronzed face possesse[s] an attraction—an indescribable fascination—which she 

ha[s] found nowhere else,” despite “the strong antipathy to Mr. Murray which she 

ha[s] assiduously cultivated” (95). She does not even need to recall St. Elmo’s eyes 

to analyze her feelings. During his long absences, his tactile gaze is replaced by those 

objects which have been the focus of his observation and which now foreground his
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identity: his collection of memorabilia from all his travels. St. Elmo’s replica of the 

Taj Mahal is especially relevant here. He had hidden the papers containing his story 

in this safe and had left its key with Edna before his departure, as an act of 

surveillance on his part, intending to “tempt” her. St. Elmo’s tactile gaze, then, can 

also be metamorphosed into texts: he is challenging Edna’s curiosity to have a look at 

his written story.

When St. Elmo comes back, he is annoyed and surprised to find out that Edna 

had not succumbed to his temptation and that the contents of the Taj Mahal are 

untouched. However, at this point it is not only him who is trying to fight against his 

feelings. Edna now tries to shun him, not from dislike, but because she has also 

started to love: she knows that for his “empalling eye [...] the secret motives of her 

conduct seemed spread out as on a scroll, which he read at will” (139). Neither Edna 

or St. Elmo can overcome their feelings and they are finally forced to meet each 

other’s gaze. The initiative is St. Elmo’s, who, on previous occasions, had already 

dared Edna to “oblige [him] by looking [him] full in the eye” and confess what she 

thinks of him (149). The mesmeric properties of his fingers and the magnetism of his 

eyes will work conjointly to perform for us a mesmeric session on Edna. He first asks 

her to look at him and, then, emulating the mesmerist’s “passes” to trance his 

medium, St. Elmo raises her head to his so that they can look at each other’s eyes. 

Noticing that she still resists when he tries to clasp her in his arms, St. Elmo properly 

begins his mesmerizing act:

Mr. Murray placed her in one of the cushioned chairs designed for the use of the choir, and 

leaning back against the railing of the gallery, fixed his eyes on Edna’s face.

“ [...]. Edna, will you be patient? Will you go back with me over the scorched and 

blackened track of an accursed and sinful life? Ha; it is a hideous waste I am inviting you to 

traverse! Will you?”

“I will hear you, Mr. Murray, but nothing that you can say will exculpate your 

duplicity [ ...] .” (198)

After this, he asks Edna to ‘“suspend [her] judgment’” (198), and Edna, who “[u]ntil 

now [...] ha[s] listened breathlessly, with her eyes upon his [,] shudder[s] violently, 

and hid[s] her face in her hands” (201). From this moment on, Edna’s voice becomes 

“tremulous and almost inaudible,” emitting “strange tones” that “frighten[] her,” and 

it will not be completely regained until St. Elmo has finished his narration (205, 208).
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Once he has succeeded in subjugating her, St. Elmo can openly tell her his 

story of despair and hatred, and acknowledge his need for her healing power over 

him. Her submission also marks the different stages of intensity in St. Elmo’s 

confession, while his declamatory style adds to the theatricality of the whole scene. 

He admits to having ‘“watched [her] when [she] little dreamed that [he] was 

present,”’ which explains why she could feel the presence of someone even when she 

could not see anyone. Despite their distance, he “‘could not forget [her] sweet, pure, 

haunting face; because despite [his] jeers, [he] knew [he] loved [her]”’ and eventually 

he decided to return when

“a vision of Le Bocage [St. Elmo’s home] rose before me, and your dear face looked at me 

from the lotus-crowned columns of the ancient temple. I forgot the hate I bore all mankind; I 

forgot everything but you; your pure, calm, magnificent eyes; and the longing to see you, my 

darling— the yearning to look into your eyes once more, took possession of me.” (204)

Even after his return his ‘“eager, hungry eyes’” continued watching her while he was 

“‘secreted [...] behind the curtains in the library’” (205). Now, however, he has 

decided to draw the curtains which had previously hidden him and to assure her that 

“‘there is no recess in [his] heart into which [she] shall not look’” as long as she looks 

into his eyes. She still refuses to raise her head and look at him as he has begged her 

to do, but he is confident that she “ ‘dare[s] not look up because [she] cannot trust 

[her] own eyes,’” because she fears he can read the truth there (210). Then,

[h]e raised her head, drew down her hands, took them firmly in one o f his, and placing the

other under her chin, lifted the burning face close to his own.

She dreaded the power of his lustrous, mesmeric eyes, and instantly her long, silky 

lashes swept her flushed cheeks.

[- . ]

“Do you think you can hide your love from my eager eyes? Oh! I know that I am 

unworthy of you! I feel it more and more every day, every hour. It is because you seem so 

noble— so holy—to my eyes, that I reverence while I love you.” (210)

Even after Edna has listened to St. Elmo’s story, she still cannot accept him and she

continues looking “steadily” into his eyes “with an expression of grave, sorrowful 

reproof—of expostulation, and the flush deepen[s] on his face as his eyes f[all] before 

her rebuking gaze” (323). So, there is still a long way until St. Elmo and Edna can
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finally heal each other, and their relation continues to be elaborated in terms of 

mesmeric sessions until the end of the novel.

The need for multiple mesmeric performances in their case is due to the fact 

that, not only them, but also their idolatry is “uncanny”: it is especially based on 

admiration and disgust, on a love-hate relationship. This threatens to collapse their 

story but their intervening separations help them overcome their differences. Edna 

goes to live in New York, where she hopes to be able to further her intellectual and 

literary ambitions. The next time Edna and St. Elmo meet during one of Edna’s visits 

to Le Bocage, their eyes are brought together in “a long, eager, heart-searching gaze”:

She saw a countenance more fascinating than of old; for the sardonic glare had gone, the 

bitterness, “the dare-man, dare-brute, dare-devil” expression had given place to a stern 

mournfulness, and the softening shadow of deep contrition and manly sorrow hovered over 

features where scoffing cynicism had so long scowled. (327)

However, Edna still refuses him, now mainly because St. Elmo wants to keep her 

away from the literary career she is pursuing. After her short visit, she goes back to 

New York, where she works so hard that she develops a serious heart disease. St. 

Elmo and his mother gradually persuade her to come back to live with them. Soon 

after this, Edna finally accepts St. Elmo’s marriage proposal. The novel finishes with 

their wedding and with Edna looking

reverently up at his beaming countenance, whence the shadows of hate and scorn had long 

since passed; and, as his splendid eyes came back to hers, reading in her beautiful, pure face 

all her love and confidence and happy hope, he drew her closer to his bosom. (367)

Despite general discouragement on the part of her male editors and publishers, 

Evans, like Edna Earl in St. Elmo, successfully went ahead with her idea of bringing 

science and literature together, in the same way as Holmes. What is more, Evans 

addressed herself ironically—if bitterly at points—to those critics who

shocked at her pedantry, indignantly assured her readers that they had been imposed upon, 

that the learning was all “picked up from encyclopaedias;” whereat the young author could not
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help laughing heartily, and wonder[] why, if her learning had been so easily gleaned, her irate 

and insulted critics did not follow her example. (Elmo 286)

Evans’s texts (and especially the heroines in them) are, in a way, a representation of

herself; and her intellectual display is also a calculated, at times intentional, (self-)
12parody. In any case, Evans makes every possible effort to ensure we pay close 

attention to her characters, and we are especially advised to look at and for their eyes 

and their actions. That is, as we have already seen in Holmes, Willis, and Cummins, 

Evans’s narrators also try to cast their spell on us by telling us who, what, and how to 

look. In this chapter, I have been concerned with finding out the power rendered in 

and by Evans’s texts. I have argued how this power evolves around the gazing acts 

portrayed in the novels. What is more, I have identified this “gazing power” with 

pseudo-scientific practices in general, and with mesmeric experiments in particular. 

In my analyses, I have shown the links between mesmerism and Evans’s attempt to 

show how the “potentialities” of an individual’s character can be “suddenly 

actualised.” Having explained that Evans’s writings were mesmeric par excellence, I 

have studied how Evans exploited the different implications of the mesmeric gaze. I 

introduced the relationship between mesmerism and tactility especially in relation to 

A Speckled Bird. Then, I moved on to explain the idolatrous nature of the mesmeric 

gaze, referring specifically to Beulah and Macaria. Finally, I studied the theatrical 

undertones of mesmeric experiments analysing in depth Infelice. Through all these 

discussions, I focussed on how the characters and their eyes realize the theatrical, 

tactile, and idolatrous qualities attached to the mesmeric gaze, and how they 

manipulate these qualities to serve their own purposes. This served as a way of 

anticipating issues that would be especially relevant to my extensive reading of St. 

Elmo, in which I paid special attention to how Evans’s text profited from the curative 

power attributed to mesmeric experiments. As I have pointed out, used sensibly, the 

mesmeric performance of the tactile and idolatrous gaze can correct personal crises, 

restore the individual’s sense of balance, and, subsequently, allow for the 

establishment of relationships. However, the ambiguities surrounding someone’s 

character are never resolved in Evans’s work: her characters remain ultimately 

“uncanny” and “baffling.” We are never assured, for instance, that Edna had 

completely acquiesced to St. Elmo’s request for her to stop writing. At the end, from 

time to time, Edna hears St. Elmo laugh “as she had heard him once before, when he
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took her in his arms and dared her to look into his eyes” (364). So the duration of 

their happiness, and of the “potentialities” that are actualised at this moment, are not 
finally determined.
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to this text will be from this edition and will feature in the main text.

8 See Augusta Jane Evans, Vashti (New York: G. W. Carleton, 1869) 119. Any other

allusions to this text will be taken from this edition and included in the main text.

9 See Augusta Jane Evans, A Speckled Bird (New York: G. W. Dillingham, 1902) 199.

10 See, for instance, Calkins.

11 See C. H. Webb, St. Twel’mo; or, the Cuneiform Enclopedist o f  Chattanooga (New York: 

C. H. Webb, 1867) 26.

12 As with her style and display of learning, Evans’s self-parody is most clearly manifest in 

her private correspondence. See the opening of a letter to her friend Colonel Seaver:

My dear Friend:
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Positively and actually, (not metaphorically) sitting under my own vine and fig tree 

(Scuppernong arbor) warily keeping one eye on an errant white turkey hen, who with as many 

adroit maneuvers as Talleyrand, is cautiously meandering towards her nest, (which I must 

discover in order to save the precious eggs from marauding dogs,) I essay to divide my 

thoughts, my vision, and my affection between this snowy cunning fowl of my watchful care, 

and thank a valued friend in New York, whose recent welcome letter was not needed to ensure 

his being remembered by all at “Ashland.”

See Augusta Evans, letter to Colonel Seaver, March 10th, [1878], Papers of Augusta Jane Evans, 1859- 

1882, Clifton Waller Barret Library, Special Collections of the University of Virginia, Charlottesville. 

Qtd. in Rebecca Grant Sexton, A Southern Woman o f  Letters: The Correspondence o f  Augusta Jane 

Evans Wilson (Columbia: U o f South Carolina P, 2002) 160-61.
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6. The Metallic Look”: Attraction and Repulsion in Elizabeth Drew Barstow

Fig. 3. G. W. Carleton, letter to Elizabeth Stoddard, Dec. 8,1864, Richard H. and Elizabeth Stoddard 

Papers, 1822-1902, Manuscripts and Archives Division, New York Public Library, Astor, Lenox, and

As was the case with Cummins and Evans, the work of Elizabeth Stoddard 

(1823-1909) was neglected for most of the twentieth century. Yet, as opposed to the 

popularity achieved by Cummins’s and Evans’s work, none of Stoddard’s three 

novels (The Morgesons, 1862; Two Men, 1865; and Temple House, 1867) became a 

best-seller. Stoddard’s masterpiece, The Morgesons, received favourable reviews. 

Curiously enough, Stoddard was acclaimed by her contemporaries for exactly the 

same reason for which she has been condemned by later critical accounts: for her “art 

of packing much into few words, and suggesting more than she tells.” In fact, most 

modem critics complain that “so much is carried by dialogue that one has to leap to an 

understanding of characters.” Starting with Henry James’s review of her work, 

Stoddard has been repeatedly criticised for exploiting this narrative device, since it 

results in the production of works “totally destitute of form,” and lacking “even the

Stoddard (1823-1909).
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slightest mechanical coherence.” To refute this widespread assumption, I will offer 

an analysis of Stoddard’s writings which identifies the importance of the “metallic 

look. This look helps to explain the “untranslated signs” pointed at by recent critics 

who are confused and disappointed by Stoddard’s “struggle for self-articulation.”1

I have chosen to identify Stoddard’s work with the “metallic look” she 

assigned Thome, the male character of one of her unpublished stories, because the 

phrase reflects particularly well Stoddard’s main concerns.2 By associating 

Stoddard’s work and her characters’ eyes with metals, I am immediately calling 

attention to their sharpness and their hardness, and, in a more intricate way, to their 

electrical, quick-changing, wilful, and mesmeric nature. (Metallic objects are the best 

conductors of electricity; electricity travels fast; and, in the nineteenth century, 

electric forces were usually thought to be behind mesmeric practices and their 

exercise of will power.) Indeed, Stoddard’s work is the result and the reflection of her 

life, which she considered “electrical” for all its quickness, sharpness, and hardness.3 

What is more, Stoddard’s writing derives more directly from the exercise of her 

strong will power: “Nothing comes to me,” Stoddard complained, “all physical and 

intellectual things I have to lay hold on with will.”4 As it becomes apparent in a letter 

Stoddard wrote to J. R. Lowell in 1860, one of the ways in which Stoddard wanted 

her “will” to be manifested was by her gazing attitude, or, more specifically, by the 

way she made her characters look at each other:

What do you think of those scenes in Jane Eyre where she watches with a professional eye the 

rising of his passional emotions, and skilfully presents any culmination of feeling by changing 

her manner?—Did any body ever notice it?5

As my previous chapters have aimed to show, people, writers in particular, had 

already noticed how powerful an effect changes in the direction of the gaze had. The 

main concern of this chapter, therefore, will be to show how Stoddard deployed the 

use of her eyes and her characters’, pointing out her subtle exploitation of the ideas 

behind the “culture of the eye,” especially in The Morgesons. Stoddard’s narratives 

show the same compactness and the apparent coldness and detachment as the scenes 

she praises in Jane Eyre. Stoddard shows us the eyes of her characters and their 

actions, and, immediately changing the direction of their gaze and ours, she creates 

narrative suspension. She expects us to understand her characters, and judge them for
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their eyes. In other words, she expects us to meet their eyes and read them with a 

professional, quick eye equal to theirs. But, at the same time, she whimsically hopes 

we do not do this, so that we cannot dismantle her trick and she can retain her power 

over us. Unlike Holmes, Willis, Cummins, and Evans, Stoddard refuses to 

acknowledge her sources. However, the pseudo-scientific nature of Stoddard’s work, 

I will argue, can be securely established through analogies between her work and that 

of the writers we have already studied. Stoddard, for instance, never defined her 

characters eyes as mesmeric, as Evans did. Instead, she assigned their gazing 

power to magnetic, electric, or metallic” qualities which, for someone who has 

been following my argument so far, are easily identified with a mesmeric-related 

field. Notice also that in The Morgesons, the main characters are asked “not to look at 

Dickens if [they have] the chance,” although the narrator does not give the reason 

why they should not do so.6 However, this only proves that she was quite conscious 

of Dickens’s mesmeric power when she made the remark—as she would have been 

aware of mesmerism itself and of the other contemporary accounts on the discerning 

power of the eye. What I seek to expose by identifying Stoddard’s work with a 

metallic look is the challenge Stoddard’s manipulation of contemporary forms 

poses to the reader in his or her interpretive act. Through its mesmeric-related 

workings, this metallic look, I will argue, is the real reason why her works have 

been “baffling the reader” over the years.7 Stoddard’s texts are not only the result of 

her restless gazing and the constant changes in the direction and attitude of her gaze 

and her characters’. Her texts, in fact, can be better understood by following the eyes 

that fill in the narrative lacunae. This is so because the characters in Stoddard’s 

writings are also challenged: the “metallic look” is the major symbol of the especially 

intricate attraction and repulsion Stoddard’s characters feel towards each other. I am 

not denying that, as with the “mesmeric eyes” we have analyzed in Evans, Stoddard’s 

“metallic look” will, in due course, lead to the establishment of sympathetic 

relationships. Rather, what I am suggesting is that the sympathy reached by the main 

characters at the end of Stoddard’s novels is less solid or clear than it was in Evans’s 

work. Conscious of the restraints of the society they live in, all the characters in 

Stoddard’s work seem to agree with the author and think that “If I should tell you [...] 

the barrier between me and self-control would give way.”8 So they keep on just 

looking at each other.
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To understand fully the implications and workings of the “metallic look” in 

Stoddard s work, we must also consider some aspects of her life, personality, and her 

concept of literary creation. Elizabeth Stoddard was unanimously described by her 

contemporaries as “indescribably [...] peculiar.” Stoddard herself was as aware of 

her being peculiar, and of what made her so, as she was keen on exploiting her 

peculiarity both in her private life and in her literary career. In a letter to her friend 

Margaret Sweat, Stoddard confessed that “with the pen I am what I am in tongue, 

quick and sharp and hard. She also told her friend that she was conscious of being 

scrutinised and rung by those who knew her. However, she continued confidently:

It is not too much for me to say that I  succeed. There is enough affectation about me to be 

able to produce effect and among these indescribably I am called peculiar. It is easy to do. I 

speak where others are silent.9

This letter gives us some clues as to why quickness, sharpness, and hardness are so 

important in Stoddard’s work and style. These characteristics ultimately derive from 

her complex and peculiar view of life. As is made manifest in her private 

correspondence, for Stoddard, Life as we know it is an awful humbug,” being mainly 

based on appearances and on relying on “the senses alone,” rather than on “reason” 

which for her represents the only source of “blessedness” (Stoddard to Sweat, 4th 

Oct.). Even in this “blessedness,” the individual has to “struggle” constantly: life by 

reason alone is not possible, either. Stoddard herself experienced in the first person 

how the material world keeps interrupting our intellectual pursuits, burdening us with 

duties, and making our “atmosphere” be “electrical.” This caused Stoddard a great 

deal of restlessness and anxiety and, although these traits were usually associated with 

hysteric women in the nineteenth century, in her case they were linked to her strong 

will, which kept under control her psychological crises while endowing her with great 

personal, intellectual, and literary power. In fact, her acquaintances all pointed out 

how “her features indicated a decided character combined with great intensity and 

esprit [sic]” and how “[o]n every variety of subject [,] she talked with originality and 

ready wit; with impassioned speech expressing an individuality and insight most 

unusual and rare.” This, in turn, was what made “her friendship valuable to men of 

letters and her companionship precious to her husband.”10 Elizabeth Stoddard was 

married to the highly acclaimed poet Richard H. Stoddard, who helped her fulfil her
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intellectual goals, and actively encouraged her to become a professional writer, 

introducing her to his own publishers and to fellow writers. From the letter from her 

publisher G. W. Carleton reproduced in figure 3 on page 133, we can gather that 

Elizabeth Stoddard felt so perfectly at ease among intellectual men that she 

encouraged them to address her in a extremely familiar tone. She even seemed to 

solicit their flirtations. Note, for example, the sexual innuendo of Carleton’s 

apostrophized passages (I invite you down to my den to have desultory chats”), 

which is reinforced by the parenthetic aside: “(that’s French for something else, you 

know).” To this, we must add the very playfulness of the drawings in the letter. Last, 

but not least, there are also the questions “(?)” of whether she affects him in a 

‘“religious’” way only, and whether he is just her “publisher.” Elizabeth Stoddard, 

therefore, seems to have liked to play the role of mistress in her relationships with 

men of influence. Her magnetism, indeed, was not only directed to Carleton. 

Stoddard confessed to her friend Margaret Sweat in 1853 her intention to settle “with 

Ripley at some future time. I’ll either amuse his eyes or cross myself’ (Stoddard to 

Sweat 6 May). Elizabeth Stoddard’s nature seems to have been extremely 

provocative in all senses, and especially in intellectual matters. As opposed to 

Cummins and Evans, who followed more or less closely the formulae of 

contemporary mainstream popular literature, Stoddard asked herself and others, in 

particular her friend James Russell Lowell “whether in writing, one should aim at 

entering a circle already established—or mak[e] one?” (Stoddard to Lowell, 1860).

Unlike her contemporaries, Stoddard did not spend time warning us against 

the perceptual unreliability of “casual observers,” or advising us to cultivate the habit 

of close observation. Doing this would have unravelled her sources and exposed her 

“baffling” methods, something she was reluctant to do. She contented herself with 

relying on the readers’ (un)awareness of the “culture of the eye” underpinning her 

work. Yet Stoddard confessed that her overall intention was not that of “merely” 

seeing, but that of “eyeing” her characters with “the wary eyes of a person long 

accustomed to the tricks of a swindling community.”11 Even if Stoddard did not 

relate those eyes directly to the practices of a close observer, or an “acute 

physiognomist,” as her contemporaries would have done, the analogies with the 

pseudo-scientific obsession with close observation, however, are still quite patent: 

Stoddard’s are eyes “long accustomed” to their surroundings. In the previous chapter,
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we saw how Evans repeatedly assigned those practised eyes to orphans like Beulah or 

Edna who, having eaten the bread of charity,” had learned “to interpret countenances 

with an unerring facility that [would] eclipse[] the vaunted skill of Lavater” (Vashti 

16). Stoddard also sided with characters coming from socially disadvantaged 

backgrounds, since, so far as looks and bearing went, [they] might be her equal” 

(“Crisis” 252). Yet Stoddard identified herself and her “metallic look” not with 

orphans, but with servants, and especially with the intermittent appearances of Elsa, 

the servant of Two Men. Being a housekeeper, Elsa can remain unknown to the 

family, which transforms her into the ideal ultimate superintendent, the ultimate 

narrator of it all. Although “her shining eyes, that were made to penetrate, not to be 

penetrated,” somehow resemble the perceptive act of the observer of Foucault’s 

panopticon, Elsa’s eyes should be understood as having the qualities and powers of 

the mesmeric eye (52). Elsa cannot be a detached, objective observer, since she is 

both a stranger and a familiar face in the house. As a result, she is not too obtrusive, 

she conducts her affairs “with quietness and dispatch,” but, from time to time we see 

her powerful eyes shine when she “raise[s] [them] above her spectacles, examining 

the work” (196, 172). She is a narrative-imposing force, and she indulges in declining 

her narratorial responsibility by apparently withdrawing during the climactic scenes of 

the work. What is more, Elsa puts to good effect the impenetrability and 

imperturbability of her eyes, “trying to exasperate” others with them (52).

As in the case of Elsa, Stoddard’s elaboration of the “metallic look” is usually 

translated in her creation of “sharp-sighted” characters through which she seeks “to 

produce effect.”12 Indeed, echoing Evans’s “mesmeric eyes,” it is the idea of fixation 

and eye-focus that prevails in the action Stoddard assigns to her characters. When we 

catch Stoddard’s characters’ eyes, they are always “falling on” something or 

somebody, if not already “fixed” or “anchored” on that object or person, “eyeing” it. 

To this, we must add that, among the few adjectives Stoddard adds to the description 

of her characters’ eyes, “penetrating” and “steadfast” are the most common ones. 

Moreover, when these eyes concentrate on something or somebody, they do not fail to 

“glitter” or “sparkle” like those of their contemporary literary counterparts. As we 

have already seen, this is only the preamble to the mental fascination or stimulation 

and the creation of power structures that characterize mesmeric practices. Therefore, 

characters warn each other that they “will dream about him if you stare at him so.” At 

other times, the narrator herself will let us know how a male character “watches” a
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female one, and feels “interested in her” while “the depth of his black eyes [...] 

produce[s] an effect wholly attractive and bewildering” on her. Consequently, 

characters look anxiously” at each other when they meet the other’s eye and try to 

hold their gaze. What is more, when this is done “closely” or intently, the watching 

becomes an espionage” which is felt to be “irksome” and to make the gazed-at 

character “uncomfortable” until he or she starts to “shiver.”13

We have already seen how Stoddard dismisses any direct link between 

scientific sources and her work. What follows shows how she would privilege, 

instead, any literary, mythological, or any other form of non-prescriptive authority. 

One of the ways in which Stoddard actively sought to produce (mesmeric) effect was 

by naming some of her characters after mythological personages renowned for their 

gazing powers. Thus, the main characters of The Morgesons and Temple House are 

called, respectively, Cassandra and Argus, like the famous seer and the creature with 

one hundred eyes in Greek mythology. Argus himself is aware of the mesmeric 

“power of sight” granted him by his ability to “observe [...] through many glasses,” 

and he indulges in watching and in being always “on alert,” “at his post” (122, 8, 11, 

93, 116). One of the implications of naming the main character after such a 

mythological creature as Argus is that he is automatically assigned “domineering 

eyes” which remind characters of “revolving lights” (238). The question of how he 

uses them and even of whether he is “aware of this brilliancy” remains open (238). 

The narrator looks into the matter on countless occasions and through multiple points 

of view, but she refuses to draw any imposing conclusion. She just says that Argus is

a well-constituted man, whose perceptions, never attaining the beautiful, perhaps, dwell with 

content upon positive, narrow, sensuous facts. Argus, in the world, was very discerning, 

cautious, and, in spite of his coarseness and indifference, had a vein of courtesy which gained 

him at least an outward respect. (21)

The answer we learn from the rest of “sharp-sighted” characters, through whom she 

looks at him, does not make it any clearer, either (108). Argus is as “uncanny” as 

Evans’s characters. Even though he is described as an “inscrutable,” “peculiar” man, 

and identified with an “icicle” or an “iceberg,” there is a “gentle coldness, which [is] a 

mystery and a fascination” (232, 265, 85, 264, 283). Even more to the point, he is 

capable enough to restore others “as if by electricity,” once again a mesmeric-related
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force (76). If there is any negative quality in Argus, he, as with St. Elmo in Evans’s 

novel of the same name, is converted when he meets Virginia Brande, an upper-class 

young girl whose character and eyes seem to be as inaccessible as Argus’s. “To most 

people,” as a matter of fact, she has “the deepest blue eyes”; but, as Argus finds out, 

they are, in reality, “warm brown eyes” that, when in well-lit places, become “soft, 

radiant amber-colored” or “dewy, lustrous eyes” (43, 87, 72, 237). From the moment 

he meets her on the day of his niece Tempe’s wedding,

Argus looked at her, and his eyes blazed with a quick mischievous fire. It was impossible for

her, with all her sense of conventionality, not to show that she felt his glances. (67)

Argus’s gaze, like St. Elmo’s, is also tactile: it emits “a quick mischievous fire” which 

ensures Virginia feels his eyes and is touched by them in the same way as Edna felt 

St. Elmo’s in Evans’s work. On the other hand, the impression she makes on him is 

also lasting (tactile, textual), and, so, it becomes a recurrent motif that haunts not only 

him but also the narrative. In each repetition of such an image, however, the reader 

discovers more and more details explaining why she affects him so, until we discover 

that it is because “her beaming, gracious eyes span[] the distance between them like a 

bridge” (201). Finding himself “observed by a pair of eyes with speculation on 

them,” he can be “no longer, cold and hard, but vivid and sympathetic” (116, 121). 

The “speculation” in Virginia’s eyes is her interpretation of the mesmeric “power of 

sight” she has achieved by this stage, and its contagiousness is what causes Argus’s 

nature to change. Something similar happens between Philippa and Jason in Two 

Men. Here, we find that Jason’s and Philippa’s eyes are “irresistibly drawn up to 

meet [the other’s]” because they can feel they are the object of the other’s gaze at any 

particular time (256). The “electrical atmosphere” thus created, makes “a perturbed 

spirit pass[] from one to the other; it produce[s] in her a vague wish to be understood 

by him, and in him an emotion which made him curious” (129).

At times, Stoddard seems to deny her heroines the privilege of being “gifted 

with that power of insight which some women have” (Temple 307). That “power of 

insight” that she wants us to believe her heroines lack is, again, a close translation of 

the “power of sight” achieved in the trance stage of mesmeric experiments. However, 

in Stoddard’s case, the fact that her heroines are not always endowed with this “power 

of insight,” and that they see their heroes “with false eyes,” partially, subjectively, is
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not necessarily negative (Two 258). Rather, for Stoddard this is a positive quality of 

her heroines, since it shows their unwillingness to surrender to their mesmerists’ 

powers—their resistance to male characters. They do not seem to need any self- 

assurance; they are independent, indifferent, defensive, even showing some 

fastidiousness at the way they are confronted by their male companions. For instance, 

Virginia in Temple House “felt merely, when she looked into his handsome eyes, a 

regret at losing a tie between herself and Argus” (307). In like manner, Philippa in 

Two Men sees Jason “merely [...] in a position and mood of perplexing 

inconvenience, which she could not dispose o f ’ (259). In fact, Jason keeps “his eyes 

fixed upon her face, but with an expression of self-assertion and self-mastery that 

made him look kingly” (129). Philippa is “obliged to meet his burning, pleading, 

indignant eyes” although she still refuses him, and he has to resign himself “to 

meet[ing] the eyes of a combatant determined to end the subject at once and forever” 

(261). The relationship between Philippa and Jason is even more forceful than that 

between Virginia and Argus: their strong determination not to yield to the other’s 

wishes makes it so. As already noted and these passages show, there is a special 

aggressiveness in and resistance to the establishment of social and personal 

relationships in Stoddard’s work. In the previous chapters, and in particular in the 

chapters on Holmes and Willis, we noticed how relationships are ruled by gazing acts. 

Since the gazing acts of Stoddard’s writings tend to be governed, in turn, by a 

“metallic look,” it is not surprising that they are considered aggressive in principle, 

barring the formation of complete sympathetic relationships between characters. 

However, as each gazer learns more about the other and about his or her self, the 

initial detachment is broken and the characters’ defensive attitude towards each other 

is also softened.

The Morgesons (1862) was Stoddard’s first novel and, although it did not 

reach the widespread circulation its author would have wished and predicted, it is 

certainly her most accomplished piece. The novel was described in similar terms to 

those we have already seen associated with Cummins’s best-seller, using the semantic 

field of the practices of the “culture of the eye” and thus recognizing both the strategic 

sources of the narrative and their effective deployment on the part of the writer 

through the acknowledgment of the impact of the text on its readership. Stoddard’s 

work seems to have “charmed as well as impressed [its readers] greatly,” since its
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“penetrating apothegms, flashes of insight, [and] gleams of exquisite description” 

endowed it with a “wonderful life-like quality and singular fascination.”14 Remarks 

like these, though, were not uttered by members of the general public or by the 

sensationalist press of the day, as happened with Cummins’s novel. Stoddard’s work 

was noticed and praised by prominent literary critics and intellectual men. George 

Ripley’s review of The Morgesons made especially clear the great strategic success of 

Stoddard’s eye, “a quick eye” that

has glanced over the moving panorama which is presented even in the humblest village life, 

and seen much which most persons would have let glide by without notice; the details are 

managed with remarkable skill; and subtle and apparently trivial effects are wrought up into a 

mosaic of excellent cunning and powerful impression. (Ripley 3)

Owing to this quality of her work, he actively claimed for the recognition of 

Stoddard’s talent, since her work implied

a far more profound genius, as well as a higher artistic gift, than the literal narratives which 

consist o f mere photographic copies of one’s acquaintance. The aim of the book, in fact, is to 

analyze passion, rather than to delineate personalities. (Ripley 3)

The rediscovery of the novel was mainly the job of Laurence Buell and Sandra A. 

Zagarell. They edited the work, together with some of Stoddard’s short stories, in 

1984 and, by so doing, they provoked an immediate new interest in Stoddard’s 

writings.15 As in Cummins’s and Evans’s novels, The Morgesons recounts the life of 

its heroine, Cassandra Morgeson, from childhood to early adulthood, surveying the 

different forces that mark the phases of her development into a mature self. Unlike 

Cummins’s and Evans’s work, The Morgesons is narrated by the protagonist herself 

in the first person. As usual in Stoddard’s productions, we should not expect any 

open reference to the elements of the “culture of the eye.” However, when Stoddard 

first started working on the novel, she somehow linked it to the pseudo-scientific 

discourse and authority: Stoddard conceived her work in similar terms to Nathaniel 

Parker Willis when he suggested that periodicals should have a distinctive 

physiognomy. Writing to James Russell Lowell in 1859, Stoddard said that she had 

“an idea that my story is rickety and big headed—it may have fine eyes and a good 

complexion.”16
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The Morgesons certainly exposes a distinctive physiognomy, and especially a 

few pairs of those “fine eyes” she mentioned to Lowell. What is more, those “fine 

eyes” are also Stoddard’s most elaborate representation of the “metallic look,” being 

clearly the site for simultaneous attraction and repulsion between the characters. 

Notice, for example, how the very opening statement of the novel draws our eyes 

towards the main character, Cassandra Morgeson, at the same time as it makes us 

recoil from her: “That child,” said my aunt Mercy, looking at me with indigo-colored 

eyes, “is possessed.” (5) The passage takes an even more significant dimension when 

we realize that it is Cassandra herself, the person looked at, the one who is also 

recalling and foregrounding this scenario. In Cassandra, the “metallic look” is 

manifest through her simultaneous willingness and reluctance to look, and, especially, 

to be looked at and to let us know about all this looking and its real sources and 

outcome. What is more, writing about herself in hindsight, Cassandra can abstract the 

word “possessed” from its context, calling for the reader’s attention not only to her 

unregulated will, but also to her textual manipulation, the manipulation of her self. 

Offering her self as a gazed-at object that inspires fears of being possessed, Cassandra 

is encouraging us to identify her with the perfect medium in a mesmeric performance. 

She confesses to having been “moved and governed by [...] sensations, which 

continually changed, and passed away” (14). That is, she seems to have been in a 

permanent (trance) stage in which her sensations (the mesmerically-induced “power 

of sight”) were constantly manipulated by someone else (those who looked at her, her 

mesmerists). In her early childhood, therefore, Cassandra was not aware of what 

exactly it was that was happening to her; she was not in control of her “sensations.” 

The only thing she knew was that those “sensations” deposited “vague ideas which 

ignorantly haunted” her (14). Now she has grown up, Cassandra can look back and 

admit that “[t]he literal images of all things which [she] saw were impressed on [her] 

shapeless mind, to be reproduced afterward by faculties then latent” (14). At the time 

of writing, Cassandra’s “faculties” are no longer “latent,” but fully developed. This 

means that her story cannot reproduce those things she saw in “literal images,” or in 

the ignorant way in which they haunted her. From the outset, Cassandra wants to 

create an image of herself as someone who has been primarily looked at and thus 

discriminated against and estranged from the others. Take, for example, what 

happens in Cassandra’s first day at school—her “initiation” in society (36). 

Cassandra meets her teacher and
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[a]s she opened the door forty eyes were levelled at me; my hands were in my way suddenly; 

my feet impeded my progress; how could I pass that wall of eyes? [...] I glanced at the faces 

before me [...]. An open, blank noli me tangere expression met my perturbed glance. (36)

As this passage shows, her isolation is self-inflicted and starts with her own 

conception of gazing acts as acts of invasion—or “espionage”—of one’s private self, 

as opposed to their being preliminary to social interaction (187). After this early 

repulsion in her first social encounter, however, Cassandra goes home and examines 

herself “in the glass, and [draws] an unfavourable conclusion from the inspection” 

(36). That is, Cassandra was afraid of being looked at because, in the end, she was 

afraid of facing criticism and, even more important, of discovering her social self. 

Gradually, being looked at starts to lose some of the initial aggressiveness Cassandra 

applied to it, and to become an encouragement for self-inspection. Soon after this, 

she becomes more aware of her own value and of her own eagerness to have it 

socially recognized:

The next evening I dressed my hair after the fashion of the Barmouth girls, with the small 

pride of wishing to make myself look different from the Surrey girls. I expected they would 

stare at me in the Bible Class. It would be my debut as a grown girl, and I must offer myself to 

their criticism. I went late, so that I might be observed by the assembled class. (54)

We have therefore moved from social fear to a different kind of detachment that 

results from self-inspection and its subsequent self-awareness. Cassandra, from this 

point onward, feels superior because she is not only capable of impressing others in a 

social environment. She is also determined to impress herself through her willingness 

to understand her private self: we will often find her examining her face in search for 

some “expression lurking there—a reflection of some unrevealed secret” (101).

From the point of view of the text’s structure, Cassandra’s “possession” is 

translated into narrative stages inaugurated and modulated by gazing acts, by means 

of which we can look at Cassandra and the development of her sympathies. Important 

for her development as a sexual being will be the gazes of Charles Morgeson and 

Desmond Somers. However, the person who literally keeps an eye on her more 

constantly, and more directly, all throughout her life is her sister Veronica. Indeed, 

Cassandra may be the “I” of the text, but the text could not have been possible



Metallic Look 145

without Veronica’s “eye.” As we will see in a moment, Veronica’s eyes, like Elsa’s 

in Two Men, have the narrative-imposing force which Stoddard deployed to “produce 

effect.” Veronica’s eyes are the ones that attract and repel Cassandra the most all 

throughout, causing more changes and contradictions in the latter’s own “metallic 

look.” Cassandra’s first impulse is to detach herself from her sister, mostly on the 

grounds of the “difference in [their] physical constitutions” (59). As opposed to 

Cassandra’s overall healthiness, Veronica “suffer[s] long and mysterious illnesses, 

which ma[ke] her helpless for weeks” (13). Soon, however, we discover that what 

really offends Cassandra is Veronica’s “peculiarities”; and there is nothing more 

peculiar about Veronica than her eyes (59). She is introduced as “an elfish creature” 

with “long, silky brown hair which [...] usually covered her face,” and with “wild 

eyes” which look “wilder still peeping through it” (13). Veronica might be physically 

impaired, but Cassandra can only admit that “whoever [has] the charge of her must be 

watchful” (13):

Distant, indifferent, and speculative as the eyes were, a ray of fire shot into them occasionally,

which made her gaze powerful and concentrated. (51)

What is more, despite Cassandra’s assertion that they “grew up ignorant of each 

other’s character,” she cannot fail to confess also that

Verry knew me better than I knew her; in time I discovered that she had closely observed me,

when I was most unaware. (13)

Cassandra starts considering this as an invasion and assumes a defensive attitude 

towards her sister. She tells us how she felt “a pang” which “cut” her “to the soul” 

when she was aware that “Veronica’s eye was upon” her (130). But despite the fact 

that Veronica’s eyes “tormented” her—or maybe because of it—Cassandra was also 

mysteriously “attracted” to her sister; she was mesmerized by her (17, 130). So she 

“forced” herself “to observe her” and those “large eyes” of hers that “were near 

together; and, as Ben Somers said, [were] the most singular eyes that were ever upon 

earth” (130). Once again, immediately after asserting this, Cassandra decides to 

dismiss her sister’s power over her. She confesses in one sentence that Veronica’s
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eyes “tormented” her (130). In the next sentence, we find Cassandra denying the 

existence of anything “wilful” in Veronica’s eyes:

There was nothing willful in them; on the contrary, when she was willful, she had no power 

over them; the strange cast was then perceptible. Neither were they imperious nor magnetic; 

they were baffling. (130)

By refusing to acknowledge any “wilfulness” in Veronica’s eyes, Cassandra is also 

dismissing her sister’s qualities as a mesmerist. Yet, in so doing, she falls into a slight 

contradiction, which we can probably take as an ambiguity well calculated by the 

narrator to serve her purpose. For Cassandra, the imperiousness or magnetism of 

someone’s gaze seems to have nothing to do with the “baffling” effect of that person’s 

gazing—at least she is not interested in showing any connection. For Cassandra, 

“imperious”/“magnetic” and “baffling” are, then, mutually exclusive terms and 

qualities. As I have striven to show in previous chapters, and, more especially, in the 

chapter on Evans, however, those terms are actually mutually inclusive. In any case, 

the fact remains that Cassandra could not help feeling, at least, “puzzled” whenever 

she met her sister’s “cunning glance” (17).

Having acknowledged their differences, Cassandra starts showing some 

willingness to become closer to her sister, and uses her to begin a new cycle of self

inspection. Veronica may be “educated by illness” but, exactly because of that, 

Cassandra admits that Veronica

alone was uncompromising; she put aside by instinct what baffled or attracted others, and, 

setting my real value upon me, acted accordingly. (59)

Cassandra, therefore, can only resign herself to being submitted to Veronica’s eyes. 

Guiding the reader’s own eyes and interpretation, create the climactic moment which 

opens a new stage in Cassandra’s progression: her meeting with Charles Morgeson’s 

stare:

The stranger’s eyes were fastened upon me, while father introduced us to “Mr. 

Charles Morgeson, o f Rosville.”
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He bowed distantly to Veronica when she entered, but she did not return his bow, 

though she looked at him fixedly. (61)

Veronica acts here as the corrective of Cassandra’s naive or apparently detached 

perception of the scene. Charles’s visit finishes with an invitation to Cassandra to go 

and stay with him and his wife and

[s]oon after my arrival at his house I became afraid of Cousin Charles. Not that he ever said 

anything to justify fear o f him— he was more silent at home than elsewhere; but he was 

imperious, fastidious, and sarcastic with me by a look, a gesture, an inflection of his voice. 

My perception of any defect in myself was instantaneous with his discovery of it. [...] An 

intangible, silent, magnetic feeling existed between us, changing and developing according to 

its own mysterious law, remaining intact in spite of the contests between us of resistance and 

defiance. (74)

Here we have again an encounter between Charles’s “devilish eyes” and the resistance 

of Cassandra’s “perturbed” ones (94, 36). This, in due course, will lead her to admit 

that he “influences” her “strongly” and that she believes she influences him (85). We 

are shown how Charles’s eyes give out light of a seductive nature:

a blinding, intelligent light [...] which [Cassandra] could not defy nor resist, a light which 

filled [her] veins with a torrent of fire. (87)

However, Cassandra tries to dismiss Charles’s impact on her by assigning him only a 

certain “influence” (94). Only this, coupled with Charles’s sudden death, truncates 

what would have shortly been a consummated affair between them.

During her visit to Charles, Cassandra enters a new phase of self-definition 

which is furthered not only by Charles himself, but also, as we will realize later, by 

her meeting Ben Somers—Veronica’s husband-to-be. Now Veronica and Ben join 

strengths to help Cassandra’s self-inspection:

As they watched me, I saw myself as they did. A tall girl in gray, whose deep, controlled 

voice vibrates in their ears, like the far-off sounds we hear at night from woods or the sea, 

whose face was ineffaceably marked, whose air impressed with a sense of mystery. I think 

both would have annihilated my personality if possible, for the sake o f comprehending me, for 

both loved me in their way. (156)



Metallic Look 148

As “the silent and serene currents which flow from souls like Veronica’s and Ben’s” 

become active, they prepare Cassandra to allow such mesmeric fluids to “enter a 

nature so turbulent as [hers]” (219). Cassandra is now reaching the climax of her self- 

assertion, something which is completed when she meets Ben’s brother Desmond. 

His eyes, in which she senses “something animal,” are constantly and “searchingly 

fixed upon [her]”—to the point that this makes her get up “mechanically” and act 

“like an automaton” (183, 173, 199). Cassandra gives “a finishing blow to the variety 

of moods [she] had passed through. The helm of [her] will [is] broken” (187, 190). 

She can now rejoice in having Desmond “hovering” in her vicinity (194, 195):

I did not see him, except as an apparition, for suddenly he had become the most unobtrusive

member of the family, silent and absent. (187)

Being gazed at is no longer invasive for Cassandra. She is full of confidence at this 

stage and feels safe and “immun[e] from espionage” (187). That is, Cassandra’s 

reluctance to be looked at is overcome and she admits that she has learned to use all 

that gazing she has been subjected to as a form of self-help. Once she has reached her 

full maturity and self-development, she looks at the person whose eyes have most 

actively encouraged her to improve her self all throughout—her sister Veronica’s— 

and lets us know that “her eyes go no more in quest of something beyond” (252). 

Veronica’s eyes have fulfilled their task successfully. Cassandra has finally found her 

self and now the eyes that have previously guided hers do not need to strain 

themselves any longer.

In my analysis of Stoddard’s work, I have tried to argue for Stoddard’s 

participation in the “culture of the eye” despite her failure to identify her sources or to 

deploy a pseudo-scientific discourse in her works. I have explained how Stoddard 

sought to “produce effect,” and how she did so through a number of powerful eyes 

whose gaze we are allowed to see intermittently throughout the narrative. These eyes, 

I have pointed out, rule Stoddard’s work with their “metallic look” and its attraction- 

repulsion effect. This “metallic look,” therefore, makes the relationship between the 

characters be abrupt if not aggressive and Stoddard’s narrative style succinct and 

compact. Stoddard did not dwell so much on careful descriptions of her characters’
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eyes as her contemporaries did; she was more interested, instead, in the actions 

carried out by these eyes, their intentions and consequences. Focussing mostly on the 

acts of perception effected by her characters instead of giving a detailed description of 

the events in general, Stoddard is forcing greater interaction on the part of us her 

readers, since we will be the ones making the connections. In a way, we have more 

interpretative freedom because she only offers us the main facts. At the same time, 

however, this scarcity of narrative intervention also binds us more to the text and its 

“metallic look.” Indeed, this obliges us to pay more attention to the most minute 

details to grasp what is at stake in her novels, both in relation to the events of the story 

itself and to the narrative manipulation of contemporary issues. If Stoddard’s novels 

are especially bleak and aggressive, this does not necessarily derive from the 

prominence of dialogues or the lack of authorial expansive comments. Rather, it 

results in such strategies. Stoddard’s “metallic look” reveals her awareness of the 

difficulties involved in reading people’s characters. By deciding to gaze at her 

characters—and to make her characters gaze at each other—with a “metallic look,” 

Stoddard chooses to give as concise an account as possible, leaving room for the 

reader’s speculation, or, even, discouraging any attempt to establish character types. 

As shown through my analysis of Temple House, Two Men, and The Morgesons, 

Stoddard and her characters are initially reluctant to submit to the their gazer’s eyes, 

since they are aware “that their personality [is] a sacred essence that [can] not be 

tampered with,” until they finally look “upon each other from the prison of the soul” 

(Two 265). In the meantime, Stoddard, as Argus in Temple House, would suggest her 

gazer to: “Keep off your eyes, for God’s sake, [...] I may have lost the old bearings, 

but am not troubled; if you choose to be speculative, you rascal, I must, too” {Temple 

226).
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7 Gifted Simplicity of Vision”: The Romances of Nathaniel Hawthorne

(1804-1864).

Like all revelations of the better life, the adequate 

perception of a great work of art demands a 

gifted simplicity o f vision.1

Nathaniel Hawthorne (1804-1864) was contemporary with all the writers we 

have studied so far, living and writing in approximately the same time-span and 

geographical area as most of them.2 As in the case of Elizabeth Stoddard, 

Hawthorne’s work was not popular among the contemporary general public. Yet, out 

of all the nineteenth-century American writers, Hawthorne is the one who has more 

frequently been hailed as “the most valuable example of the American genius.”3 

From the early days of critical studies on Hawthorne, scholars have strived to defend 

his status as leading literary figure. What is more, they have based their criticism, for 

the most part, on Hawthorne’s “obscure” techniques, and, especially, on Hawthorne’s 

“obscure” definition of the “romance,” a genre which they have sought to establish as 

distinctively American, and whose creation they have invariably attributed to 

Hawthorne himself.4 Both the form and content of Hawthorne’s work have been 

studied in depth, looking especially for the “dark” aspects of this writer’s productions 

and overemphasizing his allegorical and moral tendencies as well as his disgust for 

popular forms and themes. It was not until the mid-1970s that, with the 

reconsideration of the American literary canon, the long-established concepts with 

which Hawthorne had been identified came under revision. As a result, critics started 

to remind us, for example, that in the nineteenth century, “romance” was a prose 

genre cultivated by popular writers and that Hawthorne’s insistence on referring to his 

work as “romance” shows his ambiguous longing for popularity.5 This opening up of 

the canon was also accompanied by a new interest in the study of the interaction 

between literature and other cultural manifestations. Scholars began to look for those 

aspects which made Hawthorne’s contemporaries hail him as the champion of 

American literature. For contemporary critics, Hawthorne’s genius derived from his 

mastery of expression and, more specifically, from his “unrivalled force of graphic 

delineation.” What is more important here is that the visual superiority of
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Hawthorne’s texts, his acquaintances believed, resulted from Hawthorne’s own 

“wonderful” sense of sight. None of Hawthorne’s friends failed to remark on the 

impression they had on first seeing his eyes, “the most wonderful eyes in the world, 

searching as lightning and unfathomable as night.” Hawthorne was repeatedly praised 

for having “accurate sight and piercing insight” and the constitution of his mind was 

thought to have been “admirably calculated to fit him for his primary office of seer.” 

So much so, that it was affirmed that “[a] phrenologist would say, he is Emerson over 

again, with a keener eye for (not simple existences, but) incident.”6 No wonder, then, 

that Hawthorne’s descriptions were thought to have been written “so that the eye of 

the reader s[aw]” what he was describing. Hawthorne’s contemporaries usually 

identified him with visual artists and conceded him the privilege of having “the quick 

and accurate and comprehensive eye of the true painter.” Hawthorne’s writings were 

also likened to “purely descriptive, bits of Flemish painting—so exact and arrayed in 

such mellow colors, that we unconsciously take them in as objects of sensitive rather 

than imaginative observation.” However, what critics found more remarkable even 

than Hawthorne’s pictorial skills was the fact that he was capable of “producing vivid 

and deep impressions by means of very unpromising materials,” as if he was a 

“chemist,” or as if his pen was a “magician’s wand.”7 Many critics were inclined to 

see similarities between Hawthorne’s writings and daguerreotypes. Taking up the 

common association of daguerreian images with reflecting surfaces, especially 

looking-glasses, Henry Longfellow, for instance, described Hawthorne’s style as “a 

very perspicuous style, through which his thoughts shine like natural objects seen 

through the purest plate-glass.” For some, Hawthorne’s borrowings “from the 

existing tremor of the public mind, arising from what is seen and said of mesmerism” 

were “so ingeniously” done that they “could have made no objection to one trial of his 

faculties for rendering nightmares compatible with daylight and open eyes.”8 In other 

words, his own contemporaries acknowledged that Hawthorne was endowed with 

such “gifted simplicity of vision” that he could assume the role of the daguerreian 

artist who has his characters (and us) mesmerized while he creates his 

daguerreotype—his work—out of impressions that lack of a definite referent or a 

single viewing point.

Following on from the growing interest in socio-literary studies on 

Hawthorne, my intention in this chapter is to call attention to Hawthorne’s allegiance 

to his cultural background and, especially, to his borrowings from what I have termed
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“the culture of the eye.” Hawthorne’s reference to the “gifted simplicity of vision” 

upon which “adequate perception” depends, I will argue, is yet another reformulation 

of the nineteenth-century pseudo-scientific emphasis on something as simple as close 

observation, and on the nearly-magical benefits (gifts) to be derived from it. 

Moreover, in applying explicitly this “gifted simplicity of vision” to the “adequate 

perception of a great work of art,” Hawthorne is calling our attention to the subjective 

and selective forces behind our gazing acts: our vision, though simple, needs to be 

taken to a gifted state and to be directed only towards “the adequate perception” (and 

creation) of “great works.” He also implied that the same “gifted simplicity of 

vision,” with which, as noted, Hawthorne was believed to be endowed, was necessary 

to create a great work of art. In so doing, Hawthorne was also seeking to emphasize 

the subtlety of his art, which transforms “simple” or popular objects and ways of 

seeing into “gifted” narratives and narrative strategies. As his contemporary critics 

pointed out, Hawthorne’s “gifted simplicity of vision” was mainly based on his 

appropriation of mesmeric and daguerreian practices and their haunting effects. 

Following the contemporary conception of the imagination as a “magic mirror” 

(which we have already seen in Willis), Hawthorne affected to be able to reproduce 

events “to [his] mental eye [...] as if [he] had found bits of magic looking-glass [...], 

with the images of a vanished century in them.”9 The references to “magic” and the 

“looking-glass” in this passage hide the foundations of Hawthorne’s refined 

perceptive quality, at least in so far as his literary transcription of it (his definition of 

the “romance”) is concerned. As we will see in relation to The House o f the Seven 

Gables in particular, Hawthorne exploited to the maximum the contemporary use of 

looking-glasses and any other reflecting surfaces as metaphors for daguerreotype 

plates; hence, Hawthorne’s deployment of Maule’s well and the uncanny appearance 

of the images reflected in its water. As noted in the introduction, this “uncanny” 

quality was due to the fact that the image impressed on the daguerreian surface 

showed different nuances depending on the point from which it was viewed. What is 

more, this uncanny appearance accounts for part of the magic with which 

daguerreotypes were associated. Part of that magic, however, derived from the 

mesmeric experiment to which the subject had been submitted during the taking of the 

daguerreotype portrait. Finally, some of that magic resulted from the mesmeric 

process by which the individual needed to call up the shapes contained within the
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depths of the looking-glass/ reflecting surface, and from the haunting effects the 

emergence of such images have on the onlooker.

In this chapter, in order to unmask the myth of an aloof Hawthorne created 

partly by himself and partly by critics after him, I will first give a general account of 

Hawthorne’s adaptation of and imagery for pseudo-scientific practices. I will do this 

basing my arguments on Hawthorne’s notebooks and some of his short stories, 

especially “The Prophetic Pictures” and “Main-Street.” Then, I will focus on 

Hawthorne’s use of mesmerism and daguerreotypy for his definition of romance, 

analysing in depth The House o f the Seven Gables and The Scarlet Letter. My study 

of Hawthorne’s work aims to show that, whether implicitly or explicity, Hawthorne 

projects his undecided attitude towards daguerreotypy and mesmerism, and towards 

the skills related to each practice. My interest is to illustrate how the complex 

network of reciprocal collaboration between characters and objects, theme and 

structure, provides rich narrative strategies. Such intricate relationships, I will argue, 

begin with the narrator’s fascination with the image that he unveils for us in the 

opening pages of his texts and that are the only enduring images at the end. In turn, 

his characters appropriate the affect of the narrator and, in their individual attempts to 

read the others, each is partially contributing to the creation of meaning while 

showing us, if only momentarily, their lights and shadows as well as those of the rest 

of the characters. Hawthorne wants us to look at “simple” objects (the paintings of 

the diorama show, the scarlet A) but to see them not as “simple” but as something 

“gifted.” So he places these objects and characters in variable—“gifted”— 

dimensions and, more often than not, looks (and makes us look) at them through the 

mediation of haunted and haunting reflecting surfaces—the dioramic plates, the 

looking-glass. These surfaces embody what Hawthorne understood by a “gifted 

simplicity of vision,” as they alluringly remove us from reality and place us 

“somewhere between the real world and fairy-land,” between the simple and the 

gifted (C£I, 36).

Hawthorne, like Stoddard, seems to have been very clear that he “deserve[d] 

something better than popularity,” and, to a certain extent, Hawthorne was, as a 

contemporary reviewer put it, a “voluntary undistinguished man of genius.”10 

Hawthorne certainly longed for popularity; or, rather, for the financial stability 

popularity would bring. At the same time, however, he also confessed he “should be
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ashamed of [himself] if [he] did succeed,” and condemned the low quality (the 

“trash”) of popular writing in general, and of the production of the “d—d mob of 

scribbling women” in particular. What Hawthorne really wanted was to have his 

talent recognised not by “the many who [would] fling aside his volume, or never take 

it up,” but by “the few who [would] understand him better than most of his 

schoolmates and lifemates.”11 He was actually looking for (and looking forward to) 

the generous recognition he has been granted in over a century and a half of 

Hawthorne critical studies. Yet, to gain this recognition, Hawthorne appropriated the 

term “romance,” dignified it by using a capital “R,” and further disguised its popular 

origins by mystifying the features of this already-existing genre in the very prefaces in 

which he exposed his theory of romance-writing and reading. In his preface to his last 

romance, The Marble Faun (1860), Hawthorne admitted having been “egotistical in 

[his] Prefaces” to his major works, trying to place himself above his contemporary 

fellow authors, and dismissing any connections with them or with the cultural forms 

they used in their writings (CE IV, 1). Hawthorne also confessed here that what 

encouraged him to do this was the possibility of finding “that all-sympathizing critic 

[...] whom an author never actually meets, but to whom he implicitly makes his 

appeal, whenever he is conscious of having done his best” (CE IV, 1). This, in itself, 

is an egotistical act since the only reason why Hawthorne would “imagine that a 

friend, a kind and apprehensive, though not the closest friend, is listening to our talk” 

is to get inspiration and, above all, to justify his eagerness to publish (CE I, 4). 

However, what is remarkable about the preface to The Marble Faun is not only 

Hawthorne’s more or less willing though ambiguous confession to egotism in his 

major works, but, mainly, the great disappointment that transpires in his admission 

that “the great Eye of the Public (as well it might)” has also “almost utterly 

overlooked [his] small productions” (CE IV, 1-2). I want to start this chapter by 

correcting this neglect of the productions in which Hawthorne showed more openly 

how he drew from similar sources to those we have studied in relation to the popular 

writers whose work I have analysed. Through my discussion of Hawthorne’s 

notebooks and short stories, I seek to make clear how, to achieve his haunting “gifted 

simplicity of vision,” Hawthorne, as Cummins, inquired into the language of the eyes 

and their physiognomical and pathognomical states. As Willis and Holmes, 

Hawthorne also found the tools for the proper reading of character in artistic 

techniques, and discussed the advantages and disadvantages of painting and
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daguerreotypy. As in Stoddard’s work, gazing acts in Hawthorne’s writing also start 

off by being considered as acts of invasion. In any case, the discernment of an 

individual’s character is never conclusive, since for Hawthorne, as for Evans, 

characters are ultimately “uncanny”; they have a daguerreian quality and are therefore 

constantly mesmerising (and being mesmerized by) others.12

As already noted, contemporary remarks on Hawthorne’s person and on his 

literary productions called attention to his nature as “a keen and delicate observer.”13 

Hawthorne’s own notebooks reflect this part of his character, showing us how he 

cultivated his eye. The image of Hawthorne we get even from the earliest of his 

notebooks is that of “a meditative stroller [...], known by his pilgrim-staff, his 

sauntering step, his shy demeanor, his observant yet abstracted eye.” He has not yet 

developed the gifted quality of his vision, and “must observe, and think, and feel, and 

content [himself] with catching glimpses of things which may be wrought out 

hereafter.” These glimpses are recorded in many of his journal entries as final, 

sketchy comments under the heading: “Observation.” From an early stage in his 

career, however, Hawthorne is already looking for effect; he is aiming to make his 

perception gifted and haunting, and so he records only that which, though simple, 

“looks observable.”14 Thus, in his English Notebooks there are passages in which 

Hawthorne offers apparently random catalogues of pedestrians in which, nevertheless, 

he pays close attention to these people’s eyes. In so doing, Hawthorne is already 

partaking of the contemporary use of the organ of sight as shorthand for the 

construction of stereotypes, and for the definition of attitudes, purposes, and (self-) 

conscious acts, which depend on the qualifying adjective or noun accompanying the 

mentions of the eyes.15 However, it is Hawthorne’s Italian Notebooks that are the 

most interesting so far as his study of the eye and its communicative power is 

concerned. It was during his visit to Italy (1857-1860) that Hawthorne came into 

closest contact with the visual arts, their techniques and concerns. One of the most 

outstanding aspects of the entries to the Italian Notebooks is Hawthorne’s 

transcription of his lengthy conversations with the sculptor Hiram Powers on the 

subject of human eyes—and of his own subsequent thoughts on the topic. As any 

nineteenth-century visual artist, Powers placed great emphasis on the importance of 

capturing the expression of the subject’s eyes to make an accurate copy. Powers was 

well aware that a good work of art should blend together the physiognomical and 

pathognomical features (“the form and the action”) of the subject, and, especially, of
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the subject s eyes. Yet, for Powers, the language of the eyes (the “special visual 

ray”) about which his contemporaries talked so much did simply not exist. For him, 
eyes do

not depend for their expression upon color, nor upon any light of the soul beaming through 

them, nor any glow of the eyeball, nor upon anything but the form and action o f the 

surrounding muscles. (335)

Without dismissing his friend s specialist knowledge, Hawthorne was more inclined 

than Powers to grant credibility to popular beliefs. After his conversation with 

Powers on the language of the eyes, Hawthorne was left wondering about the source 

of the supposed power of the eye and its ability to present different lights: “Where 

should the light come from! Has man a flame inside of his head? Does his spirit 

manifest itself in the semblance of flame?” (336). At points, Hawthorne felt that it 

was absurd to think that there was light inside a human body and was “rather ashamed 

ever to have thought otherwise,” but he was altogether “not quite sure [...] that the 

outer surface of the eye may not reflect more light in some states of feeling than in 

others’ (336). For Hawthorne, as for his contemporaries, the eyes possessed a 

linguistic or communicative system, since a person’s “eyes tell us many things, which 

could never be spoken by the tongue.”17 This linguistic ability of the eyes was based 

on the multiple expressions they could adopt in their different pathognomical states. 

What is more, these pathognomical expressions (the “states of feeling”) were marked 

by the variously-nuanced lights the eyes emitted which, in turn, showed the degree of 

power or powerlessness (or even the haunting power) of the individual at a given 

time. As we will see, Hawthorne was very keen on calling our attention to his 

characters, in particular in those moments in which their “eyes blazed with the fierce 

energy that had suddenly inspired” them (CE IV, 172).

Hawthorne’s difference of opinion with Powers is not coincidental. It is, in 

fact, a mere sample of Hawthorne’s general dislike for sculpture and the fixity and 

coldness of its products—a dislike which, as Rita Gollin has shown, Hawthorne 

eagerly, but unsuccessfully, tried to overcome.18 This aversion to sculpture, however, 

did not extend to the rest of visual arts, Hawthorne included visual artists, painters in 

particular, wherever possible in his work, emphasizing that their “perceptions of form 

and expression were wonderfully clear and delicate”—like his own “gifted simplicity
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of vision (CE IV, 7). As for Holmes and Willis, for Hawthorne, paintings offered 

one of the most accurate approaches to an individual’s character. As we saw in 

relation to Holmes, the unaided study of character was biased because guided by some 

“curiosity” or other. Hawthorne went a step further and declared that “to devote 

ourselves too exclusively to the study of individual men and women” was not “a 

healthy kind of mental occupation.”19 “If the person under examination be one’s 

self,” Hawthorne continued, “the result is pretty certain to be diseased action of the 

heart, almost before we can snatch a second glance” (CE III, 69). Something similar 

applies to our discernment of other people’s characters. For Hawthorne,

if we take the freedom to put a friend under our microscope, we thereby insulate him from 

many o f his true relations, magnify his peculiarities, inevitably tear him into parts, and, of 

course, patch him very clumsily together again. (CE  III, 69)

To correct this, Hawthorne, as Holmes would have done, introduces us, for example, 

to the painter of “The Prophetic Pictures” who, although a practitioner of traditional 

forms of portraiture, also incorporates into his art skills and techniques which, in 

principle, would be readily assigned to the new artistic form of daguerreotypy. In 

fact, what Hawthorne highlights is the “wonderful” quality of this painter—he had 

acquired the “natural gift of adapting himself to every variety of character, insomuch 

that all” would “find a mirror of themselves in [him]” (77T 126). In order to achieve 

this “wonderful” status, this painter has had to visit “a world, whither none of his 

professional brethren had preceded him, to feast his eyes on visible images, that were 

noble and picturesque, yet had never been transferred to canvass” (77T 127-28). 

Now, his skill is such that people question whether he is ‘“a painter, or a wizard?”’ 

and his “awful gift” allows him to paint

“not merely a man’s features, but his mind and heart. He catches the secret sentiment and 

passions, and throws them upon the canvass [sic], like sunshine— or perhaps, in the portraits 

o f dark-souled men, like a gleam of infernal fire.” (7 7 T 127)

Conscious that “faces change so much, from hour to hour, that the same set of 

features has often no keeping with itself,” Hawthorne, as the painters he included in 

his work, was also keen to look “at expression more than outline” (CE IV, 18). That
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is, Hawthorne was more interested in drawing our eyes to the “wonders” of traditional 

portraiture (the variable interpretations we can make of their conveyed expressions) 

than to its outline (its value as a fixed representation of a reality). For Hawthorne,

[a] picture, however admirable the painter’s art, and wonderful his power, requires of the 

spectator a surrender of himself, in due proportion with the miracle which has been wrought. 

Let the canvas glow as it may, you must look with the eye o f faith, or its highest excellence 

escapes you. There is always the necessity of helping out the painter’s art with your own 

resources of sensibility and imagination. {CE IV, 335)

We could say that Hawthorne, as contemporary painters, was using daguerreotype 

images to improve his portraits of characters, and, by so doing, he was reinforcing the 

“bewildering” results that the separate application of each technique would grant (CE 

IV, 18). In other words, even though Hawthorne depicted his characters affecting to 

use the more aristocratic and allegedly highly aesthetic techniques of portrait painting, 

he was actually seeking to endow his descriptions with daguerreian qualities. Notice, 

for example, how Hawthorne “daguerreotyped” himself in “Monsieur du Miroir,” a 

character and short story in which Hawthorne pretended to have had

[a] perception, for a moment, of one’s eventual and moral self, as if it were another person,— 

the observant faculty being separated, and looking intently at the qualities o f the character. 

There is a surprise when this happens,—this getting out o f one’s self,— and then the observer 

sees how queer a fellow he is. (AmNot II, 117).

What ultimately bewilders Hawthorne is the “impenetrable mystery” of this fellow, 

who is nothing other than his own reflection on a mirror.20 As such, “there is nobody, 

in the whole circle of [his] acquaintance, whom [Hawthorne has] more attentively 

studied” (159). Despite this, he is the one about whom Hawthorne has “less real 

knowledge, beneath the surface which it pleases him to present” (159). That is, the 

image of his own self differs depending on the surface—mirror—on which it is 

reflected and on the angle from which it is viewed. As part of his ambitious project, 

Hawthorne himself, as Willis and Holmes, aspired to acquire the pictorial skill with 

which he endowed some of his characters. From the entries in his notebooks, we can 

observe how Hawthorne, like the painter in “The Prophetic Pictures,” was fond of
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fix[ing] his piercing eyes” on someone, and of looking him “through and through,” 
but only

if the face were the index o f anything uncommon, in thought, sentiment, or experience; or if 

he met a beggar in the street, with a white beard and a furrowed brow; or if sometimes, a child 

happened to look up and smile he would exhaust all the art on them, that he denied to wealth. 

(77T128)

This attitude is exactly what occasioned, for instance, his two references to a beggar 

he used to come across in Liverpool, which, in turn, illustrates clearly and concisely 

what Hawthorne understood by “a gifted simplicity of vision” and its haunting effects. 

In The English Notebooks, Hawthorne remarks how the beggar’s

great power lies in his fixed gaze, which is inconceivably difficult to bear. He never once 

removes his eye from you, till you are quite past his range; and you feel it all the same, 

although you do not meet his glance. (64)

In “Outside Glimpses of English Poverty,” in Our Old Home (1863), Hawthorne 

remembers in a similar fashion how he “suddenly became aware” of this beggar and 

of “his terribly respectful eye.”21 In his account of his encounters with the beggar, 

Hawthorne highlights how the beggar’s “terribly fixed” eyes held his own “as if by 

fascination, never once winking, never wavering from its point-blank gaze right into 

[Hawthorne’s] face” (291). Although he presents the beggar’s attitude as “his mode 

of soliciting alms,” Hawthorne also calls our attention to the underlying mesmeric 

technique he is using to do so. The beggar’s fierce gazing “was the tyrannical effort 

of a man endowed with great natural force of character to constrain your reluctant will 

to his purpose” (291). As this makes clear, for Hawthorne, “a gifted simplicity of 

vision” involved, among other things, “gazing steadily” at something or somebody 

{CE III, 135). The haunting effects this produced depended on the degree of intensity 

of the gaze, and were all the more powerful when such fixed gazing was also related 

to “a strenuous exercise of opposing will” {CE III, 136). In fact, in his work, 

Hawthorne exposes his characters “to a great deal of eye-shot,” looking into their eyes 

and making them look into each other’s eyes, and ultimately always “challenging”
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them and the reader “to drop a plummet-line down into the depths of [their] 

consciousness’ (CE III, 47, 48). Yet, despite the willing effort on the part of the gazer 

and his or her gazed-at subject (or maybe because of it), the gazing acts Hawthorne 

presents us with tend not to take the characters or us any closer to the understanding 

of the gazed-at person/object. The mystery will remain as ethereal as it was at the 
beginning.

“Main-Street” provides an excellent at-a-glance approach to Hawthorne’s 

literary transcription of his “gifted simplicity of vision,” and of the haunting effects 

produced by the pictorial, daguerreian, and mesmeric techniques it involves. The 

multiple visual levels embedded in the text—Hawthorne’s “gifted” arrangement— 

engulf the reader in the mesmerized contemplation of the “simple” element of this 

sketch: a diorama presentation, an early modulation of Daguerre’s invention which 

served as popular entertainment. The diorama was a picture show composed of 

transparent canvasses, with paintings on both sides, arranged in three separate stages 

on a turntable that revolved, showing the different stages. These stages were, in turn, 

illuminated either from the top or from behind in order to make visible one or both 

paintings on each canvas, thus creating the impression of movement and changes in 

time of day by the manipulation of lighting. For the production of these realistic 

illusions, Daguerre and his followers made use of a camera obscura, a box with a lens 

at one end and a ground glass at the other. Thanks to the action of light, the lens 

formed an inverted image on the glass which could then be traced by laying thin paper 

on it, ensuring correct detail and perspective.22

In “Main-Street,” from the second sentence onwards, the identification 

between narrator and showman becomes paramount and we perceive to what extent 

the narrator/Hawthorne wants to be considered a daguerreian/visual entertainer:

A respectable-looking individual makes his bow, and addresses the public. In my daily walks 

along the principal street on my native town, it has often occurred to me, that, if  its growth 

from infancy upward, and the vicissitude of characteristic scenes that have passed along this 

thoroughfare, during the more than two centuries of its existence, could be presented to the 

eye in a shifting panorama, it would be an exceedingly effective method o f illustrating the 

march of time. Acting on this idea, I have contrived a certain pictorial exhibition, somewhat 

in the nature of a puppet-show, by means of which I propose to call up the multiform and 

many-colored Past before the spectator, and show him the ghosts of his forefathers, amid a 

succession of historic incidents, with no greater trouble than the turning of a crank.23
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The narrator showman identification is thus made clear from the very beginning when 

the third person of the narrative voice melts into the first person of the showman 

announcing the nature of the event we are going to witness. The confusion is further

granted when the show begins and the different visual levels of the text__the

narrator’s and the showman’s—become even more intertwined:

Tmg-a-ting-ting! goes the bell; the curtain rises; and we behold— not, indeed, the Main- 

street— but the tract o f leaf-strewn forest-land, over which its dusty pavement is hereafter to 

extend.

You perceive, at a glance, that this is the ancient and primitive wood,— the ever- 

youthful and venerably old,— verdant with new twigs, yet hoary, as it were, with the snowfall 

of innumerable years, that have accumulated upon its intermingled branches. [...] Yet, see! 

along through the vista of impending boughs, there is already a faintly-traced path, running 

nearly east and west, as if  a prophecy or foreboding of the future street had stolen into the 

heart of the solemn old wood. Onward goes this hardly perceptible track, now ascending over 

a natural swell of land, now subsiding gently into a hollow; traversed here by a little streamlet, 

[ ...]; and impeded there by the massy corpse of a giant o f the forest [...]. (50)

The first two lines of the passage are the narrator’s description for his reader of the 

beginning of the show and the first scenario of the diorama presentation. From there 

onwards, it is impossible to say whether the passage is simply the narration 

accompanying and filling in the showman’s exhibition as an aid to his audience, or, at 

the same time, the narrator’s detailed account of the show to make his readership 

summon up what he witnessed.24 The narrator seems to have appropriated for himself 

the showman’s presentation, so he offers the showman’s speech without the mediation 

of inverted commas. In so doing, the narrator is only stressing the vital role played by 

the showman’s directions in the understanding of the show. That is, the showman’s 

comments on his pictorial exhibition can be seen not merely as explanations of the 

pictures but as extensions of them, in the same way as descriptive passages in 

narratives are appendixes to the writer’s mental image, from which they derive.

Moreover, the text’s explicit nature as a narrative re-view of a dioramic 

presentation makes possible the foregrounding of the important collaboration between 

showman/writer and spectator/reader for the success of the show/text. Here is where
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Fig. 4: Cover o f the 1901 edition o f  Main-Street, prefaced by Julian Hawthorne (Carton, PA: Kirgate, 

1901). Reproduced with the permission o f Rare Books and Manuscripts, Special Collections Library,

Pennsylvania State University

R E S  P E  C T  A B L E -lo o k i n g  in d iv id u a l  
m akes his how, and addresses the public. 

. In  my daily w alks along the  principal 
s tre e t o f  my native town, it has often oc

cu rred  to  me, th a t, i f  its grow th  from  infancy up
ward, and the vicissitude o f  ch arac te ristic  scenes 
th at have passed along th is  tho roughfare  during  
the m ore than  tw o centuries o f  its ex istence, could 
he p resen ted  to the  eye in a  shifting panoram a, it 
would he an exceedingly  effective m ethod o f illus
tra tin g  the  m arch o f  time. A cting on this idea, I 
have contrived  a certa in  pictoria l exhibition, 
som ew hat in the  nature  o f  a  puppet-show , by 
means o f  which I propose to call up the  multiform  
and m any-colored P ast before the  spectato r, and 
show him  the ghosts o f  his forefathers, amid a 
succession o f  h isto ric  incidents, w ith  no g rea te r 
troub le  than  the  tu rn ing  o f  a c ran k .0  He pleased, 
therefo re , my indulgent patrons, to w alk into the 
show-room  and tak e  your seats before yonder 
m ysterious cu rta in . T h e  little  wheels and springs 
o f  my m achinery have been well o iled  ; a m ulti-

Fig. 5: First page of the 1901 edition of Main- 

Street.
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M A  I N - S  T  R E  E  T

walk the M ain-atreet to-m orrow, and, perchance, 
whose funeral shall pass through i t !

B ut these, like  m ost o th er human purposes, 
lie unaccom plished; and I  have only fu rther to 
say, th a t any lady o r gentlem an, w ho may feel 
dissatisfied w ith the evening’s en tertainm ent, 
shall receive back the admission fee a t  the  door.

“ T h en  give m e mine,” cries the  c ritic , s tre tch 
ing o u t his palm . “  I  said th at your exhibition 
would prove a hum bug, and so it has tu rned  out. 
So hand over my q u a rte r! ”

Fig. 6: First page of the 1901 edition o f Main- 

Street.
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the haunting effects” of the visual artist take centre stage. In fact, the close 

relationship established between showman and audience parallels the bond between 

mesmerists and mediums. In the first place, in order to ensure the success of the show 

it is necessary that the audience/readership keep their eyes fastened to the shifting 

images. For a visual artist/writer, the most effective way of obtaining sympathetic 

participation from his audience/readership is to establish with them a mesmeric power 

relation. Consequently, the showman/narrator commands us to “see,” “behold,” or 

“look again at the picture” while directing our gaze to specific points of the picture 

after having shown us “at a glance” its whole contents (54, 55, 58, 50). When the 

showman/narrator has his audience/readership under his control, he can be sure that 

we will “[b]ehold here a change, wrought in the twinkling of an eye, like an incident 

in a tale of magic, even while [our] observation has been fixed upon the scene” (80). 

If we are lucky enough to come across Julian Hawthorne’s supervised edition of his 

father’s text in 1901, we find that the ensnaring of the reader is still further reinforced. 

In this edition, the narrative is not only preceded by the sketch of a stage containing 

the first scene of the showman’s exhibition and followed by a similar sketch of the 

stage with drawn curtains announcing the end of the show. What is more remarkable 

in this edition is that the progress of the show/story—every turn of the crank of the 

diorama machinery—is enhanced graphically with the symbol “ A ”, which appears 

on the cover to ensure the reader’s attention to it in its apparition throughout the story 

(see figures 4-6 on the previous page).

Despite the overall willingness of the audience/readership to collaborate in the 

illusion of the show/text-as-visual-object, there is still one member of the audience 

that has not been subdued by the showman’s mesmerizing suggestions:

“The whole affair is a manifest catch-penny,” observes [the critic], scarcely under 

his breath. “The trees look more like weeds in a garden, than a primitive forest; the Squaw 

Sachem and Wappacowet are stiff in their pasteboard joints; and the squirrels, the deer, and 

the wolf, move with all the grace of a child’s wooden monkey, sliding up and down a stick.”

“I am obliged to you, sir, for the candor of your remarks,” replies the showman, with 

a bow. “Perhaps they are just. Human art has its limits, and we must now and then ask a little 

aid from the spectator’s imagination.” (52)
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The critic’s refusal to collaborate in and complete the meaningfulness of the show 

becomes of extreme relevance for us, since it reinforces the extent to which both 

visual and mesmeric techniques work as an inseparable whole, and also the vital role 

of the reader in the sharing of the illusion. The pictorial exhibition contrived by the 

showman/narrator will not succeed unless it reaches an audience/readership willing to 

accept that the paintings/texts do not have meaning in themselves. That is, the 

successful sympathetic audience will understand that “a pasteboard figure, such as a 

child would cut out of a card, with a pair of very dull scissors” does not simply stand 

as an allegorical representation (56). On the contrary, the whole “spectacle” must be 

understood as “quite another thing” (57). Thus, the critic’s failure to understand this, 

together with his insistence on seeing “things precisely as they are,” leads the artist to 

devote especial individual attention (individual mesmeric sessions) to the critic in 

order to make the latter take part in the collective realistic illusion (52):

“But— merely for your own pleasure, sir—let me entreat you to take another point of view. 

Sit further back, by that young lady, in whose face I have watched the reflection of every 

changing scene; only oblige me by sitting there; and, take my word for it, the slips of 

pasteboard shall assume spiritual life, and the bedaubed canvass become an airy and 

changeable reflex of what it purports to represent.” (63)

Passages like this can be seen as Hawthorne’s own address to those critics who are 

only interested in and pleased with those works which represent a single valid reality, 

presented “without further prefaces” (73).25 However, by letting the critic stay until 

the end of the exhibition, the showman/Hawthorne does not completely dismiss the 

position of the critic, who, by this time, seems to have gained control of the situation. 

This is, no doubt, because of Hawthorne’s awareness that the critic’s/reader’s task 

begins precisely at the end, when he is left to re-define the image presented by the 

writer from the beginning. Or, maybe, this is because, if the critic/reader fails to see 

the writer’s images with the same “gifted simplicity of vision” with which they were 

created, the show/text will be doomed.

In any case, Hawthorne seems to be warning us that he is sending us into a 

gazing maze from which we will never come out—not certainly with a single solid 

sustainable answer. Hawthorne’s characters and objects, like the daguerreian images,



Gifted Simplicity of Vision 167

“dodg[e] away from the eye, and try[] to escape altogether” (CE II, 91). Or, rather, 

they are used simply as a mental stimulus but are in truth empty of meaning. The real 

emptiness of meaning of the object we are asked to gaze at is more concisely—and 

innocently—captured in his short stories and tales for children, through which we are 

also made aware of the necessity for sympathetic collaboration on the part of the 

reader. Most of these stories comprise a tale within the tale and the narrators of the 

subordinate story are often indistinguishable from the ones of the main story. Or, 

rather, they take over the main narration, after having made themselves “worthy” of 

the reader’s “confidence” by beginning “to make him stare” (CE X, 164). In True 

Stories, for example, Grandfather is in charge of narrating to his grandchildren the 

historical development of New England. To do that, Grandfather, as Hawthorne 

would do in his major works, chooses one object—Grandfather’s Chair—and 

foregrounds it in such a way that it nearly becomes endowed with life, and acts as a 

mental stimulus for him, as well as a source of fascination for the children. As the 

narrative progresses, the children learn “to look upon the chair with an interest, which 

was almost the same as if it were a conscious being” (31). Once he has achieved this, 

Grandfather freely asks them to “look at our old historic chair” and to “see” and 

“picture to yourselves, my dear children” the events and personages he is describing 

(82, 56). Having reinforced their visual imagination and bias through gifts like “a 

volume of engraved portraits, representing the features of eminent and famous people 

of all countries,” he knows that they will succeed in “summoning up its ancient 

occupants to appear in it again,” by the “spell of [their] imagination” (146, 31).26 As 

Hawthorne was well aware,

it is impossible to gaze long [...] without conceiving a kindly sentiment towards [the object], 

as if its substance were warm to the touch, and imbued with actual life. It comes very close to 

some of our pleasantest sympathies. (CE  IV, 9)

Feeling such a haunting close relationship with the objects foregrounded by 

Hawthorne, therefore, the reader cannot help trying to rid the story of the “ghostly 

glimmer” thrown over it by the narrator (CE XI, 274). That is, in his interpretative 

act, the reader will have to make decisions as to the nature and meaning of the image 

presented to him; he will have to deal with the gifted arrangements made by
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Hawthorne’s mind’s eye to decode his work and arrive at the simple or popular 
sources of his art.

As we have seen, Hawthorne benefited from his awareness of contemporary 

pseudo-scientific and aesthetic concerns. His texts originated from the perception of 

simple events and characters, taken from ordinary life; or, as he confessed, his 

narratives were “woven of [a] humble [...] texture” (CE II, 2). However, Hawthorne 

insisted on his having woven it in such a way as “to render it the more difficult of 

attainment,” so it could only teach anything “through a far more subtile process than 

the ostensible one” (CE II, 2). That is, Hawthorne, in his prefaces to his major works, 

emphasized the “gifted” quality of his perceptions, of the creations of his mind’s eye 

(CE II, 2). Hawthorne disguised his popular sources in his exposition of the practice 

of the “romance” in his prefaces. At the same time, he assumed the role of showman

like narrator, pointing out the time and spatial setting, the attitude, and the tools that 

favoured the writing of romances as he conceived them. Hawthorne placed himself 

“in a familiar room” and showed us how “[m]oonlight [...] is a medium the most 

suitable for a romance-writer to get acquainted with his illusive guests” (CE I, 35). 

Through such “unusual light,” all objects and details can be “completely seen,” and 

seen in “so spiritualized” a way that they partly lose their link with reality to “become 

things of intellect” (CE I, 35). So Hawthorne chose to introduce himself to us 

“[granting at the looking-glass,” and, more specifically, beholding the images the 

moonlight reflected “deep within its haunted verge” (CE I, 36). Hawthorne did so 

because, for him, the looking-glass, and even more the images impressed on it, 

belonged to the same realm as the romance, “a neutral territory, somewhere between 

the real world and fairy-land, where the Actual and the Imaginary may meet, and each 

imbued itself with the nature of the other” (CE I, 36). As a result, the “gifted 

simplicity of vision” with which Hawthorne created his romances involved, for the 

most part, reflecting surfaces (be those looking-glasses or mirror-like daguerreian 

surfaces) whose objectivity was questioned through the haunted and haunting 

(mesmeric) quality assigned to their images, and to the skills which were necessary 

for their viewing.27 This “neutral territory” between the actual and the imaginative 

was what Hawthorne claimed made the difference between his work—a 

“Romance”—and the “Novel” (CE II, 1). To reach this neutrality, the romancer, as 

opposed to the novelist, had the right to
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manage his atmospherical medium as to bring out or mellow the lights and deepen and enrich 

the shadows of the picture [,] to mingle the Marvellous rather as a slight, delicate, and 

evanescent flavor, than as any portion of the actual substance of the dish offered to the Public. 
(CE  II, 1)

To describe his work, then, Hawthorne used a popular term (“romance”) and the 

techniques associated with it (a reference to daguerreotypy and its “magical” use of 

sunlight is behind the romance-writer’s managing of the “atmospherical medium”). 

Thus, as in the earliest manifestations of mesmeric phenomena, Hawthorne’s work 

involved “skilfully contrived circumstances of stage-effect” which “at once mystified 

and illuminated the remarkable performance” of the medium (CE III, 5). To this, he 

added some “legendary mist,” which also echoes the performances of the Veiled 

Lady, whose identity “was enshrouded within the misty drapery of the veil,” giving 

her “many of the privileges of a disembodied spirit” (CE III, 6). This “legendary 

mist” the “Reader” was then invited to “disregard, or [to] allow it to float almost 

imperceptibly about the characters and events,” “according to his own pleasure,” and 

“for the sake of a picturesque effect” (CE II, 2). As Hawthorne’s brief theoretical 

expositions show, his “fantastic piece[s] of description” were “intended to throw a 

ghostly glimmer round the reader, so that his imagination might view” the characters 

and events he foregrounded “through a medium that should take off [their] every day 

aspect” (CE XI, 274).

I have already mentioned how, for Hawthorne, the “adequate perception of a 

great work of art demands a gifted simplicity of vision.” To this, we must add that, 

according to Hawthorne, “the most wonderful work which mortal man” can achieve 

must be

so vast, so intricate, and so profoundly simple, with such strange, delightful recesses in its 

grand figure, so difficult to comprehend within one idea, and yet all so consonant that it 

ultimately draws the beholder [...]. (CE V, 125)

For Hawthorne, his second romance, The House o f the Seven Gables (1851), fits 

exactly in with his idea of a “most wonderful work,” so it should not surprise us that it 

is here that he develops his theory of romance writing and reading more intensely and 

extensively. Hawthorne needs to make sure that his readers understand the “gifted
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simplicity of vision with which the work was created, and that they are affected by 

the haunting effects of such vision to achieve an “adequate perception” of the story. 

The main intention of the narrator of Seven Gables is, therefore, to draw the beholder 

within the House s meditative look,” which, created by “the deep projection of the 

second story, is the ‘haunted verge” of Hawthorne’s favoured setting for romance 

writing (20). In order to achieve this, the narrator equips the building/story not only 

with a mirror, whose “depths” contain “all the shapes that had ever been reflected 

there” (20). The ultimate “wonder” of the House, however, is the “kind of 

kaleidoscopic mystery” enclosed, mainly, in Maule’s well,

a fountain, set round with a rim of old, mossy stones, and paved, in its bed, with what 

appeared to be a sort o f mosaic-work of variously colored pebbles. The play and slight 

agitation of the water, in its upward gush, wrought magically with these variegated pebbles, 

and made a continually shifting apparition of quaint figures, vanishing too suddenly to be 

definable. (88)28

That this “kaleidoscopic mystery” responds to Hawthorne’s idea of a haunting “gifted 

simplicity of vision” is shown by the fact that the images produced by the 

daguerreotypist Holgrave, the main male character, also share the magic quality of the 

changeable “quaint figures” reflected in Maule’s Well. What is more, it cannot be a 

coincidence that Hawthorne first introduces us to Holgrave and his daguerreotypes by 

this fountain, while he discusses his art with Phoebe Pyncheon, the main female 

character. Phoebe confesses not liking “pictures of that sort” as “they are so hard and 

stem; besides dodging away from the eye, and trying to escape altogether. They are 

conscious of looking very unamiable, I suppose, and therefore hate to be seen” (91). 

Holgrave admits that there is some truth in her complaint but that

the very sufficient reason, I fancy, is, because the originals are so. There is a wonderful 

insight in heaven’s broad and simple sunshine. While we give it credit only for depicting the 

merest surface, it actually brings out the secret character with a truth that no painter would 

ever venture upon, even could he detect it. There is at least no flattery in my humble line of 

art. (91)

Holgrave, like Hawthorne, distracts our attention from his artistic participation in the 

process by claiming that he uses the “atmospherical medium” to “trac[e] out human
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features through its agency” (1, 46). Yet we cannot take everything he says at face 

value because Holgrave is not precisely the “mere observer” he would have us believe
29(179). Under his present identity is also hidden a “secret character,” something 

unknown to the rest of characters but not to the reader: he is a descendant of Matthew 

Maule. From his ancestors, Holgrave has inherited “the faculty of mesmerism” and 

has taken it to a near professional level: among the array of professions he has tried in 

his short career, Holgrave has also been “a public lecturer on Mesmerism, for which 

science [...] he had very remarkable endowments” (217, 176-77). Such powers are 

never more apparent in him than when he reads/performs his story “Alice Pyncheon” 

in front of Phoebe and the reader (187-210). Holgrave may be “too calm and cool an 

observer” but Hawthorne cannot dismiss him completely. They both share an 

undeniable creative collaboration through which they exercise “a certain magnetic” 

influence over their audience/readership, “possibly without being conscious of it” 

(177, 94). In his story, Holgrave recounts how Matthew Maule took revenge for the 

execution of his wizard ancestor by mesmerizing Alice Pyncheon—a descendant of 

Colonel Pyncheon—and using her as “a clear, crystal medium” ever since (200). At 

the same time, the story allows Holgrave to develop his manifold facets as an actor: 

he is, at the same time, the daguerreian operator of his detailed account as well as its 

mesmerizing performer. This echoes the narrator’s own activity, although Hawthorne 

tries to deny such similarity:

He [Holgrave] now observed that a certain remarkable drowsiness (wholly unlike that with 

which the reader possibly feels himself affected) had been flung over the senses of his 

auditress. It was the effect, unquestionably, o f the mystic gesticulations, by which he had 

sought to bring bodily before Phoebe’s perception the figure of the mesmerizing carpenter. 

With the lids drooping over her eyes [...] she leaned slightly towards him, and seemed almost 

to regulate her breath by his. (211)

Here, the parallel between past and present, between Holgrave’s “imaginative” story 

and the “actual” one, makes us fear that, following his ancestral instincts, Holgrave 

will take this opportunity to “become the arbiter of a young girl’s destiny” (212):

His glance, as he fastened it on the young girl, grew involuntarily more concentrated; in his 

attitude, there was the consciousness o f power, investing his hardly mature figure with a
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dignity that did not belong to its physical manifestation. It was evident, that, with but one 

wave of his hand and a corresponding effort of will, he could complete his mastery over 

Phoebe s yet free and virgin spirit; he could establish an influence over this good, pure, and 

simple child, as dangerous, and perhaps as disastrous, as that which the carpenter o f his legend 

had acquired and exercised over the ill-fated Alice. (211-12)

However, Hawthorne gives Holgrave the benefit of the doubt, and he seems to do so 

precisely because Holgrave’s present profession is daguerreotypy, as he is quite keen 
on making clear:

Let us, therefore— whatever his defects of nature and education, and in spite of his scorn for 

creeds and institutions—concede to the Daguerreotypist the rare and high quality of reverence 

for another’s individuality. (212)

It is noticeable how persistently the narrator refers to Holgrave as “the 

Daguerreotypist” or “the artist,” mainly when his speeches do not entail any radical 

attitude on his part, and when he is claiming for the morality and humility of his art. 

Also, after redeeming the Daguerreotypist, the narrator speaks of “the charm of 

romance” in similar terms to those in which Hawthorne explained it in the preface to 

The Scarlet Letter. That is, it is exactly with daguerreotypy as his main profession 

(and mesmerism kept under control) that Holgrave can be “saved,” since “amid all 

these personal vicissitudes,” Holgrave can still take pride in the fact that he has “never 

lost his identity”; he has “never violated the innermost man, but ha[s] carried his 

conscience with him” (177). In the same way, Hawthorne wants his work to evoke 

mainly the “gifted simplicity of vision” of a daguerreian image even though, in order 

to do this, he has to submit his characters and readers to his own “gifted” mesmerizing 

processes. In the end, Hawthorne does not want to be accused of prying into people’s 

lives. He prefers leaving us, “in solitude,” with a reflecting surface (a daguerreian 

plate) like Maule’s well “throwing up a succession of kaleidoscopic pictures, in which 

a gifted eye might have seen fore-shadowed the[ir] coming fortunes [...]” (319).

Seven Gables was Hawthorne’s second romance, but my decision to analyse it 

first has been based on the fact that it is in this text, which Hawthorne considered his
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masterpiece, that Hawthorne offered his most extensive and direct exposition of the 

sources and intended effects of romance writing and reading. Once these facts have 

been made clear, we can now take a look at how Hawthorne had already started to 

elaborate his theory and to put it into practice in his first romance, The Scarlet Letter 

(1850), the work that over the years has come to be known as Hawthorne’s 

masterpiece. In The Scarlet Letter, as in “Main-Street” and Seven Gables, what 

matters is not so much the picture/image in itself, but our fixed gazing at it and what 

this adds to its original meaning/form, since the text has been written and intended to 

be read through “a gifted simplicity of vision.” Despite the prominence of the scarlet 

“A” from its presence in the very title of the work, Hawthorne wants to emphasize not 

what causes our gazing—a “simple” capital “A”—but the consequences of such 

gazing—the “gifted” arrangements that surround it. This is exactly what critics have 

usually failed to understand in their eager attempt to grasp the real meaning of the 

scarlet A: the letter is meant to remain an ambiguous image, since each of us will 

arrive at different interpretations of it. Notice, for instance, the numerous plausible 

meanings of the letter (“adulteress,” “angel,” “able,” “author”) and the multiple forms 

it takes (the A on Hester’s breast, in its “fantastically embroidered” normal 

appearance and as reflected on a mirror; the A on the sky; and the potential A on 

Dimmesdale’s breast). We must not forget that Hawthorne insists that he

must not be understood as affirming, that, in the dressing up of the tale, and imagining the 

motives and passion that influenced the characters who figure in it, I have invariably confined 

myself within the limits of the old Surveyor’s half a dozen sheets of foolscap. On the 

contrary, I have allowed myself, as to such points, nearly or altogether as much license as if 

the facts had been entirely of my own invention. What I contend for is the authenticity of the 

outline. (33)

Taken literally, the out-line of the narrative—the only “authentic” part of it— 

comprises the first and last scaffold scenes, the only scenes which strive for the 

assignment of strong allegorical meanings. That is, for “the gaze of the horror- 

stricken multitude,” Hester is the “malefactress;” the “A” derives its scarlet hue “from 

the flames of the infernal pit;” Pearl is the “demon offspring;” and Dimmesdale, the 

earthly angel (255, 51, 68-69, 244, 66).31 Thus, since the first and last scaffold scenes
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seem to overpower the rest of the text, Hawthorne’s claim is all the more appropriate. 

Failing to see that what Hawthorne really wants us to see are the middle portions of 

the narrative, the ones he has altered, will lead critics to see the text as “doomed,” or 

to overemphasize its “hellish meaning.”32

Hawthorne’s introductory chapter to the romance has a special bearing on the 

purport of the rest of the narrative, as he wants his reader to undergo a similar 

interpretive process to his creative act. On describing his discovery of the letter, 

Hawthorne is also making the first arrangements to his gifted though simple visual 

text. The proper discernment of the shape of an “A” in the red cloth, then, is essential 

before he can start making hypotheses as to its meaning:

This rag of scarlet cloth,— for time, and wear, and a sacrilegious moth, had reduced it to little 

other than a rag,— on careful examination, assumed the shape of a letter. It was the capital 

letter A. By an accurate measurement, each limb proved to be precisely three inches and a 

quarter in length. It had been intended, there could be no doubt, as an ornamental article of 

dress; but how it was to be worn, or what rank, honor, and dignity, in by-past times, were 

signified by it, was a riddle [...] (so evanescent are the fashions of the world in these 

particulars) [...]. (31)

From this point on, the narrator confesses that he “saw little hope of solving” the 

riddle presented by the letter, “[a]nd yet it strangely interested [him]” (31). By saying 

this, the narrator has ensured the reader’s participation in the text through his 

mesmerized attention to this symbol:

My eyes fastened themselves upon the old scarlet letter, and would not be turned aside. 

Certainly, there was some deep meaning in it, most worthy of interpretation, and which, as it 

were, streamed forth from the mystic symbol, subtly communicating itself to my sensibilities, 

but evading the analysis o f my mind. (31)

Our eyes, like the narrator’s, would be, by this stage, “fastened [...] upon the old 

scarlet letter, and would not be turned aside” (31). Further construction of readers 

within the text is achieved with comments like “our story,” which, though a common 

authorial device for most writers, gains special significance in a writer that, like 

Hawthorne, refers to himself as “he” or “the author” (48). The reader, then, becomes 

part of the “universal observation,” of the “thousand unrelenting eyes” which are
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drawn towards the scarlet letter on Hester’s bosom (60, 57, 53). Yet Hawthorne does 

not exactly seek to fix our eyes on the “A” in the same way as the puritans do. On the 

contrary, having addressed his “respectable community” of readers at the outset, he 

aims to draw us as eyewitnesses to his/his characters’ creative act so that we can 

share, and later reproduce in like manner, his creation of meaning (1). The scarlet 

letter, as it were, is one of the “pasteboard figure[s]” the daguerreian 

showman/narrator presents us with in “Main-Street,” and is a mental stimulus for the 

narrator, as it should be, in due course, for the reader.

Hester is the first one to warn the reader directly that, if any meaning is to be 

found at all, this is to be looked for in Pearl and not in the scarlet letter itself. As 

Pearl’s progenitor, Hester is also the creator and enhancer of the girl’s visual nature. 

Hester is also endowed with a “gifted simplicity of vision” and thus, she furthers the 

narrator’s initial aim of keeping our eyes fastened to his work. Hester, “in contriving 

the child’s garb had allowed the gorgeous tendencies of her imagination their full 

play,” and has thus embroidered her clothes so “fantastically” as to keep the public 

eye fastened to Pearl in their attempt to solve the riddle (101-02, 53):

But it was a remarkable attribute of this garb, and, indeed, o f the child’s whole appearance, 

that it irresistibly and inevitably reminded the beholder of the token which Hester Prynne was 

doomed to wear upon her bosom. (102)

In an equally subtle way, the narrator is actually drawing our eyes towards the 

relationship of cause-effect between Pearl and the scarlet letter from the outset, 

although he seems to call for our exclusive attention to the token on Hester’s bosom. 

The scaffold on which Hester is asked to stand is “at about the height of a man’s 

shoulders above the street” (56). This means that, holding Pearl as Hester is during 

all this time, what the crowd sees is not the token, as this is hidden by Pearl, but the 

child. Note, also, the ambiguity of the pronoun “it” in the following passage:

Could it be true? She clutched the child so fiercely to her breast, that it sent forth a cry; she 

turned her eyes downward at the scarlet letter, and even touched it with her finger, to assure 

herself that the infant and the shame were real. (59; my emphasis)
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As an extension to the scarlet letter, Pearl becomes a living example of the 

“pasteboard figure[s]” in “Main-Street.” She

had been offered to the world [...] as the living hieroglyphic, in which was revealed the secret 

they so darkly sought to hide,— all written in this symbol,— all plainly manifest,— had there 

been a prophet or magician skilled to read the character of flame! (206-07)

Time and time again, we come across references to Pearl as

imbued with a spell of infinite variety; in this one child there were many children, 

comprehending the full scope between the wild-flower prettiness of a peasant-baby, and the 

pomp, in little, o f an infant princess. (90)

Pearl’s “outward mutability indicate^], and [does] not more than fairly express, the 

various properties of her inner life. Her nature appear[s] to possess depth, too, as well 

as variety” (90). This is even more so when Pearl’s “wild, deeply black eyes” adopt 

“a certain peculiar look” which “invest[s] her with a strange remoteness and 

intangibility” (92). Despite the fact that she is endowed with life, therefore, we can’t 

decide what she really is. “Pearl [sees], and gaze[s] intently, but never [seeks] 

acquaintance” with anyone or anything except for the token on her mother’s bosom, 

which, having been the first object she observed in life, has mesmerized her (94). 

Unable to find the truth within herself, she tries to find it in her reflection on the 

brook. Yet this does not give her the answer, since the brook reflects an image that is 

“another and the same,” which makes her find out that “either she or the image [is] 

unreal” (208, 177). Having exhausted this possibility, and subconsciously aware of 

being “herself a symbol, and the connecting link” between Hester and Dimmesdale, 

she soon associates her mother’s letter with the minister’s placing of his hand over his 

heart and redirects again the reader’s gaze (134).33

As we have already said, Pearl “had been offered to the world” to be read by 

“a prophet” and/or a “skilled” magician. None better fitted to read her, therefore, than 

Dr. Roger Chillingworth, who has not only a “gifted simplicity of vision,” but also the
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privilege of an apparent “disembodied spirit,” not being directly included in the visual 

field of the scaffold scenes. Arriving unnoticed in town at the climax of his former 

wife’s exposure, Chillingworth remains “on the outskirts of the crowd,” apparently as 

an unconcerned observer (60). But soon he “ben[ds] his eyes on Hester Prynne” and 

“his look bec[omes] keen and penetrative” (61). Almost simultaneously, Hester 

beholds among the crowd,

a pale, thin, scholar-like visage, with eyes dim and bleared by the lamp-light that had served 

them to pore over many ponderous books. Yet those same bleared optics had a strange, 

penetrating power, when it was their owner’s purpose to read the human soul. (58)

The recognition of her husband relieves her “from this intense consciousness of being 

the object of severe and universal observation” (60). Chillingworth takes “possession 

of her thoughts,” calling forth the images “in [her] memory’s picture-gallery” (58):

While this passed, Hester Prynne had been standing on her pedestal, still with a fixed gaze 

towards the stranger, so fixed a gaze, that at moments of intense absorption, all other objects 

in the visible world seemed to vanish leaving only him and her. (63)

Chillingworth’s greatest mesmerizing act, however, takes place later, once Hester is 

back in the “darksome apartment of the prison,” the camera obscura of the visual 

artist. Chillingworth is asked to use his medical skills to “quell her insubordination” 

(52, 70). Being left alone with Hester in her cell, he commands her to drink one of his 

concoctions:

“Drink, then [...]. Dost thou know me so little, Hester Prynne? Are my purposes wont to be 

so shallow? Even if I imagine a scheme of vengeance, what could I do better for my object 

than to let thee live,—than to give thee medicines against all harm and peril o f life,— so that 

this burning shame may still blaze upon thy bosom?” (73)

Chillingworth shares with the narrator/Hawthorne his determination to find the 

purport of the capital A. Chillingworth’s decision to let his wife live makes possible 

the existence of the narrative, while his idea of submitting Hester and her badge to
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intense gazing allows for Hawthorne’s (and the reader’s) “absorbing contemplation of 
the scarlet letter” (32):

Live, therefore, and bear about thy doom with thee, in the eyes of men and women,— in the 

eyes of him whom thou didst call thy husband,—in the eyes of yonder child! And, that thou 

mayest live, take off this draught (73)

As shown by the last clause of Chillingworth’s mesmerizing conjuration, he has 

ultimately allowed Hester to live healthily so that she can bring Pearl up, and so that 

Pearl can keep gazing at Hester and her token. By doing this, he is protecting the 

image (Pearl) that will help him read the secret enclosed in Hester’s “badge of 

shame”—the identity of the man with whom she hoodwinked him (161). The 

protection of Pearl is such a priority for Chillingworth that she is the first one in 

which he instils his healing draught, which in Pearl has a double effect. Through its 

chemical components, the drink sensitizes Pearl and prepares her surface to bring 

about the true nature of others. Moreover, the soothing/mesmerizing property of the 

draught subjects Pearl to Chillingworth’s designs.34 As a result, his treatment of Pearl 

allows him to look through her eyes and use the clues obtained so to piece together 

the riddle contained in the “A”/her. Thus, from time to time, a

freakish, elfish cast came into the child’s eyes, while Hester was looking at her own image in 

them [...]; and suddenly [...] she fancied that she beheld, not her own miniature portrait, but 

another face in the small black mirror of Pearl’s eye. It was a face, fiend-like, full of smiling 

malice, yet bearing the semblance of features that she had known full well, though seldom 

with a smile, and never with malice, in them. It was as if an evil spirit possessed the child, 

and had just then peeped forth in mockery. (97)

Although Chillingworth is not identified here, similar references can lead to the 

conclusion that he is the spirit that possesses Pearl. Notice, for instance, the following 

passage:
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Ever and anon, too, there came a glare of red light out of his eyes; as if the old man’s soul 

were on fire, and kept on smouldering duskily within his breast, until, by some casual puff o f 

passion, it was blown into a momentary flame. (CE I, 169)

Chillingworth’s investigation is so demanding for his faculties that “a terrible 

fascination, a kind of fierce, though still calm, necessity seize[s] the old man within 

its gripe,” and will never “set him free again, until he ha[s] done all its bidding” (129). 

Yet his metamorphosis is only temporary, and he does not become a lasting 

allegorical representation of evil. He is only “a striking evidence of man’s faculty of 

transforming himself into a devil, if he will only, for a reasonable space of time, 

undertake a devil’s office” (170; my emphasis). Chillingworth’s actions are only on 

the verge of being devilish, but are not completely so.35 In his relationship with 

Dimmesdale, we are told that Chillingworth and Dimmesdale sit “themselves down, 

each in his own domain, yet familiarly passing from one apartment to the other, and 

bestowing a mutual and not incurious inspection into one another’s business” (126). 

Therefore, not even Dimmesdale, Chillingworth’s main medium as well as his most 

intimate friend/enemy, can ultimately condemn the physician.

Chillingworth’s intervention is paramount to alleviate Pearl’s ontological 

anxieties and Dimmesdale’s symptoms of remorse. Once again, Chillingworth’s 

strenuous act would not have been successful had he not subjected Hester. She is the 

one who, “fixing her deep eyes [...] and instinctively exercising a magnetic power” 

over Dimmesdale’s “shattered and subdued” spirit, tries to bring him into action 

(197). Through Hester, the physician starts his mesmerizing process on Dimmesdale 

who “under the influence of a species of somnambulism” is drawn towards the 

scaffold. There, for the first time, mother, father, and child are to be united in “an 

obscure night” and without “peril of discovery” (147). Dimmesdale still refuses to 

acknowledge his part in Hester’s sin and such refusal will work up a continuous 

torment in him that will place him “on the verge of lunacy,” and it will eventually 

prevent him from telling falseness from truth (166, 192). Chillingworth perseveres at 

“scrutiniz[ing] his patient carefully,” hoping that “at some inevitable moment, will the 

soul of the sufferer be dissolved, and flow forth in a dark but transparent stream, 

bringing all its mysteries into the daylight” (124). This happens on Election Day. 

Soon after delivering his sermon, Dimmesdale ascends the scaffold and confesses the
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truth that grants the full development of Pearl’s character. It is only when in the third 

scaffold scene Dimmesdale brings himself to confess that

[a] spell was broken. The great scene of grief, in which the wild infant bore a part, had 

developed all her sympathies; and as her tears fell upon her father’s cheek, they were the 

pledge that she would grow up amid human joy and sorrow, nor forever do battle in the world, 

but be a woman in it. Towards her mother, too, Pearl’s errand was all fulfilled. (256)

Once the riddle of Pearl s identity is solved none of the characters is needed any more 

and Hawthorne gives his text “the quick fix  of a hastily arranged fairy-tale” 

(Trachtenberg 463). Thus, at the end, Hawthorne’s “gifted simplicity of vision” takes 

us back to the image with which he opened the narrative and which haunted us, 

ensuring the fixity of our gazes. The letter is, once again, artistically arranged, but we 

are no wiser as to its meaning than we were at the outset:

“ON A FIELD, SABLE, THE LETTER A, GULES.” (264)

As we have already mentioned, to make of himself a distinctive writer (a 

writer of Romances), Hawthorne felt compelled to “manage his atmospherical 

medium as to bring out or mellow the lights and deepen and enrich the shadows of the 

picture” (CE II, 3). Hawthorne’s compulsion was mainly geared towards creating 

equivocation. He also wanted to escape the “inflexible and exceedingly dangerous 

species of criticism” to which Romance is exposed by assigning “an actual locality to 

the imaginative events of [its] narrative[s] [...], by bringing [its] fancy-pictures almost 

into positive contact with the realities of the moment” (CE II, 3). In other words, if 

popular writers could be blamed for writing only about actualities and could be 

thought to be doomed to oblivion because of it, Hawthorne is telling us not to take his 

work like that. What he writes is a mixture of reality and fantasy. However, 

Hawthorne’s insistence on labelling his work as “romance” (a prose genre cultivated 

by nineteenth-century popular writers) shows some veiled willingness to become 

popular, as does the fact that he based his work on similar sources. In this chapter, I 

have shown how Hawthorne’s “gifted simplicity of vision” and his transcription of it 

in his texts (his romances) was mainly achieved through mesmeric and daguerreian
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elements. Mesmerism and daguerreotypy were both popular (simple) gazing practices 

which, nevertheless, required certain skills (gifts) on the part of their practitioners. 

They were also practices whose results were haunting due to their ability to bring 

reality and fantasy together. I have capitalized on the fact that daguerreotypy embeds 

a mesmerizing process. More importantly, I have seen the interplay of depths and 

surfaces in daguerreotypy as parallel to the different layers of ambiguity that 

constitute the charm of romance. Hawthorne used mesmeric techniques to keep his 

characters eyes—and the readers’—fixed on each other, or on a certain 

subject/object, to enable the creation—or complication—of webs of meaning in his 

work. Above all, Hawthorne wanted his texts to have the visual quality of 

daguerreotype plates on which images can be tilted and looked at in different ways; 

that is, their meaning is not completely defined. In the discussion of “Main-Street,” 

we saw how Hawthorne called attention not to the “pasteboard images” themselves, 

but to the changes in them that marked the different stages of the diorama 

presentation. In like manner, in Seven Gables, Hawthorne foregrounded the 

“kaleidoscopic” appearance of images both in Maule’s Well and Holgrave’s 

daguerreotypes. Finally, in my study of The Scarlet Letter, I have pointed out how its 

ambiguities were created by the multiple forms and meanings of the main image (the 

capital “A”), as well as by the intervention of several practitioners endowed with a 

“gifted simplicity of vision” (Hester, Chillingworth).

My work in this chapter has followed from the research carried out by socio- 

literary critics who, from the 1970s onwards, have studied Hawthorne’s work as a 

“pictorial analogy,” stressing the problems of representation posed by a “posturing 

observer” whose ultimate goal is the “seduction of the reader.” In recent years, 

Hawthorne’s use of mesmerism and daguerreotypy in his writing have also been 

referred to continually as ways of externalising hidden truths and as signs of 

Hawthorne’s concern with the contemporary pressure to make all things visible.36 

The only extensive works dealing with the exact impact of mesmeric or daguerreian 

techniques on Hawthorne’s work are John Dolis’s The Style o f Hawthorne’s Gaze, 

and Samuel Coale’s Mesmerism and Hawthorne. Although I agree with the main 

points of their theory, I have sought to avoid certain deficiencies in them, and have 

done so by blending daguerreotypy and mesmerism in the analysis of Hawthorne’s 

texts. Dolis’s analysis relies too much on twentieth-century assumptions and he 

implicitly seems to suggest that Hawthorne was consciously using cinematic close-
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ups in the arrangement of his descriptive passages. As my analysis has made clear, 

the narrator’s close attention to individual objects can be solved in nineteenth-century 

terms. We need to understand Hawthorne’s visual concentration as the mesmeric 

middle phase in daguerreotypy in which the daguerreotypist turns his mesmeric gaze 

to his subject. Hawthorne is, in fact, delving into his subject to offer a more 

comprehensive picture. Thus, his narratives pay attention to entire images (Pearl) and 

to those specific parts (Hester’s scarlet badge) that are more difficult to grasp. 

Coale’s study, on the other hand, only explains how the text recreates the act of 

human perception syntactically. He neglects the numerous presence of eyes in the 

text. Moreover, Coale places excessive emphasis on individual objects, and, by 

applying such an “obsessive,” “uncritical” devotion to those objects, he is 

unconsciously denying the very open-endedness for which he is claiming and 

overemphasizing the “inevitable ‘darkening close’” of Hawthorne’s texts. He situates 

Hawthorne’s romances in a “darker world than Mesmer’s, for Hawthorne’s world 

foregrounds the disconnections and disruptions between people and the world around 

them more than it includes them in a universal, health inducing medium.”37 It is true 

that Hawthorne tends to show symbolic characters and objects in isolation, but I read 

this as Hawthorne’s need to foreground them individually to allow his mesmeric eye 

to study them in detail. As my analyses have shown, however, Hawthorne’s 

characters are eventually brought together in mesmerizing encounters among 

themselves, encounters in which they also use the symbolic objects of Hawthorne’s 

texts (the letter, the house) as their conspicuous, and indeed suspicious, connecting 

links. Moreover, while Coale stresses Hawthorne’s “dark realm of romance” and his 

emphasis on morality, I would argue that Hawthorne’s texts do not necessarily need to 

be tinged with the darkness of moral condemnation. Even when such condemnation 

exists, this is as ambiguous as Hawthorne’s moral praise: consider, for instance, his 

dubious treatment of Chillingworth or Holgrave. Hawthorne’s very owl-eye bars him 

from offering fully coloured texts. In any case, even if the result of the gazing is dark, 

Hawthorne’s vision is not, as Coale puts it, a wholly “dark vision.” The mesmeric eye 

Hawthorne turns to his readers can be seen merely as Hawthorne’s reading of the 

different shades on the daguerreian plate of his text. In his re-creation of the 

daguerreotyping process, the reader is introduced to all the details, all the sittings.

In some of his works, and in his preface to The Marble Faun in particular, 

Hawthorne offers an image of the narrator as showman who can “stand upon
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ceremony, now, and, after stating a few particulars about the work which is here 

offered to the Public, must make my most reverential bow, and retire behind the 

curtain (2). Hawthorne has set up the stage for his mesmeric presentations— 

narratives and then, through his compulsion to “still keep the inmost Me behind its 

veil, he affects to be nothing more than a “disembodied spirit” and medium for the 

rendering of his gifted simplicity of vision” (CE I, 4). But, as becomes clear when 

he comes back at the end of the performance, as he does in the “Postcript” of The 

Marble Faun, he complains that “many readers of the foregoing pages” have 

demanded “for further elucidations respecting the mysteries of the story” (463). This 

complaint shows glimpses of how Hawthorne, rather than being a proper 

“disembodied spirit,”

had hoped to mystify this anomalous [text] between the Real and the Fantastic, in such a

manner that the reader’s sympathies might be excited to a certain pleasurable degree [...].

(463)

Nothing conclusive can be expected from Hawthorne or his characters, since he has 

worked on the readers’ sympathies without giving them a final solution to the riddles. 

The main goal for him is to make his readers enjoy the intensity of the process rather 

than the clarity of its product. This peculiar visual artist, after familiarly introducing 

us into his art, and letting us observe his gradual creation of meaning, shuns fixing the 

image by passing final judgment on the events. Rather, he places his text within its 

booklike case and sends it to his reader/patron, telling him, with Melville, to “make 

out the rest yourself.”38
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1 See Nathaniel Hawthorne, The Marble Faun (Columbus: Ohio State UP, 1968) 335; vol. IV 

o f The Centenary Edition o f  the Works o f  Nathaniel Hawthorne, eds. William Charvat et al., 23 vols., 

1^62-94. Subsequent references to this work will be from this edition and will appear in the main text.
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Elizabeth Stoddard (1862-1884)]. Augusta Jane Evans’s literary career, the longest of them all (1859- 

1907), developed in the Southern State o f Georgia, and not in the northern state o f New England as is 

the case of Hawthorne, Willis, Holmes, Cummins, and Stoddard.

3 See Henry James, Hawthorne (London: Macmillan, 1879) 2.
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literary theory in general. For accounts o f the romance as a distinctive American literary genre, see 

Richard Chase, The American Novel and Its Tradition (New York: Anchor Books, 1957); and Lionel 

Trilling, The Liberal Imagination: Essays on Literature and Society (New York: Viking P, 1950).

More recently, critics have started to deal with the “romance” as a non-distinctive American 

fictional genre, and to question whether “romance” is actually a specific genre at all or whether it is 

only a conceptual product of literary criticism. See, for instance, Michael Davitt Bell, The 

Development o f  American Romance: The Sacrifice o f  Relation (Chicago: Chicago UP, 1980); William 

Ellis, The Theory o f  the American Romance: An Ideology in American Intellectual History (Ann Arbor: 

UMI Research P, 1989); Nicolaus Mills, American and English Fiction in the Nineteenth Century: An 

Antique Critique and Comparison (Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1973); and Russell Reising, The 

Unusable Past: Theory and the Study o f  American Literature (New York: Methuen, 1986).

Another set of critics have focussed on the “romance” and its treatment of history as a 

subjective force. See, for example, Lawrence Buell, New England Literary Culture: From Revolution 

Through Renaissance (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1986); Leon Chai, The Romantic Foundations o f  

the American Renaissance (Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1987); George Dekker, The American Historical 

Romance (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1987); Edgar Dryden, The Form o f  American Romance 

(Baltimore: John Hopkins UP, 1988); and Cushing Strout, The Veracious Imagination: Essays on 

American History, Literature, and Biography (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan UP, 1981).

For extensive studies of Hawthorne and the romance, see section II. 6. b in the “Further 

Reading” list included at the end of this thesis.
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(1984): 426-45; J. Lasley Dameron, “Hawthorne and the Popular Concept o f Prose Romance,” English 

Studies 68.2 (1987): 154-59; Erika M. Kreger, ‘“Depravity Dressed Up in a Fascinating Garb’: 

Sentimental Motifs and the Seduced Hero(ine) in The Scarlet Letter,” Nineteenth-Century Literature 

(1999): 308-35; Milton R. Stern, Contexts fo r  Hawthorne: The Marble Faun and the Politics o f  

Openness and Closure in American Literature (Chicago: U of Illinois P, 1991); Sandra Tome, “A 

Change of Art: Hester, Hawthorne, and the Service of Love,” Nineteenth-Century Literature 56.4 

(2002): 466-94; and James Wallace, “Hawthorne and the Scribbling Women Reconsidered,” American 

Literature 62.2 (1990): 201-22.

6 See George Ripley, “The Scarlet Letter," New York Tribune Suplement 9 1 April 1850 2; 

Richard Henry Stoddard, Recollections, Personal and Literary (New York: Barnes & Co., 1903) 121; 

E. P. Whipple, “Nathaniel Hawthorne,” Atlantic Monthly May 1860: 614-22; Amory Dwight May, 

“The Works of Nathaniel Hawthorne,” Universalits Quarterly July 1855: 272-93; and “Nathaniel 

Hawthorne,” Tait’s Edinburgh Magazine Jan. 1855: 33-41, all qtd. in J. Donald Crowley, Hawthorne: 

the Critical Heritage (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1970). See pages 159, 349, 220, and 307, 

respectively.

7 See William Legett, “Fanshawe,” Critic: A Weekly Review o f  Literature, Fine Arts, and the 

Drama 22 Nov. 1828: 53-55, qtd. in John L. Idol, and Buford Jones, eds., Nathaniel Hawthorne: The 

Contemporary Reviews (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1994) 6; Samuel W. S. Dutton, “Nathaniel 

Hawthorne,” New Englander Jan. 1847: 56-59; Henry T. Tuckerman, “Nathaniel Hawthorne,” 

Southern Literary Messenger June 1851: 344-49; and Edward Dicey, “Nathaniel Hawthorne,” 

M acmillan’s Magazine July 1864: 241-46, qtd. in Crowley 136, 211, and 404, respectively. Finally, 

see “Twice-Told Tales,” Daily Advertiser 10 March 1837: 2; and “Nathaniel Hawthorne,” North British 

Review  Sept. 1868: 173-208, qtd. in Idol and Jones 19 and 443.

8 See Henry W. Longfellow, “Review,” North American Review  April 1842: 496-69; and 

Unsigned essay, “American Novels,” North British Review  November 1853: 81-99; qtd. in Crowley 

217, 300, respectively.
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See Nathaniel Hawthorne, Twice-Told Tales (New York: The Modern Library, 2001) 131. 

Future references to this text will be from this edition and will be inserted into the main text.

10 See Nathaniel Hawthorne, “letter to James T. Fields,” Feb. 11th, 1860; qtd. in The Letters, 

1857-1864 (Columbus: Ohio State UP, 1987) 229; vol. XVIII of The Centenary Edition o f  the Works o f  

Nathaniel Hawthorne, eds. William Charvat et al., 23 vols., 1962-94; and Park Benjamin, “Critical 

Notices,” American Monthly Magazine October 1836: 405-07, qtd. in Idol and Jones 15.

11 See Nathaniel Hawthorne, “letter to William D. Ticknor,” Jan. 19th, 1855, qtd. in CE XVII, 

304. See also Nathaniel Hawthorne, The Scarlet Letter (Columbus: Ohio State UP, 1962) 3; vol. I of 

The Centenary Edition o f  the Works o f  Nathaniel Hawthorne, eds. William Charvat et al., 23 vols., 

1962-94. Further references to this text will be from this edition and will feature in the main text.

12 For accounts of Hawthorne’s interpretation of the “uncanny,” see, for instance, Paul 

Newlin, ‘“ Vague Shapes of the Borderland’: The Place of the Uncanny in Hawthorne’s Gothic Vision,” 

ESQ  67 (1972): 83-96; and Maria M. Tatar, “The Houses of Fiction: Toward a Definition of the 

Uncanny,” Comparative Literature 33.2 (1981): 167-82.

13 See “Twice-told Tales,” [Boston] Daily Advertiser, 10 March 1837, p.2; qtd. in Idol and

Jones 19.

14 See Nathaniel Hawthorne, Footprints on the Seashore by Nathaniel Hawthorne with Etched 

Illustrations by Louis K. Harlow (Boston: Samuel E  Cassino, 1892) 16; and Nathaniel Hawthorne, 

Works o f  Nathaniel Hawthorne. Globe Edition. American Note Books— English Note Books. 4 

volumes in 1 (Boston: Houghton, Mifflin and Co, 1868) II 16, and I, 93, respectively. Further 

references to Nathaniel Hawthorne’s American Notebooks will be from this edition and will be inserted 

in the text as “AmNot.” The following two passages illustrate Hawthorne’s final “observation” entries 

in his notebooks.

Observation. The effect of morning sunshine on the wet grass, on sloping and 

swelling land, between the spectator and the sun at some distance, as across a lawn. It 

diffused a dim brilliancy over the whole surface of the field. The mists, slow-rising farther 

off, part resting on the earth, the remainder o f the column already ascending so high that you 

doubt whether to call it a fog or a cloud. (AmNot I, 65)

Observation. A steam-engine across the river, which almost continually during the 

day, and sometimes all night, may be heard puffing and panting, as if it uttered groans for 

being compelled to labor in the heat and sunshine, and when the world is asleep also. (AmNot

I, 68)

15 See, for example, how Hawthorne amuses himself by observing

the apparition, now and then, of a bright, intelligent, merry, child’s face, with dark, knowing 

eyes, gleaming through the dirt like sunshine through a dusky window-pane; at provision-
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shops, the little bits of meat, ready for poor customers, and little heaps o f selvages and 

corners, snipt off from joints and steaks;—the kindliness with which a little boy leads and lugs 

along his little sister;—a pale, hollow-cheeked, large-eyed girl of 12, or less, paying a sad, 

cheerless attention to an infant;— a milkwoman, with a wooden yoke over her shoulder, and a 

large pail on each side;— in a more reputable street, respectably dressed women going into an 

ale and spirit-vault, evidently to drink there;— the police-men loitering along, with observant 

eye, holding converse with none, and seldom having occasion to interfere with anybody;—the 

multitudiousness and continual motion of all this kind of life.

See Nathaniel Hawthorne, The English Notebooks, 1853-1856 (Columbus: Ohio State UP, 1997) 25- 

26; vol. XXI of The Centenary Edition o f  the Works o f  Nathaniel Hawthorne, eds. William Charvat et 

al, 23 vols, 1962-94. Any other allusions to this text will be taken from this edition and included in the 

main text.

16 See Nathaniel Hawthorne, The French and Italian Notebooks (Columbus: Ohio State UP, 

1980) 335; vol. XIV of The Centenary Edition o f  the Works o f  Nathaniel Hawthorne, eds. William 

Charvat et al, 23 vols, 1962-94. Subsequent references to this text will belong to this edition and will 

appear in the main text.

17 See Nathaniel Hawthorne, True Stories (Columbus: Ohio State UP, 1972) 219; vol. VI of 

The Centenary Edition o f  the Works o f  Nathaniel Hawthorne, eds. William Charvat et al, 23 vols, 

1962-94. Future references to this text will be from this edition and will be inserted into the main text.

See Rita K. Gollin, Portraits o f  Nathaniel Hawthorne: An Iconography (DeKalb: Northern 

Illinois UP, 1983).

19 See Nathaniel Hawthorne, The Blithedale Romance (Columbus: Ohio State UP, 1964) 69; 

vol. Ill of The Centenary Edition o f  the Works o f  Nathaniel Hawthorne, eds. William Charvat et al, 23 

vols, 1962-94. Further references to this text will be from this edition and will feature in the main text.

20 See Nathaniel Hawthorne, “Monsieur du Miroir,” Mosses from  an Old Manse (Columbus: 

Ohio State UP, 1974) 160; vol. X o f The Centenary Edition o f  the Works o f  Nathaniel Hawthorne, eds. 

W illiam Charvat et al, 23 vols, 1962-94. Subsequent references to this text will belong to this edition 

and will appear in the main text.

21 See Nathaniel Hawthorne, Our Old Home (Columbus: Ohio State UP, 1970) 292; vol. V of 

The Centenary Edition o f  the Works o f  Nathaniel Hawthorne, eds. William Charvat et al, 23 vols, 

1962-94. Future references to this text will be from this edition and will be inserted into the main text.

22 See Barger and White, The Daguerreotype 21; Newhall 16-17; and Rudisill 37.

23 See Nathaniel Hawthorne, “Main Street,” The Snow-Image and Uncollected Tales 

(Columbus: Ohio State UP, 1974) 49; vol. XI of The Centenary Edition o f  the Works o f  Nathaniel 

Hawthorne, eds. William Charvat et al, 23 vols, 1962-94. Further references to this work will be from 

this edition and will feature in the main text.
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We are only occasionally aware that the story contains the superposition o f two different 

points of view, the visual field of the narrator, and the showman’s. This awareness comes always 

through short reporting sentences that serve to remark the progress of the diorama presentation:

The showman proceeds.

Casting our eye again over the scene, we perceive that strangers have found their way 

into the solitary place. In more than one spot, among the trees, an upheaved axe is glittering 

in the sunshine [...]. (52)

25 Note how, in these passages of direct intercourse between showman and audience, the 

narrator withdraws and creates a distance by introducing inverted commas, which somehow suggests 

that these problems are alien to his representation of the facts.

26 On the power o f the imagination to summon up images see also CE XI, 132-33: “It is 

pleasant to take one of these little dingy half-sheets between the thumb and finger, and picture forth the 

personage, who, above ninety years ago, held it, wet from the press, and steaming, before the fire.”

27 Links between daguerreotypes and moonlight can be explicitly found in the popular story 

published in Harper’s Magazine Monthly “The Inconstant Daguerreotype,” which discusses in a 

humorous note the advantages and disadvantages of the “constancy of expression” o f the 

daguerreotype, and especially how this delimits their quality as accurate copies of an original:

With daguerreotypes there is no such phrase as “a mere shadow,” for with them the shadow is 

the substance [...]. There is a tradition among them that all shadows live again in the moon— 

perhaps from her occasionally receiving the shadow of the earth in her arms, or from her 

telling her own topography by the shadows of her mountains cast over her valleys. Be that as 

it may, this strong hope exists among them, to give permanence to the superficial 

daguerreotype, and to add a gleam to its mercurial disposition. (820)

28 In a letter to his editor J. T. Fields on January 12,1851, Hawthorne said:

I don’t like the title very much. What do you think of “M aule’s W ell”— ? and we might add 

“or the House of the Seven Gables.” This well has not a very strong connection with the 

story, though quite sufficient, in my opinion, to justify the title.

See Nathaniel Hawthorne, The Letters, 1843-1853 (Columbus: Ohio State UP, 1985); vol. XVI of The 

Centenary Edition o f  the Works o f  Nathaniel Hawthorne, eds. William Charvat et al., 23 vols., 1962- 

94.

29 See Alan Trachtenberg, “Seeing and Believing: Hawthorne’s Reflections on the 

Daguerreotype in The House o f the Seven Gables," American Literary History 9.3 (1997 Fall): 479.
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For further readings on the possible subjectivity of Holgrave’s daguerreotype, see Cathy Davidson, 

“Photographs of the Dead: Sherman, Daguerre, Hawthorne,” South Atlantic Quarterly 89.4 (1990): 

667-701; and Dolis 60-61.

30 Compare the passage in CE I, 36 mentioned on page 168 o f this chapter with.: “These 

silvery beams were already powerful enough to change the character of the lingering daylight. They 

softened and embellished the aspect of the old house; although the shadows fell deeper into the angles 

of its many gables, and lay brooding under the projecting story, and within the half-open door [...]. 

The common-place characteristics-which, at noontide, it seemed to have taken a century of sordid life 

to accumulate-were now transfigured by a charm of romance” (CE II, 213).

31 Note that for the multitude Chillingworth is only an observer and they seemed surprised 

when he ascended the scaffold in the last scaffold scene: “Old Roger Chillingworth followed, as one 

intimately connected with the drama of guilt and sorrow in which they had all been actors [...]” (253).

32 See Samuel Chase Coale, Mesmerism and Hawthorne: Mediums o f  American Romance 

(Tuscaloosa: U of Alabama P, 1998) 77; and D. H. Lawrence, Studies in Classic American Literature 

(London: Heinemann, 1924) 78.

33 She insistently entreats her mother to tell her their meaning, as when, on pages 179-81, she 

tries to mesmerize her mother in order to get the answer:

And there was little Pearl, all this while, holding her mother’s hand in both her own, and

turning her face upward, while she put these searching questions, once, and again, and still a

third time.

“What does the letter mean, mother?-and why doest thou wear it?-and why does the minister

keep his hand over his heart?” (180- 81)

The connection between Hester and Dimmesdale can also be noticed in the two scenes in which Pearl 

throws wild-flowers at their bosom. She does this first to her mother (97) and later to Dimmesdale 

(134).

34 Chillingworth’s behaviour in this first encounter with Hester and Pearl calls our attention to 

the links between alchemy and mesmerism in the early days of the latter. For some accounts of 

Hawthorne’s treatment of alchemy in his work, see section II. 6. d. 1 in the “Further Reading” list 

included at the end of this thesis.

35 For similar readings of Chillingworth see Crews 150; and Kinkead-Weekes “The Letter, the 

Picture, and the Mirror: Hawthorne’s Framing of The Scarlet Letter,” qtd. in Lee 85.

36 For a full list of accounts on Hawthorne and the visual arts, Hawthorne and daguerreotypy, 

and Hawthorne and mesmerim see the “Further Reading” bibliographic section at the end of this thesis 

(parts II. 6. e, II. 6. c, and II. 6. d, respectively).
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See Coale 20, 36. For the most part, Coale seems to follow the tradition initiated by 

Herman M elville’s praise of Hawthorne’s “power o f blackness.” See Melville, “Hawthorne and his 

Mosses,” Literary World 1850, quoted in Crowley 111-25. My line of argument, on the other hand, 

pursues Hawthorne’s “cat-like” facility for seeing in the dark (see James, Hawthorne 99).

38 Melville to Hawthorne, 29 June 1851; quoted in Herman Melville, Moby Dick, ed. Tony 

Tanner (Oxford: OUP, 1988) 601.
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8. “Addicted to Seeing Through”: The Art of Henry James (1843-1916).

The previous chapters of this thesis have focussed on authors who were 

writing, for the most part, in and about mid-nineteenth-century America. This has 

served to map out the main cultural concerns shared by these writers as well as the 

ways in which they translated these preoccupations in their literary productions. In 

analysing now the writings of Henry James (1843-1916), I want to show how the 

literature produced towards the end of the nineteenth century still fed from mid

century movements. James belongs to the next generation of writers. However, 

despite the fact that his literary career started in the second half of the nineteenth 

century and extended until the beginning of the twentieth century, James set many of 

his novels at mid-century. This explains why many of his writings incorporate, in a 

more sophisticated form, some of the ideas and techniques we have identified in the 

work of the authors already discussed. My intention in this chapter, therefore, is to 

show how James partook of “the culture of the eye,” emphasizing how important 

scientific and aesthetic practices were to his production and reception. As we will 

see, James’s work shows, simultaneously, traces of Willis’s voyeuristic eye; of 

Cummins’s, Evans’s, and Stoddard’s pseudo-scientific bias; of the mental 

associations implied in Holmes’s “medicated” gaze; and of Hawthorne’s haunting eye 

and the stylistic devices associated with it. In the first part of the chapter, I will be 

concerned with identifying James’s appropriation of elements of the popular “culture 

of the eye.” Then, in the second part, I will study in depth how James, as Hawthorne, 

exposes in his prefaces his theory of writing and reading, elaborating, in particular, on 

his ideas of the importance of “seeing,” and, more precisely, of “seeing ‘through,’” 

for both literary creation and interpretation. Finally, I will discuss in detail how 

James’s theory was put into practice in the writing of The Ambassadors.

Let’s anticipate here that, like the pseudo-scientists and the first generation of 

writers who appropriated their ideas and techniques, James was greatly fascinated 

with the powers of the eye. As we mentioned in earlier chapters, the pseudo-sciences 

were developing towards present-day psychology, which explains why what most 

attracted James was the emphasis they placed on the psychological experience of 

seeing and being seen. James did not pay so much attention to the eyes of his
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characters and the changes they underwent while gazing at others as to their very act 

of “seeing,” and, more specifically, to their “seeing ‘through.’”1 At this point of the 

thesis, it should come as no surprise to us that James endeavoured to render what his 

characters saw through in pictorial form. As with some earlier authors, James 

moved between a painterly and a pseudo-scientific discourse, though it would be a 

mistake to assume that the two discourses were entirely separate. As we have seen, 

the visual arts were already considered by Holmes, Willis, Evans, and Hawthorne as 

the most suitable channel through which the psychological implications of the gaze 

could be captured. James himself repeatedly wished he “could [...] do something 

with [...] pictorial quality, since, for him, what singled out not only pictorial 

masterpieces but also literary ones was their “note of visibility.”2 As we will see, to 

create the “fictive pictures” James wanted his narratives to be, he imagined an 

observer, usually a projected, charmed painter,” and allowed him to come into 

“close and sensitive contact” with his habit of “motionless seeing” (Prefaces 42, 328, 

57). By so doing, James sought to teach his characters (and his readers) to see “one 

thing through another, accordingly, and will other things through t h a t which 

reminds us of Holmes’s predilection for superposed or triangulated views (Prefaces 

154). James s seeing through, I will argue, also echoes Cummins’s plan of 

scanning objects” to rid them of their “remoteness” and “rarity,” thus reaching 

“sharpened perception.” Not for nothing, the “glance” of James’s characters is a 

symbol of “range and keenness,” especially when they indulge in “look[ing] a 

moment not so much at [an] image [...] as at certain possibilities lurking behind it.” 

Moreover, in James’s texts, “seeing ‘through’” is an act of addiction and manipulated 

will; that is, he and his characters act under the “spell of watching,” which means that 

they are mesmerized and mesmerizing. As such, they are “labouring uncannily,” and, 

as we saw in Evans, both the characters and the objects they are looking at will 

remain ultimately uncanny. The truth they are searching for and the pictorial 

representation of such truth can only be as “diffused” and “atmospheric” as the 

mesmerizing morals Hawthorne infused in his daguerreian writings.3

James s work, like that of Hawthorne, whom James considered his master, 

also failed to be popular, or, as James himself jokingly put it, his writing failed to 

“becom[e] a public menace.”4 Following Hawthorne, James offered especially 

intricate accounts of his writings in his prefaces in a strenuous effort to detach himself
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from his culture and his readership. However, we must take into account that these 

prefaces were written for the 1910 New York edition of the works, long after the 

original writing of the texts to which they allude. When we realize this and start 

looking closely at James’s narratives, we find that the divide between James’s 

writings and those of the authors we have already studied is finer than we would 

expect. Throughout his life, James grudgingly reiterated that “[n]othing irritate[d] 

[him] so as the flatness of people’s imagination.” Although this applied to all 

contemporary writing in general, his criticism, as in the case of Hawthorne, was 

harsher when it came to women writers, whom James considered “third-rate” 

novelists, and whose imagination he regarded as “always vulgar, at bottom.” Yet, 

much as he tried to distance his work from that written by popular writers, towards the 

end of his life, James could not but openly admit that he had “noticed” their writings 

and had even given them “an absorbed perusal.”5 That this is so is concisely and 

clearly shown by the following letter in which James imitates the tone, pace, and 

stylistic devices of popular writers, while he ridicules them at the same time:

Bonn AM Rein, Preussen 

Sunday the fifth day of August 1860.

Number one hundred an [sic] ninety Bongasse The Fust of August: a Romance in 3 

volumes. By ’Arry Jeames, alias G. P. R. author of the “beacon beacon, beacon light” etc. 

Vol. I. Part I. Book I. Chap. I. The morning broke! High into the vast unclouded vault of 

Heving rose the Awb of Day, chasing before it the fleeting clouds that enshroud the slumbers 

o f men. Nowhere shone it brighter than on thy banks O! lovely Rhine! The rippling wavelets 

of the noble river sparkled in its genial light, and the jew  on the vine-leaves which clothe with 

a garment of sweetest verdure its fait encastled banks glittered with a rarer lustre than e ’er did 

priceless diamond on a proud bewty’s neck. It’s [sic] golden rays slanted through the 

casement o f an apartment whose furniture denoted a princely wealth as did the appearance of 

its two occupants bespeak noble blood. Full on the upturned countenance of one of the latter 

glanced its rays as he lay enwrapped in slumber, on a luxurious couch in an attitude, wherein 

with the listless grace o f the child was mingled somewhat o f the sterner dignity of the man. 

Through the long lashes of his drooped eyes pierced the radiant glare, which though tempered 

by the rose-couloured [sic] hangings through which it was shed, still caused those lashes 

slowly to turn upwards and disclose a pair o f eyes full at once of the liquid tenderness of the 

gazelle and the fierceness of the angered tiger. In sooth, ne’er was seen a nobler form than 

that o f ’Enry James de Jeames or one which the most cunning sculptor might endeavour to 

imitate with less hope of success. Born of a race who counted their ancestors far back into 

the dim ages of chivalry he seemed to have been endowed by the Wizard Nature, both with
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the fiery indomptable [sic] spirit of those times and with their softer attributes of poesy and 

romance. Turning as he woke upon his couch, covered with the skin of a leopard, which he 

had killed with his own hands in the burning wastes of Arabia, where he had already served, 

young as he was under the crusading banner of Richard the Lion-heart, he stretched forth to a 

jewelled casket which lay at his bedside an arm in which the cerulean veins swelled like ivy 

creepers round a giant oak, and grasping a time piece more glittering with brilliants than an

eastern monarch’s diadem he,..... nay—but a truce to this idiotic strain. This meaneth in plain

English that your good friend Henry James Jr. Esquire was awakened by the sun at six o’clock 

on the morning o f the first of August, that being so awakened he lept out o f bed and made 

speed to don his accustomed simple, but SCRUPULOUSLY NEAT attire.6

This letter was written before the beginning of James’s literary career and, therefore, 

closer to the time in which the rest of the writers previously discussed were producing 

their work—and this could explain in part the connections between their styles and 

concerns. In fact, although Augusta Jane Evans is the only one of the popular writers 

here studied that does not figure in James’s library, this letter is a clear parody of her 

peculiar style. Take, for instance, the length of the sentences that compose the letter; 

these are sentences elongated through the use of circumlocutions and multiple pre- 

and post-modifications. Consider, also, the display of encyclopaedic knowledge, the 

historical references, and the etymological and phonetical play (“’Arry Jeames,” 

“’Enry James de Jeames,” “Henry James Jr. Esquire”).7 Finally, notice the delayed 

introduction of the subject—the protagonist—who does not appear until line 13.

As I will try to show in this section, James had not only absorbedly perused 

the work of popular writers to imitate their style in a parodic way; he had actually 

drawn material from popular sources to support his work thematically and 

structurally. To date, there is only a handful of critical studies concerned with 

James’s incorporation of popular cultural movements into his work.8 However, ideas 

and techniques deriving from, for example, mesmerism, physiognomy, and 

pathognomy are recurrent in James’s narratives, no matter how little faith he had on 

the reliability of these practices. For the average reader of James’s texts, the one 

readily recognizable case of James’s use of mesmerism is to be found in The 

Bostonians, James’s first major work. In this novel, we have Selah Tarrant, a man 

avid for money and social power, who is allegedly endowed with mesmeric powers. 

At the outset of the narrative, we witness how Selah organizes several stage 

performances for small circles of influential people. During these demonstrations,
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Selah plays the role of the mesmeric performer and does not hesitate to use his own 

daughter Verena as his medium. His goal is to show how his mesmerizing 

manipulation of Verena’s will allows him to transport his daughter into states of 

clairvoyance, hoping that some member of his selected audience will patronize him. 

As with the writers discussed in previous chapters, however, James’s texts included 

mesmerism not only as a theme: James’s narratives also profited from mesmerism 

and, more specifically from mesmeric eyes, as their field for visual strategy. The 

most clear and direct example of this is his short story “Professor Fargo.” The main 

character, Professor Fargo, is a qualified mesmerist who, not surprisingly, 

distinguishes himself from the rest by the special quality of his eyes:

It was his eyes, when you fairly met them, that proved him an artist on a higher line. They 

were eyes which had peeped into stranger places than even lions’ mouths. Their pretension, I 

know, was to pierce the veil of futurity [...]. They were, in a single word, the most impudent 

pair of eyes I ever beheld, and it was the special sign of their impudence that they seemed 

somehow to undertake to persuade you of their disinterested benevolence.9

It is not only Professor Fargo who has “impudent” mesmeric eyes in James’s work. 

Mesmeric qualities are also implicit when we frequently find characters “eyeing” each 

other “with insolent intensity,” “with a sharp frank mistrust,” “fixedly, piercingly,” or 

with an “eye, like a sword turned edge outward.” In due course, the gazed-at 

character will “unsheath” his or her “own steely beams, and for the tenth of a second 

there [will be] a dainty crossing of blades.” As a result of the addiction to “seeing 

‘through’” which James has infused in them, his characters have “animated,” 

“calculating” eyes which “have a power to keep people in their place,” a power to 

“fix” mesmerically their gazed-at subject.10 Following on from this, the gazing acts 

James records are similar to those in Evans, emphasizing again the idolatry, tactility, 

and the theatricality of the gaze. The Professor directly manipulates his assistant 

physically and psychologically, while the “sort of pictorial mask” that he wears in his 

performances will conjure up the same effect on the public (Tales III, 263). In like 

manner, the rest of James’s characters are usually presented face to face with each 

other in a long, “absorbed” and “mutual gaze” until one or both of them “receive[] an 

impression” (Portrait 376). Once they are “touched” by a “certain combination of 

features,” they can visualize “the most striking of portraits” and allow the narrator to 

convey what they see in an equally “striking” fashion (Portrait 393). In the general
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introduction to this thesis, we saw how, in the nineteenth century, it was thought that 

anyone could acquire mesmeric powers. The only requirement was that the individual 

should train his or her eye carefully so as to control its emission of the “special visual 

ray” which represents the individual’s will. Something similar happens as the result 

of James’s “motionless seeing through.” Once the mind’s eye has become practised 

enough, the gazer will be able to establish types through an “immediate vision” of the 

gazed-at object or person. Yet, even then, it is only “in the pictorial sense,” in an 

idealised way, that the observer has “immediately seen” his subject (Collected II, 41). 

The difficulty here arises when we consider the ungraspability of character that is 

intrinsic to the individual. Despite critical claims that “seeing,” for James, equals 

“being,” James actually imagined a gap between those two acts, which was exactly 

the origin of his characters’ psychological crises:

There was no such misfortune, or at any rate no such discomfort [...] as to be formed at once

for being and for seeing. You always saw, in this case, something else than what you were,

and you got, in consequence, none of the peace of your condition. (Wings 25-26)

As James was well aware, to know subjects completely in all their depth takes “a long 

time trying to see” until the observer finds himself “suddenly, with a kind of horrible 

push, seeing through their eyes.”11 As was the case with previous writers, James also 

conceived this encounter, this “sharp, deep fact [...] as a particular performance,” a 

mesmeric performance to be more precise (Wings 38). The mesmerist’s eye and the 

passes he makes with his hands in front of the subject’s eyes are inducing the latter to 

have extrasensory perceptions. So in the mesmeric gazing act, it isn’t “simply that 

their eyes ha[ve] met; other conscious organs, faculties, feelers ha[ve] met as well” 

(Wings 38).

Mesmerism, however, was not the only thematic, strategic, and structural 

source of James’s “fictive pictures.” As alleged fictional painters, James’s narrators 

and characters would have been aware that they could not completely “see through” 

people’s appearances if they did not command phrenology and physiognomy. 

Judging characters is a difficult task, complicated by the inherent psychological 

complexity of each individual. As we saw in Evans, she identified this complexity as 

the “uncanny” quality through which the individual had the power to “actualise” one 

or more of his or her “potentialities” at any given time. In James, the nature of a
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potentiality is often more directly linked to class, nationality, and gender. James 

focussed almost exclusively on the aristocratic world, striving to find and to render a 

powerful specimen of an American,” a powerful specimen of an American white 

male in particular. This is especially the case of Newman in The American, a 
character who has

a very well-formed head, with a shapely, symmetrical balance o f the frontal and the occipital 

development, and a good deal o f straight, rather dry brown hair. His complexion was brown, 

and his nose had a bold, well-marked arch. His eye was o f a clear, cold gray, and, save for a 

rather abundant moustache, he was clean-shaved. He had the flat jaw  and sinewy neck which 

are frequent in the American type. (American 6)

What this introduction shows is that Newman has a “striking physiognomical total,” a 

characteristic which he shares with other Jamesian male characters such as Waymarsh 

in The Ambassadors and Basil Ransom in The Bostonians}3 However, James 

immediately calls our attention to the fact that “the traces of national origin are a 

matter of expression even more than of feature” (American 6). As we saw in an 

earlier chapter, Cummins, following Lavater, claimed that an individual’s character 

was all reflected in his or her physiognomy, whereas the motion of his or her features 

(his or her pathognomical state) would only bring out parts of his personality, without 

any consequence for his or her physiognomical state. For James, an individual’s 

physiognomy is also an aid towards the establishment of his or her character. Yet, 

contrary to Cummins and Lavater, for James, pathognomy, showing all the 

“potentialities” of a given character at different points, serves to destroy the type, to 

unmask the myth just created. So a close look at the expression of the very feature 

that seemed to pin Newman down as a stereotypical American shows how, in the end, 

James believed that there was no such a thing as “a powerful specimen of an 

American”—or, that, if there was, he would be characterized for being utterly 
undefinable:

It was full o f contradictory suggestions; and though it was by no means the glowing orb of a 

hero of romance, you could find in it almost anything you looked for. Frigid and yet friendly, 

frank yet cautious, shrewd yet credulous, positive yet sceptical, confident yet shy, extremely 

intelligent and extremely good-humoured, there was something vaguely defiant in its 

concessions, and something profoundly reassuring in its reserve. [...] Decision, salubrity,
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jocosity, prosperity, seem to hover within his call; he is evidently a practical man, but the idea, 

in his case, has undefined and mysterious boundaries, which invite the imagination to bestir 

itself on his behalf. (7)

The main fault James finds with characters like Newman’s, in any case, has nothing to 

do with their uncanny quality (at least as long as they do not use it to manipulate 

others). The problem with them is their unawareness of their own uncanny quality as 

much as of that of others. This renders them naive, as they continue to take their 

leisurely “seeing the world” as “a very interesting thing” (66). They “would 

willingly” see as much as they could, but they are not “addicted to seeing,” let alone 

“addicted to seeing ‘through’” (66). So, despite the fact that Newman considers 

himself very observant, James still dismisses his very quality as an observer and is 

ironical about the outcome of his observations:

he had seen the great things, and he had given his mind a chance to “improve,” if  it would. He 

cheerfully believed that it had improved. Yes, this seeing o f the world was very pleasant, and 

he would willingly do a little more of it. [...] I have said he remembered the eyes of the lady 

whom he had found standing in Mrs. Tristam’s drawing-room; four months had elapsed, and 

he had not forgotten them yet. He had looked— he had made a point of looking— into a great 

many other eyes in the interval, but the only ones he thought of now were Madame de 

Cintre’s. If he wanted to see more of the world, should he find it in Madame de Cintre’s eyes? 

He would certainly find something there, call it this world or next. (66-67)

Newman is socially inferior to Madame de Cintre, and blind to the difficulties class 

differences would pose in their relationship. His ineligibility as an observer and as a 

member of Madame de Cintre’s society of manners starts with his failing “to notice a 

certain delicate glance which passed between” the other characters (173-74). In other 

words, he is unable to realize that in her world everything, from a mere glance 

onward, has to be not only “delicate” but also “practised.”

James’s favoured observers are those characters who, like James himself, have 

become “[ajddicted to seeing ‘through’” the mesmeric, physiognomic, and 

pathognomic tricks of their gazed-at subjects. For these observers, as for James, 

observation is “an acquired [...] act” as well as “a general habit,” so much so that they 

are always caught “in the very act of seeing—seeing to the exclusion of almost 

everything else” and “almost in spite of themselves.” However, responding to



Addicted to Seeing Through 199

James s general plan, their “seeing” is not arbitrary and, in their observations, they are 

certainly “less superficial than the majority,” “discriminating,” “attentive,” and “very 

discerning.”14 Owing to James’s painterly aspirations (his obsession with creating 

“fictive pictures”), the characters who represent most concisely James’s addiction to 

seeing through’” and the target, consequences, and implications of such way of 

seeing are his fictional painters. All these artists use their professionally “lingering 

eyes” to “see through” their aristocratic subjects and to transfer the result of their 

thorough observations onto a two-dimensional tactile and visual object (the picture), 

hoping to please their patrons (Wings 142). To carry out their task, these painters 

draw “indefinitely upon a fund of nervous force which outlastfs] and outwearie[s] the 

endurance of many a sturdier temperament” (Roderick 64). This “nervous force” 

concentrates mainly on their eyes, of which they are “very conscious,” and resembles 

the “special visual ray” about which the mesmerists spoke (Tales VI, 115). As we 

have already seen, especially in relation to Hawthorne, a successful portrait is only 

attained if the painter/visual artist uses his mesmerizing skills to capture the subject at 

his or her best. James, therefore, shows us how his fictional painters can see “with 

great intensity” because they have made an “effort to cultivate” their eyes in both an 

intuitive and deliberate way (Roderick 66; Tales VI, 115). Through their 

professional training, they “observe everything,” and “everything [...] teaches or 

suggests something” to them (Tales VI, 114). Yet James is not entirely comfortable 

with these artists’ “privilege” to “really” see “with great intensity.” Their “privilege” 

can only be “ambiguous,” since, in their artistic infatuation, these observers can use 

their “clear penetrating glance” as an outlet for violence (Roderick 65). In other 

words, they can use their professional eye to stare at and manipulate their subjects. 

For James, as for Stoddard and Hawthorne, gazing acts, especially in the act of 

portrait taking, start as violent acts, and, at least in principle, can move towards the 

violation of the integrity of the gazed-at individual. As a proviso against such 

violence, James advises his artists, the rest of the characters, and his readers to carry 

out some sort of “covert observation,” “watching [...] here and there” but always 

“from a respectable distance.”15 Only this will preserve the integrity of both observer 

and observed and will give time to both for self-defence if this was necessary.

The most clear case of how cautious observation will finally triumph over any 

violent act of “seeing through” is provided by The Portrait o f a Lady, a novel which 

also introduces us into the gendered implications of the Jamesian pseudo-scientific
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gaze. The main male character of The Portrait o f a Lady, Mr. Osmond, is a good 

example of James s idea that, in aristocratic circles, the “visual sense” prevails over 

any other concerns, and especially over moral preoccupations. In this, we can see 

reflected the very question that was raised by the pseudo-sciences: that of the morality 

of their practices, something that, as we saw in the second chapter, brought about 

much controversy in relation to Willis’s own life and personality. Mr. Osmond, as 

Newman, is first introduced as having “an eye which expressed both softness and 

keenness (211-12). Mr. Osmond’s eye, however, is a “luminous intelligent eye” 

which reflects “the nature of the observer as well as of the dreamer,” the nature of an 

observer “addicted to seeing through” (211, 212). Mr. Osmond, we are told “always 

ha[s] an eye to effect; and his effects [are] elaborately studied,” even if they are the 

result of the violent gazing that James sought to abolish (363). Mr. Osmond has a 

“keen, conscious eye,” whose “stiff persistency” rests on others “almost like a 

physical weight” (349, 303). He has the “faculty” of making “wither” everything he 

touches, as if he [...] had the evil eye” (391). He uses his faculty

[t]o surround his interior with a sort of invidious sanctity, to tantalize society with a sense of 

exclusion [...]. Osmond lived exclusively for the world. Far from being its master, as he 

pretended to be, he was its very humble servant, and the degree of its attention was his only 

measure of success. He lived with his eye on it, from morning till night, and the world was so 

stupid it never suspected the trick. Everything he did was pose— pose so deeply calculated 

that if  one were not on the look-out one mistook it for impulse. [...] His solitude, his ennui, 

his love for his daughter, his good manners, his bad manners, were so many features of a 

mental image constantly present to him as a model of impertinence and mystification. (363- 

64)

This mystifying character that Mr. Osmond puts on for society is never more 

effectively used than when he succeeds in marrying Isabel Archer, who thinks him 

“very distinguished” (385). However, one day, finding Mr. Osmond and his old 

friend Madame Merle in the drawing-room “absorbed” in “mutual gaze,” Isabel 

“receive[s] an impression” (376). She suddenly realizes that he has mesmerized her, 

she has “had a vision of him—she had not read him right. A certain combination of 

features had touched her, and in them she had seen the most striking of portraits” 

(393). From that time on, “[c]overt observation” becomes “a habit with her; an 

instinct [...] allied to that of self-defence” (385). Through her “covert observation,”
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Isabel becomes one of James’s most active and addicted observers. She especially 

indulges in seeing ‘through,’” her mind’s eye being always occupied with “gazing at 
a remembered vision”:

Her mind, assailed by visions, was in a state o f extraordinary activity, and her visions might as

well come to her there, where she sat up to meet them, as on her pillow, to make a mockery of
rest. (401)

Isabel struggles to cope with the difficult position in which her discovery “of her 

husband and Madame Merle, grouped unconsciously and familiarly” puts her (401). 

Through constant, though “covert” observation, however, she overcomes her personal 

and mental crises, and she finally manages to see “all this as distinctly as if it had 

been a picture on the wall. It might have been a great moment for her, for it might 

have been a moment of triumph” (508). Isabel certainly triumphs, since her “seeing 

through allows her to see eventually through the veil of appearances that rule 

fashionable circles. She has discovered the uncanny qualities of her husband and has 

been able to analyse the impressions they make on her, impressions that would have 

been too fragile had she not been able to fix her observations in pictorial form.

Traditionally, women are associated with beauty and fashion and therefore 

apparently enabled only to see superficially, but not to “see ‘through.’” James’s texts 

are indeed peopled by some stereotypical female characters. For the most part, 

however, the women in James’s work seem to have a special ability to “see through,” 

to see in picture form, and to use this way of seeing and the practices that are 

associated with it to further their cause. So, it should not surprise us that, in James’s 

texts, it is mainly women that are endowed with mesmeric gazes and identified with 

“veritable sorceresses]” (Roderick 288). Since the female characters are “always 

seeing, the rest of the characters, the male characters in particular, become their 

spectacle, their subjects, while they remain the ultimate “spectator and even the 

critic. This centrality of women in James’s texts reflects his awareness of the 

changes the female sphere” was undergoing. James’s most extended discussion of 

the alterations of the traditional ideology of the “separate sphere” appears in The 

Bostonians. In this novel, the male protagonist complains that
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the whole generation is womanised; the masculine tone is passing out o f the world; it’s a 

feminine, a nervous, hysterical, chattering, canting age, an age of hollow phrases and false 

delicacy and exaggerated solicitudes and coddled sensibilities, which, if we don’t soon look 

out, will usher in the reign of mediocrity, of the feeblest and flattest and the most pretentious 

that has ever been.”15

Part of that ‘“feminine, nervous, hysterical, chattering age’” is represented in the 

novel by Verena Tarrant’s feminist speeches, at first manipulated by her father’s 

mesmeric powers. In tacit agreement with Basil’s accusations, James identified each 

speech as “an intensely personal exhibition” on Verena’s part (205). Verena, 

“naturally theatrical,” moves “freely in her exposed isolation,” appealing “irresistibly” 

to the “starved senses” of, mainly, the male part of her audience (42, 49). During her 

dramatic speeches, her eyes, with “a single rapid ray,” “play[] over her listeners so 

freely that you couldn’t say they rested in one place more than another” (49):

The effect was not in what she said, though she said some pretty things, but in the picture and 

figure of the half-bedizened damsel (playing, now again, with her red fan), the visible 

freshness and purity of the little effort. When she had gained confidence she opened her eyes, 

and their shining softness was half the effect o f her discourse. (48)

As we can conclude from all this, women, for James, are the promoters of leisurely 

seeing. However, in their case this is acceptable. They use their leisurely seeing as 

their starting-point to see through and to make others do and see the same by means 

of the mesmeric skills through which they instil their ideas. At the end of the novel, 

there is no radicalism in Verena’s views, thanks to her relationship with Basil. Basil 

also seems to have come to terms with the fact that the world is “a very queer and 

partly very base mixture” (260). As we would expect, he has been greatly helped to 

reach this conclusion by his direct observation of Verena’s speeches, which have 

made him “addicted to seeing through.”

James, after all, was more attached to and influenced by this cultural 

background than he would want us to believe. In the previous section, I demonstrated 

how James’s texts were infused with ideas and techniques deriving from the mid

nineteenth century “culture of the eye.” It should now be easy for us to recognize that 

the philosophy of composition he espoused in his prefaces was also influenced by
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those movements, especially because such philosophy was closely linked to an 

abstract theory of the gaze, too.17 Following the nineteenth-century belief that the 

development of one’s mind depends directly on the degree of cultivation of one’s eye, 

in his prefaces, James claimed that his “vision [...] was, exactly, [his] knowledge”: 

observation is what grants experience to the individual (77). While making us aware 

that [everything counts; nothing is superfluous,” James also warns us against 

arbitrary observation and advises us, instead, to devise “some system of 

observation—for fear, in the admirable immensity, of losing [our] way” (3). That is, 

since the mind and the eye are so closely connected, James repeatedly suggests 

“pausing from time to time to consult” our visual notices, to reflect on what we see 

(3). By so doing, we should become, like James himself, “[a]ddicted to seeing 

through,”’ an addiction which also involves seeing in slow motion, or, as James 

would phrase it, it implies “motionless seeing” and “still lucidity,” since we will be 

paying attention to every detail, thinking and talking about it at the same time (154, 

57). Despite appearing to be a passive act, this “motionless seeing through” is so 

charged with activity and meaning that James even needs to italicize the term 

“seeing” every time it appears in his texts, marking its meaningfulness, making it 

even more visible and visual. In fact, James’s novels are the result of the actions and 

perceptions of “the habitual observer, the preoccupied painter, [and] the pedestrian 

prowler” (77). As already pointed out, with James “the intention so primarily” is 

“always” that “of the painter,” who, for him, can best convey what “deeply lurks in 

any vision prompted by life.”18 For James, the painter is the one who best 

understands that “seeing” is not a mere “natural instinct of mankind,” but an 

intelligent act (Wings 338). More to the point, in the case of the painter, this 

intelligent act is controlled and improved by his aesthetic impulse. For James’s ideal 

painter the “pleasure of watching” (“seeing” as a leisurely activity) is intrinsically 

linked to his “having to see”—“seeing” as a personal or professional obligation 

(Wings 79, 338). This is why the painter can indulge in his “incorregible taste for 

gradations and superpositions of effect; his love [...] of anything that makes for 

proportion and perspective, that contributes to a view of all the dimensions” (Wings 

79, 338, Prefaces 153). James’s ideal painter, therefore, resembles that imagined by 

Holmes, who also achieved a comprehensive understanding of his subject through the 

superposition of views, while aiming to gratify the “pleasure of watching” of other 

people.
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As already mentioned, James insists that we should not only “see things,” but 

that we should “see” them “properly,” for which we need to think and talk about what 

we see. So, since “[m]ere looking every one can do for himself,” James offers to 

help educate his readers’ eye, as other writers had done before him. That is, James 

offers to transform his and his characters’ gazing acts into linguistic acts in such a 

way that all (narrators, characters, and readers) partake of the “beguiling charm” (the 

mesmeric power of sight”) of his “all attentive” observations (3-4, 4). I showed in 

previous chapters how Holmes talked about “pictured thought” and “worded 

thought, and how, for Willis and Hawthorne, the imagination was a magic mirror 

which impressed and stored the images they saw in pictorial form to allow for further 

analysis. In a similar way, James conceives his “working imagination” as the 

deposit [...] of all [his] visual and all [his] constructive sense,” as the store of his 

gathered impressions and stirred perceptions” (76). According to James, his constant 

and direct observation of objects, characters, and events allows him to develop a 

“penetrating imagination” similar to Cummins’s “sharpened vision” and to the “power 

of sight” reached by mesmeric subjects (78). Because of this, James affects being 

able to conjure up the images stored in his imagination, and to do so with “revived 

interest,” presenting them to his readers as “proper pictures,” as if they were “fresh 

experience” (115, 77). James confesses that, before he sets to work, he needs to see 

his subjects and characters “vividly” (42). He also affects to believe that “the usual 

origin of [his] fictive picture” is “the vision of some person or persons, who hover[] 

before him, soliciting him [...], interesting him and appealing to him” (42). Then, he 

watches them “long enough” to “see them come together,” to “see them placed’ and 

“engaged in this or that act and in this or that activity” (43). Only after this happens, 

James admits, can he write an account of them, of “how they look and move and 

speak and behave” (43). At this point, in like manner to the painter, James is enabled 

to sit down to write his texts and to endow them and the events they contain with 

“pictorial quality” so as to feed more successfully the “seeing imagination” of his 

targeted readership.19

The advantage for James of making “proper pictures” of his texts is that they 

carry with them the mark of a particular ‘“artistic position’” (77). These pictures are 

the result of the act of attentive observation and reflection on the part of the author, so 

they will remain ultimately subjective. By emphasizing this, James wants to avoid 

assigning any definite authority or visual superiority to the writer/narrator. James
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admits that the writer/narrator calls the readers’ attention to that which is “scarce 

visible to the common eye” (119). Yet James is also aware that the writer/observer is 

“labouring uncannily,” dispersing the truth of his findings into a multiplicity of 

plausible interpretations. As already suggested, in the end, James’s “motionless- 

seeing-through” method echoes the mesmerizing process through which Hawthorne 

creates his daguerreian texts: both writers study their subjects in depth, analysing all 

their possibilities and then leaving to the reader the task of solving the riddle. 

Echoing Hawthorne’s Holgrave when he denies manipulating what the sun impresses 

on his daguerreian plates, James refuses to “be responsible enough” for what his 

“fictive pictures” convey (328). His pictorial texts, as Hawthorne’s daguerreian 

narratives, are not fixed: there are many ways of interpreting them and multiple points 

from which to view them. Ironically, this is possible because, being “the painter of 

the picture” allows James to

track [his] uncontrollable footsteps, right and left, after the fact, while they take their quick 

turn, even on stealthiest tiptoe, toward the point of view that, within the compass, will give me 

most instead of least to answer for. (328)

James expanded on this idea of the multiplicity of views and interpretations in his 

description of literature as a house with many windows. Each window offers different 

views of the same scene to different people. In the contemplation of the “house of 

fiction” in general, and of a given text in particular, each reader is

watching the same show, but one seeing more where the other sees less, one seeing black 

where the other sees white, one seeing big where the other sees small, one seeing coarse 

where the other sees fine. And so on, and so on; there is fortunately no saying on what, for the 

particular pair of eyes, the window may not open, “fortunately” by reason, precisely, o f this 

incalculability of range. (46)

Having made allowances for the openendedness of his texts, James, as Hawthorne, 

aims for “a critical, a non-naif, a questioning, worrying reader,” a reader who is 

“initiated” and “likes a complete image,” a reader “who desires to read with the 

senses as well as with the reason.” Such a reader, in his or her “absorbed perusal” of 

the text (his or her “seeing ‘through’” the narrative’s texture) will immediately 

understand the process by which the narrative was written. The reader will “see a
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subject in what [the writer] has done” and will feel “its appeal.”20 This, in turn, will 

allow the reader to enter “a kind of somnambulism” which will lead him to

perform afresh, to [his] sense, the act o f writing it, that is of rehandling the subject accordingly 

to [his] own lights and over-scoring the author’s form and pressure with [his] own vision and 

understanding. (Letters IV, 687)

In the preface to The Ambassadors, James confesses that “the business of [his] 

tale and the march of [its] action” is concerned precisely with the extended 

demonstration of [the] process of vision” he has been explaining in his previous 

prefaces to his major works (308). James’s ambitious project of creating “fictive 

pictures” from the results of his “motionless seeing through” had indeed been 

perfected by the time he wrote The Ambassadors. In this novel, therefore, we find all 

the elements and nuances of the gaze we have discussed so far in relation to James: 

the development of the plot depends on the intervention of a number of observers 

addicted to seeing through and to conceiving all they see in pictorial form for 

better analysis. What is more, we, the readers, are in turn also invited to take “our 

glance at the picture reflected in” each of those observers (250).

At the outset of the narrative, we find that Mrs Newsome, who lives according 

to the repressive moral codes of Woollett, has sent her friend Lambert Strether to 

Paris to end her son Chad Newsome’s suspected illicit affair with Mme de Vionnet 

and to take him back to America. Strether, brought up under the same moral code as 

Mrs Newsome’s, embarks on this mission determined to follow his friend’s 

instructions. Yet, on his arrival in Paris, things are not as straightforward as they had 

seemed. In Paris, Strether finds himself divided between the views of two other 

characters: old friend Waymarsh and travel companion Miss Gostrey. However, it is 

not difficult to see how, from the beginning, “a woman of fashion [is] floating him 

into society and [how] an old friend deserted on the brink [is] watching the force of 

the current” (29). The main reason why Waymarsh’s help is so easily and so soon 

discarded by the narrator and the rest of the characters is that Waymarsh, as Newman 

in The American, only indulges in superficial “seeing.” Waymarsh is often “caught 

[...] fixing hard some object of minor interest, fixing even at moments nothing 

discerning, as if he were indulging it with a truce [...]. The smallest things so arrested
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and amused him” (28). Seeing only superficially and looking only at insignificant 

objects, Waymarsh feels no need (or finds no reason) to question the received morals 

and values on which he has been brought up. His is the contemplative stance of the 

voyeur, and he defends his superior social position and ideas by “looking very hard at 

those who approach[] him” (19).

As usual in James, the male characters in The Ambassadors are the ones who, 

apparently, do most of the watching and seeing. Yet the female characters, once 

again in this narrative, are the ones who specialize in “seeing ‘through’”: Strether 

confides his observations to Miss Gostrey at every point, and she is the one who 

analyses them for him, helped by her own observations. Strether has long been 

identified as James’s most accomplished observer, although, in principle, he is a 

specimen of the type of Newman and Waymarsh. He gives his time “independently, 

unsociably, alone, without encounter or relapse and by mere quiet evasion [...] to the 

immediate and the sensible” (6). That is, his interest is with the pleasures of the 

material world, his is “the lust of the eyes” (78). His eyes, we are told, are

so quiet [...] that they might have almost been absent without changing his face, which took 

its expression mainly, and not least its stamp o f sensibility, from other sources and surface and 

grain and form. (10)

What distinguishes Strether from Waymarsh and initiates the former in the act of 

“seeing ‘through’” is the “perpetual pair of glasses” that he wears “astride of [his] fine 

ridge” (8). The other main observer of the novel, Maria Gostrey, also wears glasses. 

But her glasses and the eyes behind them are focussed on reality in an analytical way, 

which makes her

the mistress of a hundred cases or categories, receptacles of the mind, subdivisions for 

convenience, in which, from a full experience, she pigeon-holed her fellow mortals with a 

hand as free as that of a compositor scattering type. (10)

Miss Gostrey strikes Strether as “a person almost unnaturally on her guard,” although 

he does not fail to acknowledge that it is exactly through this attitude that she 

embodies “the nearest approach he ha[s] ever met to the priestess of the oracle” (108, 

87). Despite denying any claims to her being “a seer or a prophetess,” Miss Gostrey 

possesses the magical or mesmeric powers often associated with such occupations
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(87). From the moment Miss Gostrey meets Strether, she keeps looking at him with 

“a certain pleasant pointedness” and, in this fashion, she “take[s] hold of him 

straightaway” (10). She “measur[es] [him] up and down [...]; as if he were human 

material [her eyes] had already in some sort handled” (10). This pre-empts any 

“opposition between them” which could have made him suspicious of her, thus 

preventing him from “submitting to” her powers (10). Strether willingly succumbs to 

her mesmerizing spell, although he cannot but be bewildered at this most 

“extraordinary” event of his “falling thus in twenty minutes so utterly into [her] 

hands” (14). At this point, she “watche[s] him with all her kindness” and reassures 

him by saying that his easy surrender ‘“means simply that [he has] recognized [her]— 

which is rather beautiful and rare” (14). He has seen what she is and accepted it with 

all its consequences. Now Strether is on his way to becoming “addicted to seeing 

‘through’” in James’s cherished and intended manner, while, with his submission, 

Miss Gostrey is allowed to look “through her glasses and through his own” (14). 

Strether’s initial attitude towards life in general, and towards European life in 

particular, is that of indifference, as his gazing “with unseeing lingering eyes” shows 

(11). However, when he accepts Maria Gostrey’s “corrective,” which will reset both 

his visual unbalance and that of the novel, he starts gazing “before him with intent 

participation” (77, 180). In other words, she makes him face the reality around him, 

and, in so doing, his own position in that reality. As a result, he starts indulging in 

“uncontrolled perception[s],” which differs from his pre-determined according-to-plan 

life (his constant looking at his watch) at the outset (34). Thus, he can relax his 

previously repressed life, the life that was geared towards becoming and patronizing 

the image of the “good American” (85). As Maria makes him wonder: “What is it, to 

begin with, to be one, and what’s the extraordinary hurry? Surely nothing that’s so 

pressing was ever so little defined” (85). He cannot but acknowledge that what he 

came to Paris for was to break free from constraints, “to see for [himself]—without 

their aid” (71). But this sudden realization is unsettling in itself, as it also involves 

him in “the process of feeling the general stirred life” with its “shorts gusts of 

speculations” and “hungry gazes” (57).

As we have seen, Miss Gostrey helps Strether become “addicted to seeing 

through.” To cope with the instability this causes in principle, Strether, with James, 

relies on the aesthetic concern he has cultivated as a member of fashionable circles. 

Thanks to the help of Miss Gostrey, Strether soon realizes that he “can see,” although
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he remains unwilling to see (especially what there is between Chad and Mme de 

Vionnet) because his own self-re-construction is not complete (109). The episode that 

makes Strether realize he had vested interests in his coming to Europe is his encounter 

with famous sculptor Gloriani. On meeting the artist’s eyes, Strether, in like manner 

to Willis’s Paul Fane, feels that the “deep human expertness in Gloriani [is] flashed 

upon him as a test of his stuff’ (127). Gloriani “affects” Strether “as a dazzling 

prodigy of type” and, the latter,

in contact with that element as he had never yet so intimately been, had the consciousness of

opening to it, for the happy instant, all the windows of his mind, of letting this rather grey

interior drink in for once the sun of a clime not marked in his old geography. (126)

Such a reaction on Strether’s part should not surprise us if we concede that Gloriani, 

as all the fictional visual artists we have studied so far, was probably well versed in 

mesmeric practices. His eyes, therefore, apparently “all unconscious, unintending, 

preoccupied though they were” were easily recognized by Strether “as the source of 

the deepest intellectual sounding to which he had ever been exposed”—with the 

exception of Miss Gostrey’s mesmeric act, that is (126). Strether finds the experience 

so liberating and self-enriching that he is not “soon to forget” it or the eyes that 

caused it. On the contrary, from this time on, he strives to imitate the artist, since he 

has realized that everything that is “indeed too soft, too unknown for direct dealing” 

can only be “gaze[d] at [...] as at a picture, quite staying one’s own hand” (143). 

Conceiving everything as a picture and dealing with it in pictorial terms and with the 

kind of “motionless seeing” that is required for the proper analysis of the painting, 

Strether is also delaying the moment in which he has to face his task; he is postponing 

his first meeting with Chad Newsome. He is very close to Mrs. Newsome’s family 

and so he confesses “how little” he enjoys “the prospect of ceasing to figure in that 

likeness” should Mrs Newsome dislike his handling of Chad and Mme de Vionnet’s 

case (229-30). At the same time, he is still “a little scared at the picture of how much 

more, in this place, he should know himself ‘in’” (77). So Strether lets Miss Gostrey 

be his “blessing” and “his need,” the person without whom he is completely “lost” 

(77-78).

As we would expect, the first meeting between Chad and Strether is not 

casual, and it does not take place in an arbitrary setting, either. They meet during a
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theatre performance, which reinforces James’s attachment to any kind of visual or 

representational art while keeping our suspense at a maximum. Since “[t]hey couldn’t 

talk without disturbing the spectators in the part of the balcony just below them,” their 

intercourse is restricted to a frank friendly look from the young man, something 

markedly like a smile, but falling short of a grin, and the vivacity of Strether’s 

speculation as to whether he earned himself like a fool” (90). The impossibility of 

verbal communication, however, is not at all negative. It allows Strether to “feel his 

mind settled to the new vision,” to “habituate it, so to speak, to the remarkable truth” 
(89):

The phenomenon that had suddenly sat down there with him was a phenomenon of change so 

complete that his imagination, which had worked so beforehand, felt itself, in the connection, 

without margin or allowance. (89)

Strether finds a “fascination” in the very inscrutability of Chad’s face, since “this ripe 

physiognomy” is not “the face that, under observation at least, he had originally 

carried away from Woollet” (98). Despite Miss Gostrey’s absence, Strether seems to 

have lost his fear and to have “already an eye to the fun” of becoming the “critic” of 

Chad’s character and his “inscrutable new face” (90, 98). He feels free to define such 
a face

as that of a man o f the world— a formula that indeed seemed to come now in some degree to 

his relief; that of a man to whom things had happened and were variously known. In gleams, 

in glances, the past did perhaps peep out of it; but such lights were faint and instantly merged. 

Chad was brown and thick and strong; and of old Chad had been rough. Was all the 

difference therefore that he was actually smooth? Possibly; for that he was smooth was as

marked as in the taste o f a sauce or in the rub of a hand. The effect of it was general__it had

retouched his features, drawn them with a cleaner line. It had cleared his eyes and settled his 

colour and polished his fine square teeth— the main ornament of his face; and at the same time 

that it had given him a form and a surface, almost a design, it had toned his voice, established 

his accent, encouraged his smile to more play and his other motions to less. He had formerly, 

with a great deal of action, expressed very little; and he now expressed whatever was 

necessary with almost none at all. It was as if in short he had really, copious perhaps, but 

shapeless, been put into a firm mould and turned successfully out. (98)
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Following faithfully his recently acquired habit of “motionless seeing through,” 

Strether plays mentally with his perception of Chad at the same time as he encourages 

the young man to play with him. Chad’s “receptive attitude” and his “air of trying to 

live, reflectively, into the square bright picture” facilitates Strether’s task as critic and 

friend (95, 107). Strether suspects that the easiness with which Chad treats him and 

submits to his thorough examination is just a superficial “production” (107). Strether 

cannot but admit that “Chad ha[s] a way. The main question as yet [is] of what it [is] 

a way to” (107). Strether is aware that Chad is “always taking him in and yet finding 

that parts of him still remain[] out,” but he is not in a hurry to find out what Chad’s 

character is really like or “if Chad’s tolerance of his thoroughness [is] insincere” 

(106). Rather, Strether uses these unanswered questions as “the best of devices for 

gaining time” in his eager desire “to enjoy anything so rare [...]. Nothing alters the 

fact that the surprise is paralysing, or at any rate engrossing” (106,109).

Strether had come to Europe to take Chad back to America, thus ending his 

affair with Mme de Vionnet; but his apparent approval of Chad’s changes and the 

greater fascination in which Mme de Vionnet holds him throw him “back on a felt 

need to remodel his plan” (107). Thus, he “fairly [catches] himself shooting rueful 

glances, shy looks of pursuit” to “Mrs Newsome’s inspiration” under which he 

“altogether proceed[s]. He [...] once or twice, in secret, literally expresse[s] the 

irritated wish that she would come out and find her” (107). When Mrs Newsome 

sends her daughter and son-in-law to Paris to keep an eye on Strether’s procedures, 

Strether is “personally reassured” on seeing that “he ha[s] affirmed himself 

differently” even though he “[is] as yet in some degree” a specimen of Woollett 

society (236). However, as the narrative advances

Strether relapsed into the sense— which had for him in these days most o f comfort— that he 

was free to believe in anything that from hour to hour kept him going. He had positively 

motions and flutters of this conscious hour-to-hour kind, temporary surrenders to irony, to 

fancy, frequent instinctive snatches at the growing rose of observation, constantly stronger for 

him, as he felt, in scent and colour, and in which he could bury his nose even to wantonness. 

(294)

As already suggested, it is his “wantonness” that keeps him from acknowledging his 

awareness of the sexual liaison between Chad and Mme de Vionnet, and from taking 

any action in relation to it. So he goes on with this until a day on which, resting in the
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pavilion of a country house, he sees “something that [gives] him a sharpest arrest” 

(348). Strether introduces what he sees with apparent surprise: “—a boat advancing 

round the bend and containing a man who held the paddles and a lady, at the stem, 

with a pink parasol—” (348). However, he feels that somehow “these figures, or 

something like them, ha[s] been wanted in the picture, had been wanted more or less 

all day” (348-49). The man and the lady are none other than Chad and Mme de 

Vionnet and the leisurely activity in which they are involved has

the intimation that they were expert, familiar, frequent—that this wouldn’t at all events be the 

first time. They knew how to do it, he vaguely felt— and it made them but the more idyllic. 

(349)

When the couple notices Strether’s presence on the shore, Strether realizes that “they 

would show nothing if they could feel sure he hadn’t made them out” but

[i]t seemed to him again, within the limit, that he had but one thing to do— to settle their 

common question by some sign of surprise and joy. He hereupon gave large play to these 

things, agitating his hat and his stick and loudly calling out [...]. Our friend went down to the 

water under this odd impression as o f violence averted— the violence of their having ‘cut’ 

him, out there in the eye of nature, on the assumption that he wouldn’t know it. (350)

At this point it becomes more or less clear that Strether has been aware of the extent 

of their relation all along, but his aesthetic bent has led him to shroud his perceptions 

in a mystified aura which hides the moral dimension of reality. Up to the moment in 

which he finds the couple, Strether has rejoiced in the fact that “[h]e really continue[s] 

in the picture—that being for himself his situation” (346). He is conscious that he is 

“moving in these days, as in a gallery, from clever canvas to clever canvas” (360). 

His very awareness of it and of the real characters of the subjects of those pictures is 

what actually reinforces “at bottom the spell of the [whole] picture” (346). What 

makes him change his attitude towards the couple at the end is “the quantity of make- 

believe involved and so vividly exemplified,” something “that most disagreed with his 

spiritual stomach” (355). At the end of the novel, Strether returns to America without 

completing the task he had undertaken at the beginning. His self-refashioning is 

finished and he finds himself unable and unwilling to become the moral judge of other 

people’s behaviour, so even when he meets the couple unexpectedly he holds on to
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his theory [...] that the facts [are] specifically none of his business, and were, over 

and above [...], intrinsically beautiful” (352). Strether’s performance has, therefore, 

been anything but absurd: he has known the facts from the beginning and has 

analysed thoroughly the pictures they made. He has been aware that he has the power 

to see and act, but has declined to use his will in that sense for his own benefit and 

enjoyment. At the end of the novel, Miss Gostrey still recriminates him for needing 

“to be so dreadfully right” but she also acknowledges that his best quality is not ‘“so 

much [his] being ‘right’—it’s [his] horrible sharp eye for what makes [him] so’” 

(393). It is not surprising that these words of Miss Gostrey’s close the novel. 

Although she is absent for most of the novel, Miss Gostrey is ultimately “always 

seeing”—she is indeed the “seer” she denies being at the outset of the narrative—and 

Strether thus becomes “the spectacle, while [...] she remain[s] the spectator and even 
the critic” (House 95).

In this chapter, I have aimed to demonstrate that James’s work, his addiction 

to seeing through in particular, is greatly influenced by the pseudo-scientific and 

aesthetic concerns that emerged in mid-nineteenth century. As I have already 

mentioned, James s habit of “motionless seeing” allows him to produce “fictive 

pictures” which capture all the different nuances already studied in relation to the 

gaze. I started this chapter by looking for any traces of James’s borrowing from 

popular sources. In this first part of the chapter, I pointed out the clearest examples of 

James’s use of mesmerism and physiognomy. Then, I paid attention to the observers 

in James’s texts, pointing out how the aesthetic and pseudo-scientific components of 

their gazing acts determine not only their personality, but also their interaction and 

position in the fashionable world in which they live. As we saw, in James’s opinion, 

Newman from The American fails to become a “powerful specimen of an American” 

for his inclination to “see” with a voyeuristic eye only, without stopping to train his 

eye to “see ‘through,’” without willing to make of gazing an intellectual act. On the 

other hand, in The Portrait o f a Lady, Mr. Osmond improves his voyeuristic eye (and, 

with it, his performance in society) by adding some mesmerizing techniques to it and 

its actions. However, he is eventually outwitted by his wife through her ability to see 

through his social mask by putting and studying her observations in pictorial form. 

The second part of the chapter discussed the connection between James’s theory of 

writing and reading and the teachings of the pseudo-sciences. Finally, in my study of
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The Ambassadors, I pointed out how Strether moves from his initial position of 

voyeur to that of someone “addicted to seeing ‘through,’” thanks to the mesmerizing 

powers of Miss Gostrey as well as to the help of the mesmerizing effects of the 

pictures into which he starts transforming his observations. There is no final 

judgment of the main picture that concerns him (Chad Newsome’s affair with Mme 

de Vionnet). Yet, that is the obvious result of his conversion to James’s cherished 

mode of observation: there are too many layers of meaning and too many points from 

which they can be looked at as to risk giving a definite answer.

Since the early days of James criticism, scholars have often discussed the 

important role observation plays in James’s work. In the 1960s, critics like Laurence

B. Holland and Ora Segal analysed James’s “seeing” as not just an act of perception 

but also as a structural device for his work. To date, critics have continued discussing 

how for James “‘action’ has little to do with facts” and how “rather, it concerns 

shifting and alternating points of view.” However, from the 1970s, the focus has 

changed and critics have been more concerned with the psychological implications of 

“seeing” as conveyed in James’s work. Thus, there has been a tendency to establish 

binary combinations in which “seeing” has been equalled to one other act, especially 

“knowing,” and “being.”21 My own argument here has partly followed from this 

recurrent issue in the criticism of James’s texts, although my intention has been to 

offer a new approach to James’s work in general, and to his addiction to seeing in 

particular. A common critical assumption is that James encourages leisuredly seeing, 

rather than a more practical, self-improving kind of “seeing.” Indeed, James, in his 

prefaces and narratives, places great emphasis on “seeing.” Yet, as my analyses have 

sought to show, this should not distract us from its origins (pseudo-scientific gazing), 

its mode (“seeing ‘through’”), and its consequences (psychological insights). 

Furthermore, most scholars discuss James’s perceptions in an abstract way, taking for 

granted the physical act itself, while I have based my analyses on the physical eye and 

its functions, and the actual presence of an observer in the text. It is true that James 

confessed that he lived in “the tension of perception,” and that he came close to a 

formulation of the panopticon in his conception of literature as a visual structure 

represented by “the house of fiction.”22 (James defined literature as a house with a 

million windows all looking at the same field). Far from the structures of power and 

order, and from the constant presence of an authoritarian and objective observer of the 

panopticon, however, James’s “house of fiction” and all its plausible windows
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represent variety, temporality, and subjectivity. In other words, while in the 

panopticon everyone is seen and controlled by one authoritarian seer, in James’s 

‘ house of fiction,” all the windows look at the same thing, but offer different views. 

What is more, James insists that each window is guarded by “the posted presence of 

the watcher” (46). As I have shown, for James, the key to the proper workings of 

literary production is the actual presence of an observer, or a group of observers, so it 

would be misleading to initiate or develop our readings without paying close attention 

to them. This does not mean that we have to take everything they let us see at face 

value, either. The writer and his observers have facilitated the readers’ task by 

sharing with them “occult information.” But they have also rejoiced in “hovering like 

a spy, applying tests, laying traps, [and] concealing signs,” thus leaving room for 

ambiguity and for the reader’s collaboration. Only through “close observation,” 

“deliberate appreciation,” and personal choice, however, will the readers see the 

connection between things that were, from the beginning, tacitly “mixed up,” thus 

ending the mystification in which they had been enwrapped so far.23
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3 See Henry James, The Princess Casamassima (London: Penguin, 1987) 180-81; Henry 

James, The Outcry (London: Methuen, 1911) 230-31, 22; Henry James, The Wings o f  the Dove 

(London: Penguin, 2001) 79. Further references to these texts will be from this edition and will feature 

in the main text. See also Blackmur, ed., Prefaces 154.

4 See Henry James to H. G. Wells, July 10th, 1915, qtd. in Edel Letters IV, 769. Following 

Hawthorne, James also talked about the Romance, although James did not go as far as his predecessor. 

For James, the Romance is only a modulation of the novel, not a completely different genre. Also, for 

James, the Romance is grounded in reality rather than half way between reality and fantasy as it was 

for Hawthorne. James offers romance and realism “as the novel’s two chief modes” and approves the 

romance mode in so far as it redirects subjectivity, that is, in so far as it is disguised as realism. James 

favours the objective, factual narrative voice and that is why he confesses he feels “destitute and can 

procure nothing approaching a Romance unless [he] go[es] out in the rain and buy[s] the Sunday 

Herald” (Edel, Letters I, 44). For James, in fact, what gives a piece of writing in general and a novel in 

particular the quality of Romance is the structured way of seeing it presents (its reflection of the 

writer’s having “seeing ‘through’ mere fact) and the powerful effect this has on both characters and 

readers. For extended accounts o f James’s engagement in the debate of the Romance, see William R. 

Goetz, Henry James and the Darkest Abyss Romance (Baton Rouge: Louisiana UP, 1981), and James 

W. Gargano, Critical Essays On Henry James: The Early Novels (Boston: G. K. Hall, 1987).

5 See Henry James, Watch and Ward (London: Macmillan, 1923) 130-31; Henry James, The 

Portrait o f  a Lady (London: Penguin, 1997) 482; Henry James to Sarah Butler Wister, Dec. 21st, 1902, 

qtd. in Edel, Letters IV, 259-60; and Henry James, A Small Boy and Others (London: Macmillan, 1913) 

82. Future references to these works will be from this edition and will be inserted into the main text.

6 See Henry James to Thomas Sergeant Perry, Aug. 5th, 1860, in Edel, Letters I, 27-28. Henry 

James’s first story, “A Tragedy of Error” was not written until 1864 and his first novel, Watch and 

Ward, with strongly marked contemporary literary undertones, did not appear until 1870.

7 As my supervisor, Dr. Peter Stoneley, also pointed out, James undermines Evans’s style 

further by introducing “a pathetically inappropriate London lower-class accent.”

8 For accounts of James’s engagement with popular culture, o f James’s use of mesmerism and 

related practices, and of the influences o f the visual arts on James’s work, see the “Further Reading” 

list included at the end of this thesis (sections II. 7. b. 6, II. 7. b. 2, and II. 7. b. 3, respectively). If in 

my chapter I link James’s “motionless seeing through” with the major pseudo-scientific practices that
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emerged at mid-century, Tim Armstrong reads James’s slow motion “purification” of his corpus for 

his new corpus in relation to fletcherism. See Tim Armstrong, “Disciplining the Corpus: Henry James 

and Fletcherism, American Bodies: Cultural Histories o f  the Physique, ed. Tim Armstrong (Sheffield: 

Sheffield Academic P, 1996) 101-18; and Tim Armstrong, “Waste Products,” Modernism, Technology 

and the Body: A Cultural Study (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1998) 42-74.

See Leon Edel, ed., The Complete Tales o f  Henry James, 12 vols. (London: Rupert Hart 

Davis, 1962) III, 261-62. Any other allusions to this text will be taken from this edition and included 

in the main text.

10 See James, Watch 5-6; Henry James, Roderick Hudson (London: Penguin, 1986) 74, 266; 

James, Watch 135; and John Bayley, ed. Henry James: Collected Stories (London: Everyman’s 

Library, 1999) 1 ,15, 1153. Further references to these texts will be from this edition and will feature in 

the main text.

11 See Henry James, The Golden Bowl (London: Wordsworth Classics, 2000) 214. Future 

references to this text will be from this edition and will be inserted into the main text.

12 See Henry James, The American (London: Penguin, 1995) 6. Any other allusions to this 

text will be taken from this edition and included in the main text.

13 See Henry James, The Ambassadors (London: Penguin, 1994) 19. Subsequent references to

this text will belong to this edition and will appear in the main text.

14 See Henry James, The Sacred Fount (London: Macmillan, 1923) 71, 68, 71; James, Watch

and Ward 4; James, American 6; and Henry James, The Europeans (London: Penguin, 1995) 6, 7. 

Further references to these texts will be from this edition and will feature in the main text.

15 See James, Portrait 385; and Henry James, Ambassadors 187. Writing about his experience 

of sitting for a portrait, James likened portrait taking, and, more specifically, photography, with an 

artistic attack. Thus, in A Small Boy and Others, James asserted that: “It had been revealed to me thus 

in a flash that we were somehow queer, and though never exactly crushed by it I became aware that I at 

least felt so as I stood with my head in Mr. Brady’s vise” (94). Again, in a letter to Charles Scribners’ 

Sons, James recounted how: “I spent yesterday afternoon in being again ‘artistically’ photographed 

here on my own premises by a young American expert, A. L. Coburn, who had already done me in 

London, but without satisfactory success, and who came down from town for an earnest second attack” 

(Edel, Letters IV, 407).

16 See Henry James, The Other House (London: Rupert Hart-Davis, 1948) 95; and, Henry 

James, The Bostonians (London: Penguin, 2000) 260. Future references to these texts will be from this 

edition and will be inserted into the main text. As Carroll Smith-Rosenberg argues:

The New Woman originated as a literary phrase popularised by Henry James. Transposed 

into a sociological and historical context, it needs some further explanation. James used it to 

refer to American women of affluence and sensitivity (he usually placed them in a European 

setting). Young and unmarried, they rejected social conventions, especially those imposed on 

women. These women fought stagnation. They acted on their own. They were the unique
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product of American society, James argued, inconceivable in Europe. Within James’s novels, 

they suffered the consequences of their autonomy. Daisy Miller is one example, Isabel Archer 

another. (176)

For accounts of James on gender issues, see, for instance: Sara deSaussure Davis, “Feminist Sources in 

The Bostonians, American Literature 50 (1979): 570-87; Alfred Habegger, Henry James and the 
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See Donnatella Izzo, “The Portrait o f  a Lady and Modern Narrative,” New Essays on The 

Portrait o f  a Lady, ed. Joel Porte (Cambridge: CUP, 1990) 41. For accounts of perception in James, 
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included at the end of the thesis.

Qtd. in Alfred Habegger, Gender, Fantasy, and Realism in American Literature (New York: 

Columbia UP, 1982) 278; Blackmur, ed., Prefaces 46.

See Henry James, Ghost Stories o f  Henry James (Hertfordshire: Wordsworth Classics, 

2001) 48-49.



Conclusion 220

This thesis has looked at the interaction between literature and other cultural 

forms as a way of engaging both in the new socio-literary critical trend and in the 

ongoing revision of the American literary canon. Offering contextualized readings of 

a wide range of nineteenth-century American authors and works, this project has 

sought to contest or correct current scholarly assumptions and practices. For example, 

since scholars involved in the recovery of popular texts seem to be more interested in 

the study of long-forgotten female texts, I have called attention to the work of two 

mid-nineteenth century American male writers, Holmes and Willis, whose writing is 

usually overlooked nowadays, though it was both popular and influential at the time. 

I have also claimed that the field of “woman’s fiction” is not as uniform as recent 

critics would want us to believe. As I have shown, Cummins’s style was simple, 

whereas Evans’s texts were characterised by their display of knowledge and 

convoluted sentences, and Stoddard’s work was sharp and succinct. Moreover, the 

alleged “radicalism” of these writers, I have suggested, is nothing other than these 

writers straightforward but conventional performance of contemporary issues. 

(Emphasising religion and benevolence, Cummins was actually highlighting the 

religious undertones of the pseudo-sciences, and the power of Evans’s and Stoddard’s 

characters and texts derives from the mesmeric skills with which they are endowed 

more or less explicitly.) Last, but not least, I have aimed to question the general 

belief that canonical writers and texts are superior because detached from (if not 

completely indifferent to) contemporary cultural developments. As we have seen, 

despite the distant authorial stance adapted by Hawthorne and James in the prefaces to 

their major works, they were in fact drawing from the same cultural practices and 

concerns as did the popular writers studied in this project.

I have set the readings of my chosen texts and authors in the context of the 

nineteenth-century “culture of the eye.” I have focused especially on how, from the 

1830s onwards, scientific, pseudo-scientific, and aesthetic practices and discourses 

emphasised the importance of the eye and of ways of seeing, particularly in relation to 

the study and formation of character. Through the close readings of both the 

nineteenth-century pseudo-scientific and aesthetic discourses and the contemporary 

literary translation of these very practices, I have been able to establish how the 

movements behind the “culture of the eye” influenced contemporary literary

Conclusion
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productions, providing rich thematic and semantic fields as well as attractive and 

innovative strategic and structural literary devices. One of the main attractions of the 

new practices for contemporary writers was the fact that, by incorporating pseudo

scientific and aesthetic ideas and techniques, authors could affect that their 

imaginative creations were endowed with scientific accuracy and authority. This may 

have fooled recent scholars who associate the nineteenth-century writers’ 

mobilization of multiple gazes with the accuracy and authority evoked by the 

Foucauldian panopticon. Yet contemporary readers were conscious that the practices 

from which writers were borrowing questioned the very concept of “accuracy,” 

reality, and authority,” suspecting the reliability of character discernment and 

representation. As it becomes apparent in the available contemporary critical 

responses to these works, nineteenth-century readers were aware of the tricks writers 

and narrators were trying to play on them. Using the semantic field promoted by the 

current (pseudo-)scientific and aesthetic practices, contemporary reviewers described 

Holmes’s work as “magnetic,” “entertaining,” and “effective;” Cummins’s and 

Stoddard’s writings were seeing as “interesting,” “affecting,” and “fascinating”; 

Willis and Hawthorne were considered as “magicians” for their mastery of the 

techniques and ideas of the “culture of the eye.”

We should not forget that the pseudo-sciences also incorporated into their 

practices a complex network of theatrical or performative gestures which accentuated 

the unreliability of their results. Thus, we cannot trust what Evans’s narrators tell us, 

since they are only “professed” phrenologists and physiognomists. Holmes’s 

Professor of Science may initially be a figure of scientific authority, but this authority 

becomes under question from the moment in which he suspiciously attributes to 

“chance” any deviation or intensification of his gaze. Willis may claim that his 

writings are successful not because he has intentionally made them so by deploying 

the right ideas and techniques but merely owing to the existence of “papyral 

magnetism.” However, as we discover in some of his work, he is striving to endow 

his work (and his own person) with a “distinctive physiognomy,” and he is doing so 

thanks to his being, as his fictional alter ego Paul Fane, an “unobserved spectator” of 

his surroundings, and someone who is, in turn, in “unobserved self-absorption.” 

Cummins pretended to be the “disembodied” medium who translated into literature 

what she observed through the “eye of sympathy”; yet she also confessed that she 

used this eye not unawares or without purpose but consciously and as a “spiritual
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talisman for herself and others. In like manner, Hawthorne affected to be a 

disembodied spirit, or dismissed his intervention in the narrative process by 

identifying his texts with daguerreian plates in which it was the sun’s agency that 

impressed the (textual) images. But, as with Holgrave in Seven Gables, the 

penetrating power of Hawthorne’s eyes, and of his texts, is clearly the symbol and the 

result of mesmeric manipulations. Like Hawthorne, Stoddard and James initially 

present us with apparently distant, indifferent, detached observers who will eventually 

turn out to be endowed with “speculative,” “imperious,” “magnetic,” or “baffling” 

eyes in Stoddard’s case; or with “impudent,” “discriminating,” “very discerning” 
optics in James’s texts.

The issue of subjectivity both in the practices of the “culture of the eye” and in 

the literature that borrowed from them has been a major concern of this thesis and has 

been discussed especially in relation to Holmes and Evans. Holmes’s “medicated” 

gaze and texts, as we have seen, contain scientific, pseudo-scientific, and aesthetic 

ideas and techniques. Superposing discourses and viewing techniques, Holmes, as his 

contemporaries, aimed for accuracy. Yet, he had to admit that the “fascination” that 

even accurate views and correct viewing effected on the gazer made apparent the 

existence of some degree of subjectivity, or at least it left room for some subjective 

interpretation of what was viewed. Evans, as Holmes, believed that literature should 

incorporate scientific and pseudo-scientific principles, and in her writings she set out 

to find how the “potent spell” of the human eye (its mesmeric power) could “suddenly 

actualise” the gazed-at subject’s “potentialities.” As Evans saw it, these 

“potentialities” or qualities were only temporary, and their actualization depended on 

the tactile, idolatrous, and theatrical skills of the “mesmeric eyes” of both the gazer 

and the gazed-at individual. Something similar transpired in Cummins’s writings. 

Cummins associated the actualisation of the individual’s potentials not to the gazing 

power of mesmeric eyes but to the individual’s realization of his or her physiognomic 

(permanent) or pathognomic (temporary) features. Cummins, as Evans and most of 

their contemporaries, believed that close observation was essential for both the proper 

reading and formation of character. Close observation, for Cummins, determined or 

“sharpened” the individual’s “vision” of his or her personal, social, and spiritual 

values. Willis’s life and work bear witness to this same belief. Willis’s main 

obsession was to see and to be seen, both in person and through his work. In his urge 

to gain social power and personal reassurance, he “overworked” his “optics”: he
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turned his eye outward to observe closely those people whose social position he 

longed to achieve and whose culture of refinement he wanted to spread. At the same 

time, he also turned his gaze inward for self-inspection and self-reconstruction. He 

drew readers to his work by promoting it as pseudo-scientifically based, and incited 

readers to imitate him and his doubly directed gaze—part of the attraction of his 

writing was actually due to Willis’s well-known fashionable looks.

As opposed to Willis’s obsession with seeing and being seeing, in Stoddard 

we found some initial reluctance to engage in the gazing game. Stoddard was 

doubtful of the morality of intensive prying into other people’s inner characters 

through their eyes. Cummins’s reaction to this fact was similar, although in her it was 

not as loudly voiced as in Stoddard, and it was strictly related to religious principles 

which are missing in Stoddard’s works. As Cummins and Evans, Stoddard also 

accentuated the difficulties entailed in the discernment of character, showing in her 

writings how problematic the establishment of relationships was, since characters 

were simultaneously attracted to and repelled from each other. Stoddard did not 

reveal the sources from which she was drawing, but the quickness, hardness, and 

sharpness of the “metallic look” through which she sought to “produce effect” closely 

resemble the “mesmeric eyes” Evans presented us with in her texts. Like Stoddard, 

Hawthorne and James disguised the principles they were using as the foundations of 

their works, but it is still possible to establish their pseudo-scientific origins. In 

Hawthorne’s chapter we saw how the study of character was carried out by means of 

mesmeric experiments whose results became transferred onto aesthetic products 

(daguerreotypes, diorama presentations, or traditional portraits). For Hawthorne, both 

mesmerism and daguerreotypy contained the perfect blend between the “simple” and 

the “gifted,” the real and the imaginary. As with Holmes, Hawthorne favoured the 

gazing acts behind mesmeric and daguerreian practices because they seemed to 

transform real things into “things of intellect,” allowing the gazer to add some illusive 

or elusive qualities to reality. James, like Hawthorne, also privileged mesmerically- 

induced acts of “seeing through,” especially those which allowed the gazer to see 

everything in picture form. However, due to the sophistication of the practices of the 

“culture of the eye” by the time James was writing, it is easy to understand that for 

James, even more so than for any of the other writers treated in this project, the 

emphasis was on the psychological bearings of the gaze.



Works Cited 224

WORKS CITED

I. The “Culture of the Eye.”

1. Phrenology and Physiognomy.

Cooter, Roger. The Cultural Meaning o f Popular Science: Phrenology and the 

Organization o f Consent in Nineteenth-Century Britain. Cambridge: 
Cambridge UP, 1984.

Lavater, John Casper. Essays on Physiognomy; fo r  the Promotion o f the Knowledge 

and Love o f Mankind. 1775. London: T. Bensley and John Stockdale, 1810.

2. Mesmerism and Related Practices.

Buranelli, Vincent. The Wizard from Vienna: Franz Anton Mesmer. London: Peter 
Owen, 1975.

Caldwell, Charles. Facts in Mesmerism and Thoughts on its Causes and Uses. 

Louisville: Prentice and Weisringer, 1842.

Dods, John Bovee. Six Lectures on the Philosophy o f Mesmerism, Delivered in the 

Marlboro’ Chapel, Boston. New York: Fowlers & Wells, 1848.

---- . Spirit Manifestations Examined and Explained. Judge Edmons Refuted; or, an

Exposition o f the Involuntary Powers and Instincts o f the Human Mind. New 
York: De Witt & Davenport, 1854.

---- . Thirty Sermons, Both Doctrinal and Practical. Boston: Whitemore, 1843.

Fuller, Robert C. Mesmerism and the American Cure o f Souls. Philadelphia: U of 

Pennsylvania P, 1982.

Kaplan, Fred. Dickens and Mesmerism: The Hidden Springs o f Fiction. Princeton: 

Princeton UP, 1975.

Melville, John. Crystal Gazing and Clairvoyance. London: Nichols & Co., 1910.

Shaw, W. H. J., ed. How to Hypnotise and Mesmerise. A Manual o f Instruction in 

the History, Mystries [sic], Modes o f Procedure and Methods o f Mesmerism, 

or Animal Magnetism. Chicago: n. p., 1896.

Sinnett, A. P. The Rationale o f Mesmerism. Boston: Houghton, Mifflin, and Co., 

1892.



Works Cited 225

Winter, Alison. Mesmerized: Powers o f Mind in Victorian Britain. Chicago: U of 
Chicago P, 1998.

3. Daguerreotypes.

Barger, M. Susan, and William B. White. The Daguerreotype: Nineteenth-Century 

Technology and Modem Science. Washington: Smithsonian Institution P, 
1991.

Barthes, Roland. Camera Lucida: Reflection on Photography. Trans. Richard 

Howard. New York: Hill and Wang, 1981.

Daguerre, L. J. M. An Historical and Descriptive Account o f the Various Processes o f 

the Daguerreotype and Diorama. Introd. Newhall Beaumont. London: 

McLean, 1839. New York: Kraus Reprint, 1969.

Newhall, Beaumont. The Daguerreotype in America. New York: Duell Sloan and 

Pearce, 1961. 3rd ed. Rev. New York: Dover Publications Inc., 1975.

Richter, Stefan. The Art o f the Daguerreotype. New York: Penguin, 1989.

Rudisill, Richard. Mirror Image; The Influence o f the Daguerreotype on American 

Society. Albuquerque: U of New Mexico P, 1971.

Digitised Archive Materials.

Fisher, J. K. “Photography, the Handmaid of Art.” Photographic Art-Journal Jan. 

1851. Foresta and Wood <http://nmaa-ryder.si.edu/collections/exhibits/ 

helios/secrets/text_handmaidofart.html>.

Foresta, Merry A., and John Wood, eds. “Nineteenth-Century Texts on the

Daguerreotype.” Secrets o f the Dark Chamber, the Art o f the American 

Daguerreotype. [Washington]: Smithsonian Institution P, and National 

Museum of American Art, 1995. 16 July 2001 <http://nmaa- 

ryder.si.edu/collections/exhibits/secrets/secrets_secretstoc.html>.

“New Discovery in the Fine Arts. The Daguerreotype.” The New Yorker Apr. 13,

1839. Foresta and Wood <http://nmaa-ryder.si.edu/collections/exhibits/ 

helios/secrets/text_newdiscovery3.html>.

Root, Marcus. “The Various Uses of the Daguerrean Art.” Photographic Art-Journal 

Oct. 1852. Foresta and Wood <http://nmaa-ryder.si.edu/collections/ 
exhibits/helios/secrets/text_various.html>.

http://nmaa-ryder.si.edu/collections/exhibits/%e2%80%a8helios/secrets/text_handmaidofart.html
http://nmaa-ryder.si.edu/collections/exhibits/%e2%80%a8helios/secrets/text_handmaidofart.html
http://nmaa-%e2%80%a8ryder.si.edu/collections/exhibits/secrets/secrets_secretstoc.html
http://nmaa-%e2%80%a8ryder.si.edu/collections/exhibits/secrets/secrets_secretstoc.html
http://nmaa-ryder.si.edu/collections/exhibits/%e2%80%a8helios/secrets/text_newdiscovery3.html
http://nmaa-ryder.si.edu/collections/exhibits/%e2%80%a8helios/secrets/text_newdiscovery3.html
http://nmaa-ryder.si.edu/collections/%e2%80%a8exhibits/helios/secrets/text_various.html
http://nmaa-ryder.si.edu/collections/%e2%80%a8exhibits/helios/secrets/text_various.html


Works Cited 226

“The True Artist.” Daguerreian Journal Aug. 1851. Foresta and Wood

<http://nmaa.ryder.si.edu/collections/exhibits/helios/secret/text_trueartist.
html>.

4. Miscellaneous Studies of the Eye and the Visual.

Argyle, Michael, and Mark Cook. Gaze and Mutual Gaze. Cambridge: Cambridge 
UP, 1976.

Amheim, Rudolf. Art and Visual Perception: A Psychology o f the Creative Eye.

Berkeley: U of California P, 1954.

Banister, Richard. A Treatise on One Hundred and Thirteen Diseases o f the Eyes.
London: n.p., 1622.

Brennan, Teresa, and Martin Jay, eds. Vision in Context: Historical and 

Contemporary Perspectives on Sight. London: Routledge, 1996.

Briggs, Asa. “The Philosophy of the Eye: Spectacles, Cameras, and the New Vision.” 

Victorian Things. Chicago: Chicago UP, 1989. 103-43.

Burnet, John. An Essay on the Education o f the Eye with Reference to Painting.

London: James Carpenter, 1837.

Conron, John. American Picturesque. University Park: Pennsylvania State UP, 2000. 

Crary, Jonathan. Techniques o f the Observer: On Vision and Modernity in the 

Nineteenth Century. Cambridge, MA: MIT P, 1990.

Flint, Kate. The Victorians and the Visual Imagination. Cambridge: Cambridge UP,
2000.

Foucault, Michel. “Panopticism.” Discipline and Punishment: The Birth o f the 

Prison. London: Penguin, 1977. 195-230.

Helsinger, Elizabeth K. Ruskin and the Art o f the Beholder. Cambridge: Hardvard 
UP, 1982.

Hussey, Christopher. The Picturesque: Studies in a Point o f View. London: Frank 

Cass & Co., 1967.

Merleau-Ponty, Maurice. “Eye and Mind.” Phenomenology, Language, and

Sociology: Selected Essays o f Maurice Merleau-Ponty. Ed. John O’Neill. 

London: Heinemann, 1974. 280-311.

Walker, John. The Philosophy o f the Eye: Being a Familiar Exposition o f its

Mechanism, and the Phenomena o f Vision, with a View to the Evidence o f

http://nmaa.ryder.si.edu/collections/exhibits/helios/secret/text_trueartist


Works Cited 227

5. Miscellaneous Literature of the “Culture of the Eye.”

a. Primary Texts.

“Animal Magnetism Outdone.” The Corsair 8 June 1839: 208.

Deakin, Motley F., ed. The Home Book o f the Picturesque; Or, American Scenery, 

Art and Literature. Comprising a Series o f Essays by Washington Irving, W.

C. Bryant, Fenimore Cooper, and Others. A Facsimile Reproduction. New 

York: G. Putnam, 1852. Gainesville, FL: Scholars’ Facsimiles & Reprints, 

1967.

“The Evil Eye of the Oxford Road.” The Corsair 15 Feb. 1840: 776-77.

“The Fashionable Science.” The Corsair March 20, 1839: 33.

“Gifts and Mesmerism.” Home Journal Apr. 11, 1846: n. p.

Greenwood, Grace. “Sly Peeps into the Heart Feminine.” Home Journal Apr. 4, 

1846: n. p.

“The Inconstant Daguerreotype.” Harper’s New Monthly Magazine May 1855: 820-

26.

“John Caspar Lavater, According to Physiognomy.” Home Journal Feb. 16, 1850: n. 

P-
“Knowledge of Character.” New Mirror Apr. 6, 1844: 4-7.

“Outline Sketch of Character.” New Mirror Apr. 20, 1844: 41-43.

“The Pencil of Nature.” The Corsair Apr. 13, 1839: 70-72.

“Phrenology and Animal Magnetism: How They Served and Individual.” 

Knickerbocker Feb. 1840: 98-102.

“The Self-Seer.” Home Journal March 24, 1849: n. p.

b. Secondary Texts.

Armstrong, Tim, ed. American Bodies: Cultural Histories o f the Physique. Sheffield: 

Sheffield Academic P, 1996.

Armstrong, Tim. Modernism, Technology and the Body: A Cultural Study.

Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1998.

Freedman, Barbara. Staging the Gaze: Postmodernism, Psychoanalysis, and 

Shakespearean Comedy. Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1991.

Design. London: Charles Knight, 1837.



Works Cited 228

Merrill, Lynn L. The Romance o f Victorian Natural History. New York: Oxford UP,
1989.

Mulvey, Laura. “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema.” Screen 16.3 (1975): 6-18.

Williams, Susan. “‘The Inconstant Daguerreotype’: The Narrative of Early 

Photography.” Narrative 4.2 (1996): 161-74.

II. The Authors.

1. Oliver Wendell Holmes.

a. Primary Texts.

Holmes, Oliver Wendell. “Doings of the Sunbeam.” Atlantic Monthly July 

1853: 1-15.

- - “The Stereoscope and the Stereograph.” Atlantic Monthly June 1859: 738-48.

---- . “Sun-Painting and Sun-Sculpture.” Atlantic Monthly July 1861: 13-29.

---- . The Works o f Oliver Wendell Holmes. 14 vols. Riverside edition. London:

Sampson Low, Marston, Searle, and Rivington, 1891.

b. Secondary Texts.

Dalke, Anne. “Economics; or, the Bosom Serpent: Oliver Wendell Holmes’s Elsie 

Venner: A Romance o f Destiny” American Transcendental Quarterly 2.1
(1998): 57-68.

Gibian, Peter. Oliver Wendell Holmes and the Culture o f Conversation. Cambridge: 

Cambridge UP, 2001.

“Literary Notices.” Ladies’ Repository June 1861: 379.

“Oliver Wendell Holmes.” Appleton’s Journal Oct. 31, 1874: 546.

Wentersdorg, Karl. “The Underground Workshop of Oliver Wendell Holmes.” 

American Literature 35 (1963): 1-12.

2. Nathaniel Parker Willis.

a. Primary Texts.

Willis, Nathaniel Parker. A I’Abri, or The Tent Pitch’d. New York: Samuel Colman, 

1839.



Works Cited 229

The Convalescent. New York: Charles Scribner, 1859.

“Daguerreotype Sketches of New York.” New Mirror 20 May 1843: 102-05.

• “Daguerreotype Sketches of New York.” New Mirror 27 May 1843: 113-16.

. Dashes at Life with a Free Pencil. New York: Burgess, Stringer, 1845.

. “Editor’s Table.” American Monthly Feb. 1830:799.

. “Editor’s Table.” American Monthly 2.1 Apr. 1830: 188.

. “Editor’s Table.” Home Journal Jan. 10, 1857: 2.

. “Editor’s Table.” New Mirror 15 June 1844: 176.

. Famous Persons and Places. New York: Charles Scribner, 1854.

. “The Fashionable Sciences.” The Corsair May 25, 1839: 168.

. Fun-Jottings; or, Laughs I Have Taken a Pen To. New York: Charles Scribner, 
1853.

. Hurry-Graphs; or, Sketches o f Scenery, Celebrities and Society, Taken from  

Life. Rochester: Alden and Beardsley, 1856.

. “The Icy Veil; or, the Keys to Three Hearts Thought Cold.” Home Journal 

March 1846: n. p.

. Life, Here and There; Or, Sketches o f Society and Adventure at Far-Apart Times 

and Places. New York: Baker and Scribner, 1850.

“Literary Notices.” American Monthly Apr. 1829: 70.

“Literary Notices.” American Monthly June 1829: n.p.

The Mirror Library. New York: Morris, Willis, 1843-1844.

Paul Fane; or, Parts o f a Life Else Untold. New York: Charles Scribner, 1857.

“Pen and Ink Portraits of the Belles of Our Time.” Home Journal 10 Feb. 1849: 

n. p.

. “Pen and Ink Portraits of the Belles of Our Time.” Home Journal March 3,
1849: n. p.

People 1 Have Met; or, Pictures o f Society and People o f Mark, Drawn under a 

Thin Veil o f Fiction. New York: Clark & Austin, 1844.

“A Pleasant Day in March.” Home Journal 21 March 1846: n. p.

The Poetical Works o f Nathaniel Parker Willis. London: George Virtue, 1850.

The Rag-Bag, a Collection o f Ephemera. New York: Charles Scribner, 1855.

Romance o f Travel, Comprising Tales o f Five Lands, by the Author o f 

Pencilings [sic] by the Way. New York: Samuel Colman, 1840.

The Scenery and Antiquities o f Ireland, Illustrated from Drawings by W. H.



Works Cited 230

Barlett; The Literary Portions o f the Work by N. P. Willis and J. Stirling 

Coyne. 2 vols. London: George Virtue, 1842.

---- . Sketches. Boston: S. G. Goodrich, 1827.

---- . Trenton Falls, Picturesque and Descriptive. New York: George P. Putnam,

1851.

b. Archival Materials.

Willis, Nathaniel Parker. Letter to Friends (Miss Clark). N. d. N. P. Willis Letters 

(1831-1864). Rare Books and Manuscripts. The Allison-Shelley Collection. 

The Pennsylvania University Libraries, State College, PA.

- - - .  Letter to John Neal. N. d. Nathaniel Parker Willis Autograph File. bMS Am 

1949 (344). Houghton Library, Harvard University, Cambridge, MA.

c. Secondary Texts.

Baker, Thomas N. Sentiment and Celebrity: Nathaniel Parker Willis and the Trials o f 

Literary Fame. New York: Oxford UP, 1999.

Beers, Henry Augustin. Nathaniel Parker Willis. Boston: Houghton, Mifflin & Co., 

1896.

Daughrity, Kenneth LeRoy. “The Life and Work of Nathaniel Parker Willis, 1806- 

1836.” PhD Diss., U of Virginia, 1935.

Goffe, Lewis Center. “The Fiction of Nathaniel Parker Willis.” PhD Diss., Boston 

U, 1961.

Hayward, Edward F. “Nathaniel Parker Willis.” Atlantic Monthly August 1884: 212- 

22.
“Nathaniel Parker Willis.” New York Times 22 Jan. 1867: 4.

Paston, George. Little Memoirs o f the Nineteenth-Century. London: Grant Richards, 

1902.

Richards, T. Addison. “Idlewild, the Home of N. P. Willis.” Harper’s Monthly 

Magazine Jan. 1858: 145-66.



Works Cited 231

3. Maria Susanna Cummins.

a. Primary Texts.

Cummins, Maria. El Fureidis. Boston: Ticknor and Fields, 1860.

---- . Haunted Hearts. Boston: J. E. Tilton and Co., 1864.

- - The Lamplighter. Boston: John P. Jewett, 1854. Boston: Houghton & Mifflin 

Co., 1902.

---- . Mabel Vaughan. Boston: John P. Jewett, 1857.

b. Archival Material.

.Cummins Family Papers, 1806-1898. MSS 305. Phillips Library, Peabody Essex 

Museum, Salem, MA.

Cummins, Maria. Maria Cummins Collection. Ms. 7076. Clifton Waller Barrett, 

Special Collections, University of Virginia at Charlottesville.

The Lamplighter. Advertisement. N. d. Cummins Family Papers, 1806-1898.

The Proofreaders of the author of “The Lamplighter.” Letter to Maria Cummins.

N. d. Maria Cummins Collection.

Swanwick, Paul D. Letter to M. S. Cummins. July 28th, 1854. Cummins Family 

Papers, 1806-1898.

Williams, Mrs (?). Letter to M. S. Cummins. Nov. 6th, 1854. Cummins Family 

Papers, 1806-1898.

c. Secondary Texts.

Arrangoiz, Noelle Felice. “The Representation of Narrative Authority: Hawthorne, 

Cummins, and Fuller.” PhD Diss., Harvard U, 1991.

Bauermeister, Erica. “The Lamplighter, Wide, Wide, World, and Hope Leslie: The 

Recipes for Nineteenth-Century American Women’s Novels.” Legacy 8.1 

(Spring 1991): 17-18.

Weinstein, Cindy. ‘“A Sort of Adopted Daughter’: Family Relations in The 

Lam plighterE nglish Literary History 68.4(2001): 1023-47.



Works Cited 232

4. Augusta Jane Evans.

a. Primary Texts.

Evans, Augusta Jane. At the Mercy o f Tiberius. New York: G. W. Dillingham, 
1887.

---- . Beulah. New York: Derby and Jackson, 1859.

— . Inez; A Tale o f the Talamo. New York: Harper and Brothers, 1855.

---- . Infelice. New York: G. W. Carleton, 1876.

---- . Macaria; or, Altars o f Sacrifice. New York: Doolady, 1864.

---- . A Speckled Bird. New York: G. W. Dillingham, 1902.

---- . St. Elmo. New York: G. W. Carleton and Co., 1866. Tuscaloosa: U of
Alabama P, 1992.

---- . Vashti. New York: G. W. Carleton and Co., 1869.

b. Secondary Texts.

Alder, Nancy. “Women’s Rights in Three Novels by Augusta Jane Evans.” 

Synthesis: An Interdisciplinary Journal 1.2 (1995 Fall): 77-82.

Bakker, Ian. “Overlooked Progenitors: Independent Women and Southern

Renaissance in Augusta Evans Wilson’s Macaria; or, Altars o f Sacrifice:' 

Southern Quarterly 25.2 (Winter 1987): 131-42.

Bynum, Rusty, and Geoffrey Hamilton. Augusta Evans Wilson: Stateswoman and 

Author. Huntsville, AL: Writers Consortium Books, 1989.

Calkins, Earnest Elmo. “St. Elmo or, Named for a Best Seller.” Saturday Review of 

Literature 21 Dec. 16th, 1939: 3-4; 14-17.

Day, Karen. “From Dependency to Self-Reliance: The Phenomenology of Feminism 

in Augusta Evans Wilson’s Beulah.” Mount Olive Review 8 (1995-1996 

Winter-Spring): 56-62.

Holstein, Suzy Clarkson. “ ‘Offering up Her Life’: Confederate Women on the Altars 

of Sacrifice.” Southern Studies: An Interdisciplinary Journal o f the South 2.2 

(1991 Summer): 113-30.

Johnson, Bradley. “Duelling Sentiments: Responses to Patriarchal Violence in

Augusta Jane Evans’s St. Elmo:' The Southern Literary Journal 33.2 (2001):

14-29.

Riepma, Anna Sophia Roelina. Fire and Fiction: Augusta Jane Evans in Context.



Works Cited 233

Amsterdam, GA: Rodopi, 2000.

Roberts, Diane, ed. Introduction.” St. Elmo. By Augusta Evans, v-xxiv.

R., P. S. Review of St. Elmo.” De Bow’s Review March 1867: n. p.

Sexton, Rebecca Grant. A Southern Woman o f Letters: The Correspondence o f 

Augusta Jane Evans Wilson. Columbia: U of South Carolina P, 2002.

Ward, John Shirley. “St. Elmo.” Scott’s Monthly Magazine March 1867: 218-22.

5. Elizabeth Drew Barstow Stoddard.

a. Primary Texts.

Buell, Laurence, and Sandra A. Zagarell, eds. The Morgesons and Other 

Unpublished Writings. Philadelphia: U of Pennsylvania P, 1984.

Stoddard, Elizabeth. The Inevitable Crisis.” Harper’s Monthly Magazine Jan. 1868: 
248-56.

- - -. “Gull’s Gluff.” Harper’s Monthly Magazine July 1865: 208-13.

---- . “Lemome versus Huell.” Harper’s Monthly Magazine March 1863: 537-43.

- - -. The Morgesons. Eds. Laurence Buell and Sandra Zagarell. London: Penguin,
1997.

---- . “My Own Story.” Atlantic Monthly May 1860: 526-47.

- - -. “A Partie Caree.” Harper’s Monthly Magazine March 1862: 466-79.

---- . “The Prescription.” Harper’s Monthly Magazine May 1864: 794-801.

---- . Temple House. New York: G. W. Carleton, 1867.

---- . Two Men. New York: Bunce and Huntington, 1865.

---- . “Unexpected Blows.” Harper’s Monthly Magazine Dec. 1867: 64-74.

b. Archival Material.

Carleton, George W. Letter to Elizabeth Stoddard. Dec. 8, 1864. Richard H. and 

Elizabeth Stoddard Papers, 1822-1902.

Elizabeth Stoddard Letters and Writings, 1851-1911. Rare Books and Manuscripts, 

The Allison-Shelley Collection, The Pennsylvania State University Libraries, 
Stage College, PA.

Lathrop, G. P. Letter to Stoddard. Aug. 8,1888. Richard H. and Elizabeth Stoddard 

Papers, 1822-1902.

Richard H. and Elizabeth B. Stoddard Papers, 1822-1902. The New York Public



Works Cited 234

Library, Manuscripts and Archives, Astor Lenox and Tilden Foundations,
New York.

Stoddard, Elizabeth. Letter to J. R. Lowell. Jan. 12,1859. Stoddard Papers.

---- . Letter to J. R. Lowell. May 5,1860. Stoddard Papers.

— . Letter to Margaret Sweat. 6 May 1853. Elizabeth Stoddard Letters and 

Writings, 1851-1911.

- - -. Letter to Margaret Sweat. 4 Oct. 1855. Elizabeth Stoddard Letters and Writings,

1851-1911.

- - -. Unpublished Short Story. Elizabeth Stoddard Letters and Writings, 1851-1911. 

Stoddard Papers. bMS Am. 765. Houghton Library, Harvard University, Cambridge,

MA.

c. Secondary Texts.

Aldrich, Mrs. Thomas Bailey. Crowding Memories. Boston: Houghton, 1920.

Halsey, Whiting Francis. American Authors and Their Homes: Personal Descriptions 

& Interviews. New York: James Pott & Co., 1901.

Mattlack, James H. “Hawthorne and Elizabeth Barstow Stoddard.” New England 

Quarterly 50 (1977): 278-302.

Ripley, George. “The Morgesons.” New York Tribune 19 July 1862.

Stedman, Laura, and George M. Gould, eds. Life and Letters o f Edmund Clarence 

Stedman. New York: Moffat, Yard, and Co., 1916.

Taylor, Marie Hanses. On Two Continents. New York: Doubleday, Page, and Co., 

1905.

6. Nathaniel Hawthorne.

a. Primary Texts.

Charvat, William, et al., eds. The Centenary Edition o f the Works o f Nathaniel 

Hawthorne. 23 vols. Columbus: Ohio State UP, 1962-1994.

Hawthorne, Nathaniel. Footprints on the Seashore by Nathaniel Hawthorne with 

Etched Illustrations by Louis K. Harlow. Boston: Samuel E. Cassino, 1892.

---- . Main Street. Ed. Julian Hawthorne. Canton, PA: Kirgate P, 1901.

---- . Twice-Told Tales. New York: The Modem Library, 2001.

---- . Works o f Nathaniel Hawthorne. American Note Books—English Note Books. 4



Works Cited 235

volumes in 1. Globe Edition. Boston: Houghton, Mifflin and Co., 1868.

b. Secondary Texts, 

b. 0. General.

Coale, Samuel Chase. Mesmerism and Hawthorne: Mediums o f American Romance. 

Tuscaloosa: U of Alabama P, 1998.

Crews, Frederick. The Sins o f the Fathers: Hawthorne’s Psychological Themes. New 

York: OUP, 1966.

Crowley, Donald J. Hawthorne: The Critical Heritage. London: Routledge and 

Kegan Paul, 1970.

Fogle, R. H. Hawthorne’s Imagery: The "Proper Light and Shadow” in the Major 

Romances. Norman : U of Oklahoma P, 1969.

Gollin, Rita K. P ortraits o f Nathaniel Hawthorne: An Iconography. DeKalb: 

Northern Illinois UP, 1983.

Idol, John, and Buford Jones, eds. Nathaniel Hawthorne: The Contemporary 

Reviews. Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1994.

Idol, John, and Melinda Ponders, eds. Hawthorne and Women: Engendering and

Expanding the Hawthorne Tradition. Amherst: U of Massachusetts P, 1999.

Kaul, A. N., ed. Hawthorne: A Collection o f Critical Essays. Englewood Cliffs: 

Prentice-Hall, 1966.

Lee, A. Robert, ed. Nathaniel Hawthorne: New Critical Essays. London: Vision,

1982.

McWilliams, J. P. Hawthorne, Melville and the American Character: A Looking- 

Glass Business. Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1984.

Newlin, Paul. ‘“Vague Shapes of the Borderland’: The Place of the Uncanny in 

Hawthorne’s Gothic Vision.” ESQ 67 (1972): 83-96.

Pearce, Roy Harvey, ed. Hawthorne Century Essays. Columbus: Ohio State UP,

1964.

Stem, Milton. Contexts for Hawthorne: The Marble Faun and the Politics o f

Openness and Closure in American Literature. Urbana: U of Illinois P, 1991.

Tatar, Maria M. “The Houses of Fiction: Toward a Definition of the Uncanny.” 

Comparative Literature 33.2 (1981): 167-82.

Von Abele, Rudolph. The Death o f the Artist: A Study o f Hawthorne’s



Works Cited 236

Disintegration. The Hague: Nijhoff, 1955.

Wagenknecht, Edward. Nathaniel Hawthorne: The Man, His Tales, and Romances. 
New York: Continuum, 1989.

Wallace, Janies. “Hawthorne and the Scribbling Women Reconsidered.” American 

Literature 62.2 (1990): 201-22.

b. 1. On Hawthorne and the Romance.

Baym, Nina. “Concepts of the Romance in Hawthorne’s America.” Nineteenth- 

Century Fiction 38.4 (1984): 426-43.

Brodhead, Richard H. Hawthorne, Melville, and the Novel. Chicago: U of Chicago 
P, 1976.

Dameron, J. Lasley. “Hawthorne and the Popular Concept of the Prose Romance.” 

English Studies 68.2 (1987): 154-59.

Kreger, Erika. ‘“Depravity Dressed Up in a Fascinating Garb’: Sentimental Motifs 

and the Seduced Hero(ine) in The Scarlet Letter.” Nineteenth-Century 

Literature 54.3 (1999): 308-35.

Tome, Sandra. “A Change of Art: Hester, Hawthorne, and the Service of Love.” 

Nineteenth-Century Literature 56.4 (2002): 466-94.

b.2. On Hawthorne and the Daguerreian Art.

Davidson, Cathy. “Photographs of the Dead: Sherman, Daguerre, Hawthorne.” South 

Atlantic Quarterly 89.4 (1990): 667-701.

Dolis, John. The Style o f Hawthorne’s Gaze: Regarding Subjectivity. Tuscaloosa: U 

of Alabama P, 1993.

Thomas, Ronald R. “Double Exposures: Arresting Images in Bleak House and The 

House o f the Seven G a b l e s N o v e l  (1997): 89-113.

Trachtenberg, Alan. “Seeing and Believing: Hawthorne’s Reflections on the 

Daguerreotype in The House o f the Seven Gables.” American Literary 

History 9.3 (1997 Fall): 460-81.



Works Cited 237

7. Henry Janies.

a. Primary Texts.

Blackmur, Richard, ed. The Art o f the Novel: Critical Prefaces by Henry James.

London: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1935.

James, Henry. The Ambassadors. London: Penguin, 1994.

---- . The American. London: Penguin, 1995.

---- . The Bostonians. London: Penguin, 2000.

---- . The Complete Notebooks. Eds. Leon Edel and Lyall Powers. New York:

Oxford UP, 1987.

---- . The Complete Tales. Ed. Leon Edel. London: R. Hart-Havis, 1962.

---- . The Europeans. London: Penguin, 1995.

---- . The Golden Bowl. Hertfordshire: Wordsworth Classics, 2000.

---- . The Ghost Stories o f Henry James. Hertfordshire: Wordsworth Classics, 2001.

---- . Hawthorne. London: Macmillan, 1879.

---- . Henry James: The Collected Stories. Ed. John Bayley. 2 vols. London:

Everyman’s Library, 1999.

---- . Henry James: The Letters. Ed. Leon Edel. 4 vols. London: Macmillan, 1974-

1984.

---- . Literary Criticism. New York: Library of America, 1984.

---- . The Other House. London: W. Heinemann, 1896.

---- . The Outcry. London: Methuen, 1911.

---- . The Portrait o f a Lady. London: Penguin, 1997.

---- . The Princess Casamassima. London: Penguin, 1987.

---- . Roderick Hudson. London: Penguin, 1986.

---- . The Sacred Fount. London: Macmillan, 1923.

---- . A  Small Boy and Others. London: Macmillan & Co, 1913.

---- . Watch and Ward: Long sta ff s Marriage; Eugene Pickering and Other Tales.

London: Macmillan, 1923.

---- . The Wings o f the Dove. London: Penguin, 2001.



Works Cited 238

b. Secondary Texts.

b. 0. General.

Gargano, James, ed. Critical Essays on Henry James: The Early Novels. Boston: 

Hall, 1987.

Goetz, William. Henry James and the Darkest Abyss o f Romance. Baton Rouge: 

Louisiana State UP, 1986.

Porte, Joel, ed. New Essays on The Portrait o f a Lady. Cambridge: Cambridge UP,

1990.

b. 1. On Jam es’s Prefaces.

Beidler, Paul. Frames in James: The Tragic Muse. The Turn o f the Screw. What 

Maisie Knew, and The Ambassadors. Victoria: U of Victoria, 1993.

McWhirter, David, ed. Henry James’s New York Edition: the Construction o f 

Authorship. Stanford: Stanford UP, 1995.

Pearson, John. The Prefaces o f Henry James: Framing the Modem Reader. 

University Park: Pennsylvania State UP, 1997.

Rundle, Vivienne. “Defining Frames: The Prefaces of Henry James and Joseph 

Conrad.” Henry James Review 16 (1995): 66-92.

b. 2. On James and Photography.

Grossman, Julie. ‘“ It’s the Real Thing’: Henry James, Photography, and The Golden 

Bowl.’’’ Henry James Review 15.3 (1994): 309-28.

Rowe, John Carlos. “The Politics of the Uncanny: Newman’s Fate in The 

American.” Henry James Review 8.2 (1987): 79-90.

Schwarzchild, Edward. “Revising Vulnerability: Henry James’s Confrontation with 

Photography.” Texas Studies in Literature and Language 38.1 (1996): 51-78.

Tick, Stanley. “Positives and Negatives: Henry James vs. Photography.” 

Nineteenth-Century Studies 7 (1993): 69-101.

b. 3. On James and Gender.

Davis, Sara deSaussure. “Feminist Sources in The Bostonians.” American Literature 

50 (1979): 570-87.

Habegger, Alfred. Henry James and the “Woman Business. ” Cambridge: Cambridge



Works Cited 239

UP, 1989.

Hadella, Paul. “Rewriting Misogyny: The Portrait o f a Lady and the Popular 

Fiction.” American Literary Realism 26.3 (1994): 1-11.

Nettels, Elsa. Language and Gender in American Fiction: Howells, James, Wharton, 

and Cather. Charlottesville: UP of Virginia, 1997.

McCormack, Peggy, ed. Questioning the Master: Gender and Sexuality in Henry 

James’s Writing. Newark: U of Delaware P, 2000.

Van Oostrum, Duco. Male Authors, Female Subjects: The Woman Within/Beyond

the Borders o f Henry Adams, Henry James, and Others. Amsterdam: Rodopi,
1995.

8. Miscellaneous.

a. Primary Texts.

Emerson, Ralph Waldo. Emerson’s Complete Works. 12 vols. Riverside Edition. 

London: Routledge and Sons, 1903.

Melville, Herman. Moby Dick. Ed. Tony Tanner. Oxford: Oxford UP, 1988.

Plumstead, A. W., and Harrison Hayford, eds. The Journals and Miscellaneous

Notebooks o f Ralph Waldo Emerson. 8 vols. Cambridge, MA: Belknap P of 

Harvard UP, 1969.

Sampson, George. The Works o f Ralph Waldo Emerson. 5 vols. London: George 

Bell & Sons, 1906.

Stoddard, Henry Richard. Recollections, Personal and Literary. New York: Barnes 

& Co., 1903.

Stowe, Harriet Beecher. Uncle Tom’s Cabin. New York: Penguin, 1986.

Webb, C. H. St. Twel’mo; or, the Cuneiform Enclopedist o f Chattanooga. New 

York: C. H. Webb, 1867.

b. Secondary Texts.

b. 0. General

Buell, Lawrence. New England Literary Culture: From Revolution Through 

Renaissance. Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1986.

Gagnier, Regenia. Subjectivities: A History o f Self-Representation in Britain, 1832- 

1920. New York: Oxford UP, 1991.



Works Cited 240

Halttunen, Karen. Confidence Men and Painted Women: A Study o f Middle-Class 

Culture in America, 1830-1870. New Haven: Yale UP, 1982.

Lawrence, David H. Studies in Classic American Literature. London: Heinemann, 
1924.

Marsh, George F. Man and Nature. Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1864.

Matthiessen, F. O. American Renaissance: Art and Expression in the Age o f Emerson 

and Whitman. London: Oxford UP, 1962.

Porter, Roy, ed. Rewriting the Self: Histories from the Renaissance to the Present.

London: Routledge, 1997.

Purbrick, Louise, ed. The Great Exhibition o f 1851: New Interdisciplinary Essays.

Manchester: Manchester UP, 2001.

Strout, Cushing. The Veracious Imagination: Essays on American History, 

Literature, and Biography. Middletown, CT: Wesleyan UP, 1981.

Trilling, Lionel. The Liberal Imagination: Essays on Literature and Society. New 

York: Viking Press, 1950.

Whipple, Edwin P. “American Literature.” Harper’s Monthly Magazine March 

1876: 514-533.

b. 1. On the Romance.

Bell, Michael Davitt. The Development o f American Romance: The Sacrifice o f 

Relation. Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1980.

Chai, Leon. The Romantic Foundations o f the American Renaissance. Ithaca:

Cornell UP, 1987.

Chase, Richard. The American Novel and Its Tradition. New York: Anchor Books, 

1957.

Dekker, George. The American Historical Romance. Cambridge: Cambridge UP,

1987.

Dryden, Edgar. The Form o f American Romance. Baltimore: John Hopkins UP,

1988.

Ellis, William. The Theory o f the American Romance: An Ideology in American 

Intellectual History. Ann Arbor: UMI Research P, 1989.

Mills, Nicolaus. American and English Fiction in the Nineteenth Century: An Antique 

Critique and Comparison. Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1973.



Works Cited 241

Reising, Russell. The Unusable Past: Theory and the Study o f American Literature. 

New York: Methuen, 1986.

b. 2. On Gender.

Baym, Nina. Woman s Fiction: A Guide to Novels by and About Women in America, 

1820-1870. Ithaca: Cornell, 1978.

Douglas, Ann. The Feminization o f American Culture. New York; Knopf, 1977.

Duffy, Timothy Patrick. “The Gender of Letters: The Man of Letters and Intellectual 

Authority in Nineteenth-Century Boston.” PhD Diss., U of Virginia, 1993.

Goshgarian, G. M. To Kiss the Chastening Rod: Domestic Fiction and Sexual 

Ideology in the American Renaissance. Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1992.

Habegger, Alfred. Gender, Fantasy, and Realism in American Literature. New 

York: Columbia UP, 1982.

Hams, Susan K. 19th-Century American Women’s Novels: Interpretative Strategies. 

Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1990.

Jones, Anne Goodwyn. Tomorrow is Another Day; The Woman Writer in the South, 

1859-1936. Baton Rouge: Louisiana UP, 1981.

Kelley, Mary. Private Woman, Public Stage. New York: Oxford UP, 1984.

Schmidt, Klaus, and David Sawyer, eds. Blurred Boundaries: Critical Essays on 

American Literature, Language, and Culture. Frankfurt am Main: P. Lang, 

1996.

Smith-Rosenberg, Carroll. Disorderly Conduct: Visions o f Gender in Victorian 

America. New York: Oxford UP, 1985.

Tompkins, Jane. Sensational Designs: American Women’s Fiction, 1850-90. Oxford: 
Oxford UP, 1985.



Further Reading 242

FURTHER READING

I. The “Culture of the Eye.”

0. General.

Allert, Beate, ed. Languages o f Virtuality: Crossings between Science, Art, Politics, 

and Literature. Detroit: Wayne State UP, 1996.

Cunningham, Andrew, and Nicholas Jardine, eds. Romanticism and the Sciences. 

Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1990.

Darwin, Charles. Origin o f Species. New York: Norton, 1975.

Kerr, Howard, and Charles Crow. The Occult in America: New Historical 

Perspectives. Urbana: U of Illinois P, 1983.

Leahey, Thomas Hardy, and Grace Evans Leahey. Psychology’s Occult Doubles: 

Psychology and the Problem o f Pseudoscience. Chicago: Nelson-Hall, 1983.

Lightman, Bernard. Victorian Science in Context. Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1997.

Paley, William. Natural Theology; Or, Evidences o f the Existence and Attributes o f 

the Deity, Collected from the Appearances o f Nature. London: Taylor and 
Wilks, 1802.

Weigert, Andrew. Self, Interaction, and Natural Environment: Refocusing Our 

Eyesight. New York: State U of New York P, 1997.

1. Phrenology and Physiognomy.

Davies, John B. Phrenology: Fad and Science. New Haven: Yale UP, 1955.

Graham, John. Lavater’s Essays on Physiognomy: A Study in the History o f Ideas. 

Bern: Lang, 1979.

Hartley, Lucy. Physiognomy and the Meaning o f Expression in Nineteenth-Century 

Culture. Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2001.

Percival, Melissa. The Appearance o f Character: Physiognomy and Facial

Expression in Eighteenth-Century France. London: W. S. Maney & Son, 

1999.

Shookman, Ellis. The Faces o f Physiognomy: Interdisciplinary Approaches to



Further Reading 243

Johann Caspar Lavater. Columbia: Camden House, 1993.

2. Mesmerism and Related Practices.

Blackburn, Douglas. Thought-Reading; or, Modem Mysteries Explained Being

Chapters on Thought-Reading, Occultism, Mesmerism, & c. Forming a Key to 

the Psychological Puzzles o f the Day. London: Field & Tuer, 1884.

Carpenter, Albert Emerson. Plain Instructions in Hypnotism and Mesmerism with 

Psychic Experiences. Boston: Lee and Shepard, 1900.

Flint, Herbert. Flint’s Lessons in Hypnotism: A Comprehensive Work on Scientific 

Suggestion as Applied in Hypnotism, Mesmerism, Personal Magnetism, 

Magnetic Healing, Psycho-Therapeutics, Suggestive Therapeutics. Cleveland: 

Flint’s College of Hypnotism, c. 1912.

Martineau, Harriet. Miss Martineau’s Letters on Mesmerism. New York: Harper & 
Bros., 1845.

Moore, Laurence R. In Search o f White Crows: Spiritualism, Parapsychology, and 

American Culture. New York: Oxford UP, 1977.

Podmore, Frank. Mesmerism and Christian Science: A Short History o f Mental 

Healing. London: Methuen, 1909.

3. Daguerreotypes.

Gemsheim, Helmut. L. J. M. Daguerre: The History o f the Diorama and the 

Daguerreotype. 1956. New York: Dover, 1968.

Green-Lewis, Jennifer. Framing the Victorians: Photography and the Culture o f 

Realism. Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1996.

Humphrey, S. D. American Hand Book o f the Daguerreotype. New York:

Humphrey, 1858.

Rinhart, Floyd & Marion. The American Daguerreotype. Athens: U of Georgia P,

1981.

Tagg, John. The Burden o f Representation: Essays on Photographies and Histories. 

Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan, 1988.

Trachtenberg, Alan. Reading American Photographs. Images as History: Mathew 

Brady to Walker Evans. New York: Hill and Wang, 1989.



Further Reading 244

Wood, John. America and the Daguerreotype. Iowa City: U of Iowa P, 1991.

Digitised Archive Materials

“America’s First Look into the Camera: Daguerreotype Portraits and Views, 1839- 

1864.” American Memory. The Library of Congress. 22 July 2002 

<http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/daghtml/daghome.html>.

The Daguerreotype. The Daguerreian Society, Pittsburg. 22 July 2002 

<http:www.daguerre.org/home.html>.

Fitzgibbon, J. H. “Daguerreotyping.” Western Journal and Civilian (1851). Foresta 

and Wood <http://nmaa-ryder.si.edu/collections/exhibits/secrets/text_ 

daguerreotyping.html>.

4. Miscellaneous Studies of the Eye and the Visual.

Anderson, Quentin. “Property and Vision in 19th-Century America.” The Virginia 

Quarterly Review 54.3 (Summer 1978): 385-410.

Berger, John. Ways Of Seeing. London: Penguin and BBC, 1972.

Bryson, Norman. Vision and Painting: The Logic o f the Gaze. London: Macmillan,

1983.

Debord, Guy. Society o f the Spectacle. New York: Zone, 1973.

Gamman, L., ed. The Female Gaze. N. p.: Women’s P, 1988.

Groenendyck, Kathy L. “The Importance of Vision: Persuasion and the

Picturesque.” Rhetoric Society Quarterly 30.1 (2000 Winter): 9-28.

Kaplan, Ann E. “Is the Gaze Male?” Powers o f Desire: The Politics o f Sexuality.

Ed. Ann Snitow. New York: Monthly Review P, 1983. 309-28.

Meyer, William E. H. “The Unwelcome Presupposition of American Philosophy— 

Eye-Epistemology: An Essay Far Beyond the Bounds of Current 

Interdisciplinary Scholarship.” Weber Studies 12.2(1995): 83-94.

Urry, John. The Tourist Gaze. London: Sage Publications, 2002.

http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/daghtml/daghome.html
http://www.daguerre.org/home.html
http://nmaa-ryder.si.edu/collections/exhibits/secrets/text_%e2%80%a8daguerreotyping.html
http://nmaa-ryder.si.edu/collections/exhibits/secrets/text_%e2%80%a8daguerreotyping.html


Further Reading 245

a. Primary Texts.

Smith, Horace, esq. Love and Mesmerism. London: Henry Colburn, 1845.

b. Secondary Texts.

Beer, Gillian. Darwin’s Plots: Evolutionary Narrative in Darwin, George Eliot and 

Nineteenth-Century Fiction. London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1983. 

Bendena, Marilyn. The Female Gaze in Literature and Film. [Morgantown]: West 

Virginia U, 2002.

Bullen, J. B. The Expressive Eye: Fiction and Perception in the Work o f Thomas 

Hardy. Oxford: Clarendon P, 1986.

Burwick, Frederick. The Haunted Eye: Perception and the Grotesque in English and 

German Romanticism. Heidelberg: Winter, 1987.

-Casctti, Francesco. Inside the Gaze: The Fiction Film and Its Spectator. Trans.

Charles O’Brien. Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1998.

Christ, Carol T. The Finer Optics: The Aesthetic o f Particularity in Victorian Poetry.

New Haven: Yale UP, 1975.

Copley, Stephen, and Peter Garside, eds. The Politics o f the Picturesque: Literature, 

Landscape and Aesthetics since 1770. Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1994. 

Culvert, Stuart. “How Photographs Mean: Literature and the Camera in American 

Studies.” American Literary History 1 (1989): 190-205.

Green, Jennifer. “Victorians Outside the Frame: The Photographer in Victorian 

Fiction.” Victorians Institute Journal 19 (1991): 111-40.

Kerr, Howard, and John Crowley, eds. The Haunted Dusk: American Supernatural 

Fiction, 1820-1920. Athens: U of Georgia P, 1983.

Kerr, Howard. Mediums and Spirit-Rappers and Roaring Radicals: Spiritualism in 

American Literature, 1850-1900. Urbana: U of Illinois P, 1972.

Krasner, James. The Entangled Eye: Visual Perception and the Representation of 

Nature in Post-Darwinian Narrative. New York: Oxford UP, 1992.

Labbe, Jacqueline M. Romantic Visualities: Landscape, Gender, and Romanticism.

Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1998.

Levine, George Lewis. Darwin and the Novelists: Patterns o f Science in Victorian 

Fiction. Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP, 1988.

5. Miscellaneous Literature of the “Culture of the Eye.”



Further Reading 246

Lueck, Beth L. American Writers and the Picturesque Tour: The Search for National 

Identity, 1790-1860. New York: Garland, 1997.

Pauly, Thomas H. “The Literary Sketch in Nineteenth-Century America.” Texas 

Studies in Literature and Language 17 (1975): 489-503.

Porter, Carolyn. Seeing and Being: The Plight o f the Participant Observer in

Emerson, James, Adams, and Faulkner. Middletown: Wesleyan UP, 1981.

Rivers, Christopher. Face Value: Physiognomical Thought and the Legible Body in 

Marivaux, Lavater, Balzac, Gautier, and Zola. Madison: U of Wisconsin P,

1994.

Scholnick, Robert J., ed. American Literature and Science. Lexington: UP of 

Kentucky, 1997.

Tatar, Maria. Spellbound: Studies on Mesmerism and Literature. Princeton:

Princeton UP, 1978.

Tytler, Graeme. Physiognomy in the European Novel: Faces and Fortunes.

Princeton: Princeton UP, 1982.

Vitanza, Victor J. “Melville’s Redbum and Emerson’s ‘General Education of the 

Eye.’” ESQ 21 (1975): 40-45.

Williams, Megan Rowley. Through the Negative: The Photographic Image and the 

Written Word in Nineteenth-Century American Literature. New York: 

Routledge, 2003.

Wilson, Eric. Emerson’s Sublime Science. Basingstoke: Palgrave, 1999.

II. The Authors.

1. Oliver Wendell Holmes.

Secondary Texts.

Fischoff, Ephraim. Oliver Wendell Holmes: Physician and Humanist. Springfield,

111: Dept, of Medical Humanities, Southern Illinois U School of Medicine, 

1982.

Gallagher, Kathleen. “The Art of Snake Handling: Lamia, Elsie Venner, and

‘Rappaccini’s Daughter.’” Studies in American Fiction 3 (1975): 51-64.

Hawthorne, Hildegarde. The Happy Autocrat; A Life o f Oliver Wendell Holmes. New 

York: Longmans, Green, 1938.



Further Reading 247

Hoyt, Edwin Palmer. The Improper Bostonian: Dr. Oliver Wendell Holmes. New 

York: Morrow, 1979.

Obemdorf, Clarence Paul. The Psychiatric Novels o f Oliver Wendell Holmes. New 

York: Columbia UP, 1944.

Petry, Alice Hall. “The Ophidian Image in Holmes and Dickinson.” American 

Literature 54.4 (1982): 598-601.

Thrailkill, Jane F. “Killing them Softly: Childbed Fever and the Novel.” American 

Literature 71.4 (1999): 679-707.

Traister, Bryce. “Sentimental Medicine: Oliver Wendell Holmes and the

Construction of Masculinity.” Studies in American Fiction 27.2 (1999): 205-

27.

West, Nancy M. “Fantasy, Photography, and the Marketplace: Oliver Wendell 

Holmes and the Stereoscope.” Nineteenth-Century Contexts 19.3 (1996): 

231-58.

2. Nathaniel Parker Willis.

a. Primary Texts.

Willis, Nathaniel Parker. American Scenery; or, Land, Lake, and River. 2 vols. 

London: George Virtue, 1838.

---- . Canadian Scenery Illustrated. From Drawings by W. H. Barlett. The Literary

Department o f N. P. Willis. 2 vols. London: George Virtue, 1842.

---- . “Editor’s Table.” Home Journal Ian. 10, 1857: 2.

---- . The Legendary: Consisting o f Original Pieces, Principally Illustrative o f

American History, Scenery, and Manners. Boston: S. G. Goodrich, 1828.

---- . Letters from under a Bridge. London: George Virtue, 1840.

---- . Melanie and Other Poems. Ed. Barry Cornwall. London: Saunders and Otley,

1835. New York: n. p. 1837.

---- . Pencillings by the Way. 3 vols. London: John Macrone, 1835.

b. Secondary Texts.

Aldrich, Mrs. Thomas Bailey. Crowding Memories. Boston: Houghton, 1920.

Auser, Cortland P. Nathaniel P. Willis. New York: Twayne, 1969.



Further Reading 248

Goodman, Charlotte. “Henry James’s Roderick Hudson and Nathaniel Parker Willis’s 

Paul Fane” American Literature 43 (1972): 642-45.

Otter, Samuel. “The Hungry Eye: Nathaniel Parker Willis and the Taste for Scenery.” 

Melville’s Anatomies. Berkeley: U of California P, 1999. 184-90.

Shulman, David. “N. P. Willis and the American Language.” American Speech 23 

(1948): 39-47.

Tome, Sandra. “An Idle Industry: Nathaniel Parker Willis and the Workings of 

Literary Leisure.” American Quarterly 49.4 (1997): 780-805.

3. Maria Susanna Cummins.

Secondary Texts.

Devlin, Kimberly. “The Romance Heroine Exposed: ‘Nausicaa’ and The 

Lamplighter.” James Joyce Review 22.4 (1985 Summer): 383-96.

Kupinse, William. “Household Trash: Domesticity and National Identity in The

Lamplighter and the ‘Nausicaa’ Episode of Ulysses.” South Carolina Review

32.1 (1999 Fall): 81-87.

“Literary Notices.” Harper’s Monthly Magazine Apr. 1854:714.

Williams, Susan S. “‘Promoting an Extensive Sale’: The Production and Reception of 

The Lamplighter.” New England Quarterly 69 (1996): 179-200.

4. Augusta Jane Evans.

a. Primary Texts.

Wilson, Augusta Jane Evans. Devota. New York: G. W. Dillingham, 1907.

b. Secondary Texts.

“Beulah.” Southern Literary Messenger 31.16 (1860): 241-48.

Fidler, William Perry. Augusta Evans Wilson, 1835-1909, A Biography. University, 

AL:U of Alabama P, 1951.



Further Reading 249

5. Elizabeth Drew Barstow Stoddard.

a. Primary Texts.

Stoddard, Elizabeth. “The Chimneys.” Harper’s Monthly Magazine Nov. 1865: 
726-32.

---- . “Collected by a Valetudinarian.” Harper’s Monthly Magazine Dec. 1870:
96-105.

. “Love Will Find Out the Way.” Harper’s Monthly Magazine Sept. 1882: 567- 
76.

- - -. “Lucy Tavish’s Journey.” Harper’s Monthly Magazine Oct. 1867: 656-63.

---- . “Polly Dossett’s Rule.” Harper’s Monthly Magazine J an 1890:267-78.

- - -. “Swan Stream Match.” Appleton’s Journal Oct. 1878: 336-47.

---- . “Tuberoses.” Harper’s Monthly Magazine Jan. 1863: 191-97.

---- . “The Visit.” Harper’s Monthly Magazine Nov 1868: 802-09.

---- . “The Visit.” Harper’s Monthly Magazine Nov 1872: 860-67.

---- . “A Wheat-Field Idyl. A Story.” Harper’s Monthly Magazine Sept 1891: 571-
81.

b. Secondary Texts.

Alaimo, Stacy. Elizabeth Stoddard’s The Morgesons: A Feminist Dialogue of 

Bildung and Descent.” Legacy 8.1 (1991): 29-37.

Croce, Ann Jerome. “A Woman Outside Her Time: Elizabeth Barstow Stoddard

(1823-1910) and 19th Century American Popular Fiction.” Women’s Studies 
19.3-4 (1991): 357-70.

Feldman, Jessica R. “‘A Talent for the Disagreeable’: Elizabeth Stoddard Writes The 

Morgesons.” Nineteenth-Century Literature 58.2 (2003): 202-29.

Harris, Susan K. “Stoddard’s The Morgesons-. A Contextual Evaluation.” ESQ 31.1 
(1985): 11-22.

Henwood, Dawn. “First-Person Storytelling in Elizabeth Stoddard’s The Morgesons: 

Realism, Romance, and the Psychology of the Narrating Self.” ESQ 41.1 

(1995): 41-63.

Holgrem Troy, Maria. In the First Person and in the House: The House Chronotope 

in Four Works by American Women Writers. Uppsala: Ubsaliensis S. 

Academiae, 1999.



Further Reading 250

Kramer, Maurice. “Alone at Home with Elzabeth Stoddard.” American 

Transcendental Quarterly 47-48 (1980): 159-70.

Penner, Louise. Domesticity and Self-Possession in The Morgesons and Jane Eyre.” 

Studies in American Fiction 27.2 (1999): 131-47.

Putzi, Jennifer. Tattooed Still’: The Inscription of Female Agency in Elizabeth 

Stoddard’s The Morgesons.” Legacy 17.2 (2000): 165-173.

Radinovsky, Lisa M. “Gender Norms and Gender Forms: Elizabeth Stoddard’s 

Challenges to Convention.” PhD Diss., Yale U, 1999.

Weinauer, Ellen. “Alternative Economies: Authorship and Ownership in Elizabeth

Stoddard’s ‘Collected by a Valetudinarian.’” Studies in American Fiction 25.2 
(1997): 167-82.

Weir, Sybil B. “The Morgesons: A Neglected Feminist Bildungsroman.” New 

England Quarterly 49 (1976): 427-39.

Zagarell, Sandra A. “Legacy: Profile: Elizabeth Drew Barstow Stoddard (1823- 

1902).” Legacy 8.1 (1991): 39-49.

- - -. “The Repossession of a Heritage: Elizabeth Stoddard’s The Morgesons.”

Studies in American Fiction 13.1 (1985): 45-56.

6. Nathaniel Hawthorne.

Secondary Texts,

a. General.

Bales, Kent. “Hawthorne’s Prefaces and Romantic Perspectivism.” ESQ 23 (1977): 
69-88.

Barnes, Daniel. Physical Fact and Folklore: Hawthorne’s ‘Egotism; or, the Bosom 

Serpent.’” American Literature 43 (1971): 117-21.

Baym, Nina. The Shape o f Hawthorne’s Career. Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1976.

Bunge, Nancy. Nathaniel Hawthorne: A Study o f the Short Fiction. New York: 

Twayne, 1993.

Cameron, Sharon. The Corporeal Self: Allegories o f the Body in Melville and 

Hawthorne. New York: Columbia UP, 1981.

Camochan, W. B. “ ‘The Minister’s Black Veil’: Symbol, Meaning, and the Context 

of Hawthorne’s Art.” Nineteenth-Century Fiction 24 (1969): 182-92.



Further Reading 251

Cecil, L. Moffitt. Hawthorne’s Optical Device.” American Quarterly 15 (1963): 
76-84.

Christophersen, Bill. “Agnostic Tensions in Hawthorne’s Short Stories.” American 

Literature 72.3 (2000): 595-624.

Cohen, B. Bernard, ed. The Recognition o f Nathaniel Hawthorne: Selected 

Criticism Since 1828. Ann Arbor: U of Michigan P, 1969.

Dalke, Anne French. “The Sensational Fiction of Hawthorne and Melville.” Studies 

in American Fiction 16.2(1988): 195-207.

De Jong, Mary Gosselink. The Making of a ‘Gentle Reader’: Narrator and Reader 

in Hawthorne’s Romances.” Studies in the Novel 16.4 (1984): 359-77. 

Doubleday, Neal. Hawthorne’s Early Tales, a Critical Study. Durham: Duke UP, 
1972.

Downing, David. “The Swelling Waves: Visuality, Metaphor, and Bodily Reality in 

The Scarlet Letter.” Studies in American Fiction 12.1 (1984): 13-28.

Dunne, Michael. Hawthorne’s Narrative Strategies. Jackson: UP of Mississippi,
1995.

Easton, Alison. The Making o f the Hawthorne Subject. Columbia: U of Missouri P,
1996.

Eckstein, Barbara. “Hawthorne’s ‘The Birthmark’: Science and Romance as Belief.” 

Studies in Short Fiction 26.4 (1989): 511-19.

Egan, Ken. “Hawthorne’s Anti-Romance: Blithedale and Sentimental Culture.” 

Journal o f American Culture 11.4 (1988): 45-52.

Eisen, Kurt. “Hawthorne’s Moral Theaters and the Post-Puritan Stage.” Studies in 

the American Renaissance (1993): 255-73.

Freedman, William. “The Artist’s Symbol and Hawthorne’s Veil: ‘The Minister’s 

Black Veil’ Resartus.” Studies in Short Fiction 29.3 (1992): 353-62.

Ginsberg, Lesley. “‘The Willing Captive’: Narrative Seduction and the Ideology of 

Love in Hawthorne’s A Wonder Book for Girls and Boys.” American 

Literature 65.2 (1993): 255-73.

Grossberg, Benjamin. “‘The Tender Passion Was Very Rife among Us’: Coverdale’s 

Queer Utopia and The Blithedale Romance.” Studies in American Fiction 28.1 
(2000): 3-25.

Hostetler, Norman H. “Imagination and Point of View in ‘The Haunted Mind.’” 

American Transcendental Quarterly 39 (1978): 263-67.



Further Reading 252

Hutner, Gordon. Secrets and Sympathy: Forms o f Disclosure in Hawthorne’s Novels. 

Athens: U of Georgia P, 1988.

Kay, Donald. “Five Acts of The Blithedale Romance.” American Transcendental 

Quarterly 13 (1972): 25-28.

Kelsey, Angela M. “Mrs. Wakefield’s Gaze: Femininity and Dominance in Nathaniel 

Hawthorne’s ‘Wakefield.’” American Transcendental Quarterly 8.1 (1994): 

17-31.

Kesterson, David. “The Marble Faun as Transformation of Author and Age.” 

Nathaniel Hawthorne Journal 8 (1978): 67-77.

Liebman, Sheldon. “Hawthorne’s Romanticism: ‘The Artist of the Beautiful.’” ESQ 

22 (1976): 85-95.

Manheim, Leonard F. “Outside Looking In: Evidences of Primal-Scene Fantasy in 

Hawthorne’s Fiction.” Literature and Psychology 31.1 (1981): 4-15.

McKee, Kathryn. “ ‘A Small Heap of Glittering Fragments: Hawthorne’s Discontent 

with the Short Story Form.” American Transcendental Quarterly 8.2 (1994): 

137-47.

Mellow, James R. Nathaniel Hawthorne in His Times. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 

UP, 1998.

Miller, Edwin. Salem is My Dwelling Place: A Life o f Nathaniel Hawthorne. Iowa 

City: U of Iowa P, 1991.

Miller, John. “‘Eros and Ideology: At the Heart of Hawthorne’s Blithedale.’” 

Nineteenth-Century Literature 55.1 (2000): 1-21.

Moore, Thomas R. “‘A Thick and Darksome Veil’: The Rhetoric of Hawthorne’s 

Sketches.” Nineteenth-Century Literature 48.3 (1993): 31-25.

Morris, Margaret Kissam. “Rhetoric in a Romance: An Unstable Synthesis in The 

Marble Faun.” American Transcendental Quarterly 2.3 (1988): 207-21.

Newberry, Frederick. “‘The Artist of the Beautiful’: Crossing the Transcendental

Divide in Hawthorne’s Fiction.” Nineteenth-Century Literature 50.1 (1995): 

78-96.

---- . “Fantasy, Reality, and Audience in Hawthorne’s ‘Drowne’s Wooden Image.’”

Studies in the Novel 23.1 (1991): 28-45.

Newman, Lea Bertani. “One-Hundred-and-Fifty Years of Looking at, into, through, 

behind, beyond, and around ‘The Minister’s Black Veil.’” Nathaniel 

Hawthorne Review 13.2 (1987): 5-12.



Further Reading 253

Pearson, Leland. “Hawthorne and his Culture: Three Recent Views.” Studies in the 
Novel 24.4 (1992): 434-41.

Pfister, Joel. The Production o f Personal Life: Class, Gender, and the Psychological 

in Hawthorne. Stanford: Stanford UP, 1991.

Reynolds, Larry J. A Historical Guide to Nathaniel Hawthorne. New York: Oxford 
UP, 2001.

Richards, Jeffrey. “Hawthorne’s Posturing Observer: The Case of ‘Sights from a 

Steeple.’” American Transcendental Quarterly 59 (1986): 35-42.

Schriber, Mary Sue. “Emerson, Hawthorne, and ‘The Artist of the Beautiful.’” 

Studies in Short Fiction 8 (1971): 607-16.

Shamir, Milette. “Hawthorne’s Romance and the Right to Privacy.” American 
Quarterly 49.4 (1997): 746.

Smith, R. McClure. “Void in the Narrative: The Seduction of the Readers in

Nathaniel Hawthorne s Alice Doane’s Appeal.” American Transcendental 
Quarterly 5.2 (1991): 73-82.

Stock, Irvin. “Hawthorne’s Portrait of the Artist: A Defense of The Blithedale 

Romancer Novel 11 (1978): 144-56.

Strychacz, Thomas. “Coverdale and Women: Feverish Fantasies in The Blithedale 

Romancer American Transcendental Quarterly 62 (1986): 29-45.

Swann, Charles. Nathaniel Hawthorne: Tradition and Revolution. Cambridge: 
Cambridge UP, 1991.

Tanner, Laura E. “Speaking with ‘Hands at Our Throats’: The Struggle for Artistic 

Voice in The Blithedale Romance.” Studies in American Fiction 21.2 (1993): 
1-19.

Tellefsen, Blythe Anne. ‘“The Case with My Dear Native Land’: Nathaniel

Hawthorne’s Vision of America in The Marble Faun.” Nineteenth-Century 
Literature 54.4 (2000): 455-79.

Thompson, G. R. The Art o f Authorial Presence: Hawthorne’s Provincial Tales. 
Durham: Duke UP, 1993.

Tompkins, Jane. “Masterpiece Theatre: The Politics of Hawthorne’s Literary 

Reputation.” American Quarterly 36.5 (1984): 617-42.

Turner, Frederick. “Hawthorne’s Black Veil.” Studies in Short Fiction 5 (1968): 

186-87.

Waite, James. “Nathaniel Hawthorne and the Feminine Ethos.” Journal o f American



Further Reading 254

Culture 11.4(1988): 23-33.

White, Craig. “A Utopia of ‘Spheres and Sympathies’: Science and Society in The

Blithedale Romance and at Brook Farm.” Utopian Studies 9.2 (1998): 78-102.

Williamson, James L. “Vision and Revision in ‘Alice Doane’s Appeal.’” American 

Transcendental Quarterly 40 (1978): 345-53.

Wohlpart, A. James. “The Status of the Artist in Hawthorne’s ‘The Artist of the 

Beautiful.’” American Transcendental Quarterly 3.3 (1989): 245-56.

b. On Hawthorne and the Romance.

Auerbach, Jonathan. “Executing the Model: Painting, Scultpture, and Romance- 

Writing in Hawthorne’s The Marble Faun:'1 English Literary History 47 

(1980): 103-20.

---- . The Romance o f Failure: First-Person Fictions o f Poe, Hawthorne, and James.

New York: Oxford UP, 1989.

Bensick, Carol Marie. A Nouvelle Beatrice: Renaissance and Romance in 

“Rappaccini’s Daughter. ” New Brunswick: Rutgers UP, 1985.

Budick, Emily Miller. Engendering Romance: Women Writers and the Hawthorne 

Tradition, 1850-1990. New Haven: Yale UP, 1989.

Carton, Evan. “Hawthorne and the Province of Romance.” English Literary History 

47 (1980): 331-54.

Cooper, Allene. “The Discourse of Romance: Truth and Fantasy in Hawthorne’s 

Point of View.” Studies in Short Fiction 28.4 (1991): 497-507.

Davis, Clark. “Hawthorne’s Shyness: Romance and the Forms of Truth.” ESQ 45.1

(1999): 33-65.

Diehl, Joanne Feit. “Re-Reading the Letter: Hawthorne, the Fetish, and the (Family) 

Romance.” New Literary History 19.3 (1988): 655-73.

Levine, Robert. Conspiracy and Romance: Studies in Brockden Brown, Cooper, 

Hawthorne, and Melville. Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1989.

Michael, John. “History and Romance, Sympathy and Uncertainty: The Moral Stones 

in Hawthorne’s Marble Faun.” PMLA 103 (March 1988): 150-61.

Millington, Richard. Practicing Romance: Narrative Form and Cultural

Engagement in Hawthorne’s Fiction. Princeton: Princeton UP, 1992.

Stubbs, John. The Pursuit o f Form: A Study o f Hawthorne and the Romance.



Further Reading 255

c. On Hawthorne and the Daguerreian Art.

Butts, Leonard C. “Diorama, Spectroscope, or Peepshow: The Question of the Old 

German’s Showbox in Nathaniel Hawthorne’s ‘Ethan Brand.’” Studies in 

Short Fiction 20.4 (1983): 320-22.

Holland, J. Gill. “Hawthorne and Photography: The House o f the Seven Gables.” 

Nathaniel Hawthorne Journal 8 (1978): 1-10.

Noble, Michael Jay Bunker. “Hawthorne’s The House o f the Seven Gables.” 

Explicator 56.2 (1998 Winter): 72-74.

d. On Hawthorne and Mesmerism and Related Practices.

Dryden, Edgar A. Nathaniel Hawthorne: The Poetics o f Enchantment. Ithaca: 

Cornell UP, 1977.

Gable, Harvey L. Liquid Fire: Transcendental Mysticism in the Romances of 

Nathaniel Hawthorne. New York: P. Lang, 1998.

Rucker, Mary E. “Science and Art in Hawthorne’s ‘The Birth-Mark.’” Nineteenth- 

Century Literature 41.4 (1987): 445-61.

Stoehr, Taylor. Hawthorne’s Mad Scientists: Pseudoscience and Social Science in 

Nineteenth-Century Life and Letters. Hamden, CT: Archon Books, 1978.

d. 1. On Hawthorne and Alchemy.

Budick, E. Miller. “The World as Specter: Hawthorne’s Historical Art.” PMLA 

101.2(1986): 218-32.

Bums, Shannon. “Alchemy and ‘The Birth-Mark.’” American Transcendental 

Quarterly 42 (1979): 147-58.

Clark, Randall. “The Alchemy of Love: Hawthorne’s Hermetic Allegory of the 

Heart.” ESQ 41.4 (1995): 307-38.

Friedlander, Benjamin. “Hawthorne’s ‘Waking Reality.’” American Transcendental 

Quarterly 13.1 (1999): 51-68.

Gatta, John. “Aylmer’s Alchemy in ‘The Birthmark.’” Philological Quarterly 57 

(1978): 399-413.

Urbana: U of Illinois P, 1970.



Further Reading 256

Hennelly, Mark M. “Hawthorne’s Opus Alchymicum: ‘Ethan Brand.’” ESQ 22 

(1976): 96-106.

Meikle, Jeffrey. “Hawthorne’s Alembic: Alchemical Images in The House o f the 

Seven Gables.” ESQ 26 (1980): 173-83.

Stich, Klaus. “Hawthorne’s Intimations of Alchemy.” American Transcendental 

Quarterly 5.1 (1991): 15-30.

Swann, Charles. “Alchemy and Hawthorne’s Elixir of Life Manuscripts.” Journal o f 

American Studies 22.3 (1988): 371-87.

Van Leer, David. “Aylmer’s Library: Transcendental Alchemy in Hawthorne’s ‘The 

Birthmark.’” ESQ 22 (1976): 211-20.

e. On Hawthorne and the Visual Arts

Berthold, Dennis. “Hawthorne, Ruskin, and the Gothic Revival: Transcendent 

Gothic in The Marble Faun.'1'1 ESQ 74 (1974): 15-32.

Brand, Dana. “The Panoramic Spectator in America: A Re-Reading of Some of

Hawthorne’s Sketches.” American Transcendental Quarterly 59 (1986): 5-17.

Brown, Christopher. “‘Ethan Brand’: A Portrait of the Artist.” Studies in Short 

Fiction 17 (1980): 171-74.

Budz, Judith Kaufman. “Cherubs and Humblebees: Nathaniel Hawthorne and the 

Visual Arts.” Criticism 17 (1975): 168-81.

Davis, Sarah. “Hawthorne and the Revision of American Art History.” Nathaniel 

Hawthorne Journal (1977): 125-36.

Fay, Stephanie. “Lights from Dark Comers: Works of Art in ‘The Prophetic Pictures’ 

and ‘The Artist of the Beautiful.’” Studies in American Fiction 13.1 (1985):

15-29.

Gupta, R. K. “Hawthorne’s Theory of Art.” American Literature 40(1968): 309- 

24.

---- . “Hawthorne’s Treatment of the Artist.” New England Quarterly 45 (1972): 65-

80.

Gysin, Fritz. “Paintings in the House of Fiction: The Example of Hawthorne.”

Words & Image 5.2 (1989): 159-72.

Johnson, Claudia Durst. The Productive Tension o f Hawthorne’s Art. Tuscaloosa: U 

of Alabama P, 1981.



Further Reading 257

Jones, Buford. ‘“The Man of Adamant’ and the Moral Picturesque.” American 

Transcendental Quarterly 14 (1972): 33-41.

Kasson, Joy. Artistic Voyagers: Europe and the American Imagination in the Works 

o f Irving, Allston, Cole, Cooper, and Hawthorne. Westport: Greenwood,

1982.

Levy, Leo B. “Hawthorne and the Sublime.” American Literature 37 (1966): 391- 

402.

---- . “Picturesque Style in The House o f the Seven Gables.” New England Quarterly

39 (1966): 147-60.

Moore, Margaret. “Hawthorne’s Spectacles of Green and Blue.” Essays in the Arts 

and Sciences 25 (1996): 93-102.

Shinn, Thelma. “A Fearful Power: Hawthorne’s Views on Art and the Artist as

Expressed in His Sketches and Short Stories.” Nathaniel Hawthorne Journal 

8 (1978): 121-35.

Smith, Gayle. “The Light of Reflection: Hawthorne and the Luminist Sublime.” 

Prospects 16 (1991): 171-204.

Valenti, Patricia Dunlavy. “Sophia Peabody Hawthorne: A Study of Artistic 

Influence.” Studies in the American Renaissance (1990): 1-21.

Woodson, Thomas. “ ‘Hawthomesque Shapes’: The Picturesque and the Romance.” 

Studies in the Novel 23.1 (Spring 1991): 5-16.

f. On Hawthorne and The House o f  the Seven Gables.

Brook, Thomas. “The House o f the Seven Gables: Reading the Romance of 

America.” PMLA 97.2 (1982): 195-211.

Goddu, Teresa. “The Circulation of Women in The House o f the Seven Gables.’’'’ 

Studies in the Novel 23.1 (1991): 128-38.

Johnson, Claudia Durst. “Unsettling Accounts in The House o f the Seven Gables.” 

American Transcendental Quarterly 5.2 (1991): 83-94.

Junkins, Donald. “Hawthorne’s House o f the Seven Gables: A Prototype of the 

Human Mind.” Literature and Psychology 17 (1967): 193-210.

Pauly, Thomas H. “Hawthorne’s Houses of Fiction.” American Literature 48 (1976): 

271-91.

Rosenthal, Bernard, ed. Critical Essays on Hawthorne’s The House o f the Seven



Further Reading 258

Gables. New York: Hall, 1995.

Swann, Charles. “The House o f the Seven Gables: Hawthorne’s Modem Novel of 

1848.” Modem Language Review 86.1 (1991): 1-18.

g. On Hawthorne and The Scarlet Letter.

Barlowe, Jamie. The Scarlet Mob o f Scribblers: Rereading Hester Prynne. 

Carbondale: Southern Illinois UP, 2000.

Bercovitch, Sacvan. The Office o f the Scarlet Letter. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins,
1991.

Brook, Thomas. “Citizen Hester: The Scarlet Letter as Civic Myth.” American 

Literary History 13.2 (2001): 181-211.

Browner, Stephanie. “Authorizing the Body: Scientific Medicine and The Scarlet 

Letter.” Literature and Science 12.2 (1993): 139-60.

Clark, Michael. Another Look at the Scaffold Scenes in Hawthorne’s The Scarlet 

Letter.” American Transcendental Quarterly 1.2 (1987): 135-44.

Coale, Samuel Chase. The Scarlet Letter as Icon.” American Transcendental 

Quarterly 6.4 (1992): 251-62.

Colacurcio, Michael, ed. New Essays on The Scarlet Letter. Cambridge: Cambridge 
UP, 1985.

Cottle, Samuel. The Scarlet Letter as Icon.” American Transcendental Quarterly 
6.4(1992): 251-62.

Cottom, Daniel. “Hawthorne versus Hester: The Ghostly Dialectic of Romance in 

The Scarlet Letter.” Texas Studies in Literature 24.1 (1982): 47-67.

Elbert, Monika. Encoding the Letter “A ”: Gender and Authority in Hawthorne’s 

Early Fiction. Frankfurt: Haag & Herchen, 1990.

Gatta, John. “The Apocalyptic End of The Scarlet L e t t e r T e x a s  Studies in 

Literature and Language 32.4 (1990): 506-21.

Hull, Richard. “Sent Meaning vs. Attached Meaning: Two Interpretations of

Interpretation in The Scarlet Letter.” American Transcendental Quarterly 
14.2 (2000): 143-58.

Johnson, Claudia Durst. Understanding The Scarlet Letter: A Student Casebook to 

Issues, Sources, and Historical Documents. Westport: Greenwood, 1995.

Kearns, Michael. “Narrative Voices in The Scarlet Letter.” Nathaniel Hawthorne



Further Reading 259

Review 22.1 (1996): 36-52.

Martin, Luther. “Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter: A Is for Alchemy?” American 

Transcendental Quarterly 58 (1985): 31-42.

Millington, Richard. “The Office of The Scarlet Letter. An ‘Inside Narrative’?” 

Nathaniel Hawthorne Review 22A (1996): 1-8.

Pimple, Kenneth D. “‘Subtle, but Remorseful Hypocrite’: Dimmesdale’s Moral 

Character.” Studies in the Novel 25.3 (1993): 257-71.

Powers, Douglas. “Pearl’s Discovery of Herself in The Scarlet Letter” Nathaniel 

Hawthorne Review 16.1 (1990): 12-15.

Schamhorst, Gary, and Cameron Northouse, eds. The Critical Response to Nathaniel 

Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter. Westport: Greenwood, 1992.

Smith, Evans Lansing. “Re-Figuring Revelations: Nathaniel Hawthorne’s The 

Scarlet Letter.” American Transcendental Quarterly 4.2 (1990): 91-104.

The Scarlet Letter After 150 Years. Spec, issue of Studies in American Fiction 29.1 

(2001).

Walter, James. “The Letter and the Spirit in Hawthorne’s Allegory of American 

Experience.” ESQ 32.1 (1986): 36-54.

7. Henry James.

a. Primary Texts.

James, Henry. The American Scene. London: Hart-Davis, 1968.

---- . The Better Sort. London: Methuen & Co., 1903.

---- . The Complete Plays. Ed. Leon Edel. London: R. Hart-Davis, 1949.

---- . Confidence. London: Macmillan, 1921.

---- . Daisy Miller; A Study; An International Episode; Four Meetings. London:

Macmillan, 1888.

---- . The Finer Grain. London: Methuen, 1910.

---- . The Ivory Tower. London: W. Collins Sons & Co., 1917.

---- . The Lesson o f the Master, and Other Stories. London: J. Lehmann, 1948.

---- . Lord Beaupre; The Visits; The Wheel o f Time: And Other Tales. London:

Macmillan, 1923.

---- . The Middle Years. London: W. Collins sons & Co., 1917.

---- . The Reverberator; Madame de Mauves; A Passionate Pilgrim; And Other



Further Reading 260

Tales. London: Macmillan, 1922.

---- . The Sense o f the Past. London: W. Collins son & Co., 1917.

---- . The Soft Side. London: Methuen, 1900.

---- . The Spoils o f Poynton; A London Life; [and] The Chaperon. London:

Macmillan, 1922.

---- . The Tragic Muse. London: R. Hart-Davis, 1948.

---- . The Two Magics: The Turn o f the Screw, Covering End. London: W.

Heinemann, 1898.

b. Secondary Texts.

b. 1. General

Alvarez Amoros, Jose Antonio. “Possible-Worlds Semantics, Frame Text, Insert 

Text, and Unreliable Narration: The Case of The Turn o f the Screw” Style 

25.2(1991): 42-70.

Banerjee, Jacqueline. “The Legacy of Anne Bronte in Henry James’s The Turn of the 

Screw” English Studies 78.6 (1997): 532-44.

Banta, Martha, ed. New Essays on The American. Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1987.

Bar’am, liana. “Bodily Movement as Narrative Strategy in ‘The Beast in the 

Jungle.’” Henry James Review 15.2(1994): 170-78.

Bell, Ian. “Sincerity and Performance in The Europeans.” Modem Philology 88.2 

(1990): 126-46.

Bell, Millicent. Meaning in Henry James. Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1991.

Blackmur, Richard, ed. Twentieth-Century Interpretations o f The Portrait o f a Lady: 

A Collection o f Critical Essays. Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall, 1968.

Blair, Sara. “Henry James, Jack the Ripper, and the Cosmopolitan Jew: Staging 

Authorship in The Tragic Muse.” ELH 63.2 (1996): 489-512.

Bollinger, Laurel. “‘Miracles Are Expensive’: The Complicated Metaphors of

Subjectivity in The Sacred Fount” Henry James Review 20.1 (1999): 51-68.

Boudreau, Kristin. “Narrative Sympathy in The Bostonians.” Henry James Review

14.1 (1993): 17-33.

Buelens, Gert. “Henry James’s Oblique Possession: Plottings of Desire and Mastery 

in The American Scene” PMLA 116.2 (2001): 300-13.

Chapman, Mark. “Physical Mobility as Social Power in The Princess Casamassima.”



Further Reading 261

Henry James Review 9.3 (1988): 165-175.

Davidson, Arnold E. “James’s Dramatic Method in ‘The Awkward Age.’” 

Nineteenth-Century Fiction 29 (1974): 320-35.

Dewey, Joseph, and Brooke Horvath, eds. “The Finer Thread, the Tighter Weave”: 

Essays on the Short Fiction o f Henry James. West Lafayette, IN: Purdue UP,
2001.

Edel, Leon. Henry James: The Master, 1901-1916. London: Rupert Hart-Davis, 
1972.

- - -. Henry James: The Middle Years; 1884-1894. London: Rupert Hart-Davis,
1963.

---- . Henry James: The Treacherous Years: 1895-1901. New York: J. B.
Lippincott, 1969.

Fogel, Daniel. A Companion to Henry James Studies. Westport: Greenwood, 1993.

---- . “New Essays on The Portrait o f a Lady.” Henry James Review 1.2-3 (1986).

Freedman, Jonathan, ed. The Cambridge Companion to Henry James. Cambridge: 

Cambridge UP, 1998.

Gard, Roger, ed. Henry James: The Critical Heritage. London: Routledge, 1968.

Geary, Edward. “The Europeans: A Centennial Essay.” Henry James Review 4.1

(1982): 31-49.

Hochman, Barbara. “Disappearing Authors and Resentful Readers in Late-Nineteenth 

Century American Fiction: The Case of Henry James.” ELH 63.1 (1996): 
177-201.

Jobe, Steven. “Representation and Performance in The Tragic Muse.” American 

Literary Realism 26.2 (1994): 32-42.

King, Kristin. “Ethereal Milly Theale in The Wings o f the Dove: The Transparent 

Heart of James’s Opaque Style.” Henry James Review 21.1 (2000): 1-13.

Kohan, Kevin. “Victims of Metaphor in The Wings o f the Dove.” Henry James 

Review 20.2 (1999): 135-54.

Kraft, James. The Early Tales o f Henry James. Carbondale: Southern Illinois UP,

1969.

Laird, J. T. “Cracks in Precious Objects: Aestheticism and Humanity in The Portrait 

o f a Lady.” American Literature 52.4 (1981): 643-48.

Litvak, Joseph. “Actress, Monster, Novelist: The Tragic Muse as a Novel of

Theatricality.” Texas Studies in Literature and Language 29.2 (1987): 141-



Further Reading 262

Long, Robert Emmet. Henry James: The Early Novels. Boston: Twayne, 1983.

Menke, Richard. “Telegraphic Realism: Henry James’s ‘In the Cage.’” PMLA 115.5

(2000): 975-90.

Moon, Michael. “Sexuality and Visual Terrorism in The Wings o f the Dove.” 

Criticism 28.4 (1986): 427-43.

Page, Philip. “The Curious Narration of The Bostonians.” American Literature 46 

(1974): 374-83.

Pearson, John. “Repetition and Subversion in Henry James’ The Turn o f the Screw.” 

Henry James Review 13.3 (1992): 276-91.

Peterson, Dale L. The Element Vision: Poetic Realism in Turgenev and James. 

Washington: Kennikat Port, 1975.

Posnock, Ross. The Trial o f Curiosity: Henry James, William James, and the 

Challenge o f Modernity. New York: Oxford UP, 1991.

Saje, Natasha. “‘Artful Artlessness’: Reading the Coquette in Roderick Hudson.” 

Henry James Review 18.2 (1997): 161-72.

Salmon, Richard. “The Secret of the Spectacle: Epistemology and Commodity 

Display in The Ambassadors.” Henry James Review 14.1 (1993): 43-54.

Scheiber, Andrew J. “Eros, Art, and Ideology in The Bostonians.” Henry James 

Review 13.3 (1992): 235-52.

Sharma, J. N. The International Fiction o f Henry James. New Delhi: Macmillan, 

1979.

Sherbo, Arthur. Henry James in the Periodicals. West Cornwall: Locust Hill, 1997.

Smith, Stephanie. “The Delicate Organisms and Theoretic Tricks of Henry James.” 

American Literature 62.4 (1990): 583-605.

Stone, Albert E. Twentieth-Century Interpretations o f The Ambassadors. Englewood 

Cliffs: Prentice-Hall, 1969.

Storm, William. “Henry James’s Conscious Muse: Design for a ‘Theatrical Case’ in 

The Tragic Muse.” Henry James Review 21.2 (2000): 133-50.

Tintner, Adeline R. Henry James’s Legacy: The Afterlife o f His Figure and Fiction. 

Baton Rouge: Louisiana State UP, 1998.

Trask, Michael. “The Romance of Choice and The Wings o f the Dove.” Novel 33.2

(1999): 355-83.

Wagenknecht, Edward. The Novels o f Henry James. New York: Ungar, 1983.

68 .



Further Reading 263

Willen, Gerald. A Casebook on Henry James’s The Turn o f the Screw. New York: 

Crowell, 1969.

b. 2. On James and Mesmerism and Related Practices.

Armstrong, Paul. The Challenge o f Bewilderment. Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1987.

Banta, Martha. Henry James and the Occult: The Great Extension. Bloomington: 

Indiana UP, 1972.

Brown, Arthur. “Ghosts and the Nature of Death in Literature: Henry James’s ‘Sir 

Edmund Orme.’” American Literary Realism 31.1 (1998): 60-74.

Buitenhuis, Peter. The Grasping Imagination: The American Writings o f Henry 

James. Toronto: Toronto UP, 1971.

Chinitz, Lisa F. “Fairy Tale Turned Ghost Story: James’s The Turn o f the Screw.” 

Henry James Review 15.3 (1994): 264-85.

Galvan, Jill. “Class Ghosting ‘In the Cage.’” Henry James Review 22.3 (2001): 297- 

306.

Johnson, Kendall. “The Scarlet Feather: Racial Phantasmagoria in ‘WhatMaisie 

Knew.’” Henry James Review 22.2 (2001): 128-46.

Koenisberger, Kurt. “Alchemy and Appreciation: The Spoiling of the Real in Henry 

James’s The Spoils ofPoynton.” Studies in the Novel 30.1 (1998): 35-49.

Murphy, Kevin. “The Unfixable Text: Bewilderment of Vision in The Turn o f the 

Screw” Texas Studies in Literature and Language 20 (1978): 538-51.

Sarris, Fotios. “Fetishism in The Spoils ofPoynton.” Nineteenth-Century Literature

51.1 (1996): 53-83.

Weinstein, Sheri. “Possessive Matters in ‘The Ghostly Rental.’” Henry James 

Review 21.3 (2000): 270-78.

Wolstenholme, Susan. “Possession and Personality: Spiritualism in The Bostonians” 

American Literature 49 (1978): 580-91.

b. 3. On James and the Visual Arts.

Buzard, James. “A Continent of Pictures: Reflections on the ‘Europe’ of Nineteenth- 

Century Tourists.” PMLA 108.1 (1993): 30-44.

Johnson, Kendall. “America Seen: Henry James’s Picturesque and the Science of 

Culture.” PhD. Diss., U of Pennsylvania, 1999.



Further Reading 264

Martin, Robert. “Picturesque Misperception in The Bostonians.” Henry James 

Review 9.2 (Spring 1988): 77-86.

Martin, W. R. ‘“The Eye of Mr. Ruskin’: James’s Views on Venetian Artists.”

Henry James Review 5.2 (1984): 107-16.

Meidner, Olga McDonald. “‘What Strether Knew’: ‘The Novel’ as Art Form.”

British Journal o f Aesthetics 33.2 (1993): 152-61.

Milliman, Craig. “The Fiction of Art: Roderick Hudson's Pursuit of the Ideal.”

Henry James Review 15.3 (1994): 231-41.

Tintner, Adeline R. Henry James and the Lust o f the Eyes: Thirteen Artists in His 

Work. Baton Rouge: Louisiana UP, 1993.

Torgovnick, Marianna. The Visual Arts, Pictorialism, and the Novel: James, 

Lawrence, and Woolf. Princeton: Princeton UP, 1985.

Trietel, Ilona. The Dangers o f Interpretation: Art and Artists in Henry James and 

Thomas Mann. New York: Garland, 1996.

Veeder, William. “The Aspem Portrait.” Henry James Review 20.1 (1999): 22-42.

Wagenknecht, David. “Getting the Picture: The Aesthetics of Hysteria in Henry 

James’s ‘The Special Type.’” ELH 66.3 (1999): 801-29.

Ward, J. A. “The Portraits of Henry James.” Henry James Review 10.1 (1989): 1-14.

Winner, Viola. Henry James and the Visual Arts. Charlottesville: UP of Virginia,

1970.

b. 4. On James and Perception.

Blackall, Jean Frantz. “The Sacred Fount as a Comedy of the Limited Observer.” 

PMLA 78 (1963): 384-93.

Burde, Edgar J. “The Ambassadors and the Double Vision of Henry James.” Essays 

in Literature 4 (1977): 59-77.

Conn, Peter J. “Roderick Hudson: The Role of the Observer.” Nineteenth-Century 

Fiction 26 (1971): 65-82.

---- . “Seeing and Blindness in ‘The Beast in the Jungle.’” Studies in Short Fiction 7

(1970): 472-75.

Cosgrove, William. “‘To See Life Reflected’: Seeing as Living in The 

Ambassadors.” Henry James Review 1 (1980): 204-10.

Dean, Sharon. “The Myopic Narrator in Henry James’s ‘Glasses.’” Henry James



Further Reading 265

Review 4.3 (1983): 191-95.

Griffin, Susan M. The Historical Eye: The Texture o f the Visual in Late James. 

Boston: Northeastern UP, 1991.

Heller, Terry. The Turn o f the Screw: Bewildered Vision. Boston: Twayne, 1989.

Holland, Laurence B. The Expense o f Vision: Essays on the Craft o f Henry James. 

Princeton: Princeton UP, 1966.

Maini, Darshan Singh. Henry James: The Indirect Vision. Ann Arbor: University 

Microfilms International Research P, 1988.

Martin, Robert. “James and the ‘Ecstatic Vision.’” Modem Language Studies 13.4

(1983): 32-38.

McLean, Robert C. “The Completed Vision: A Study of ‘Madame de Mauves’ and 

The Ambassadors.” Modem Language Quarterly 28 (1967): 446-61.

Moon, Heath. “Saving James from Modernism: How to Read The Sacred Fount.” 

Modem Language Quarterly 49.2 (1988): 120-141.

Newman, Beth. “Getting Fixed: Feminine Identity and Scopic Crisis in The Turn of 

the Screw.” Novel 26.1 (1992): 43-63.

Rowe, John Carlos. “James’s Rhetoric of the Eye: Re-Marking the Impression.” 

Criticism 24.3 (1982): 233-60.

Segal, Ora. The Lucid Reflector: The Observer in Henry James’s Fiction. New 

Haven: Yale UP, 1970.

Turner, Alden R. “The Haunted Portrait of a Lady.” Studies in the Novel 12.3 

(1980): 228-38.

Uroff, M. D. “Perception in James’s ‘The Real Thing.’” Studies in Short Fiction 9 

(1972): 16-25.

van Slyck, Phyllis. “Knowledge and Representation in The Ambassadors: Strether’s 

Discriminating Gaze.” Criticism 39.4 (1997): 557-79.

Williams, Merle A. “The Drama of Maisie’s Vision.” Henry James Review 2 

(1980): 36-48.

---- . Henry James and the Philosophical Novel: Being and Seeing. Cambridge:

Cambridge UP, 1993.

b. 5. On James and the Realm o f  Psychology.

Ascari, Maurizio. In the Palatial Chamber o f the Mind: Comparative Essays On



Further Reading 266

Henry James. Pescara: Tracce, 1997.

Aswell, E. Duncan. “Reflections of a Governess: Image and Distortion in The Turn 

o f the Screw.’’'’ Nineteenth-Century Fiction 23 (1968): 49-63.

Fogel, Daniel. Henry James and the Structure o f the Romantic Imagination. Baton 

Rouge: Louisiana State UP, 1981.

Jamil, S. Selina. Jamesian Centers o f Consciousness as Readers and Tellers o f 

Stories. Lanham: UP of America, 2001.

Kaston, Carren O. “Emersonian Consciousness and The Spoils ofPoynton.” ESQ 26 

(1980): 88-99.

Kuchar, Gary. “Henry James and the Phenomenal Reader: Consciousness and the 

Variation of Style in The Wings o f the Dove.” Henry James Review 21.2

(2000): 170-85.

Lohn, Linda M. “The Neurasthenic Dilemma: Mental Dis-ease and Epistemology in 

James’s The Princess Casamassima.” American Transcendental Quarterly 

5.2(1991): 125-35.

Raphael, Linda. “Levels of Knowing: Development of Consciousness in The Wings 

o f the Dove.” Henry James Review 11.1 (1990): 58-71.

Rivkin, Julie. False Positions: The Representation Logics o f Henry James’s Fiction. 

Stanford: Stanford UP, 1996.

Griffin, Susan M. “The Selfish Eye: Strether’s Principles of Psychology.” American 

Literature 56 (1984): 396-409.

b. 6. On James and Culture.

Bell, Millicent. “James, the Audience of the Nineties, and The Spoils ofPoynton.” 

Henry James Review 20.3 (1999): 217-26.

Berland, Alwyn. Culture and Conduct in the Novels o f Henry James. Cambridge: 

Cambridge UP, 1981.

Powers, Lyall. Henry James and American Culture. East Lansing: Michigan State 

UP, 1971.

Purdy, Strother B. The Hole in the Fabric: Science, Contemporary Literature, and 

Henry James. Pittsburgh: U of Pittsburgh P, 1977.

Salmon, Richard. “Henry James, Popular Culture, and Cultural Theory.” Henry 

James Review 19.3 (1998): 211-18.



Further Reading 267

Schloss, Dietmar. Culture and Criticism in Henry James. Tubingen: Narr, 1992.

Tintner, Adeline. The Book World o f Henry James: Appropriating the Classics. Ann 

Arbor: U of Michigan Research P, 1987.

Veeder, William. Henry James—the Lessons o f the Master: Popular Fiction and 

Personal Style in the Nineteenth-Century. Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1975.

Walker, Pierre. Henry James on Culture: Collected Essays on Politics and the 

American Social Scene. Lincoln: U of Nebraska P, 1999.

8. Miscellaneous.

a. Primary Texts.

“Literary Notices.” Harper’s Monthly Magazine Apr. 1854:714.

b. Secondary Texts.

Brown, Lee Rust. The Emerson Museum: Practical Romanticism and the Pursuit o f 

the Whole. Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1997.

Buell, Lawrence. The Environmental Imagination: Thoreau, Nature Writing, and the 

Formation o f American Culture. Cambridge: The Belknap P of Harvard UP, 

1995.

---- . Ralph Waldo Emerson: A Collection o f Critical Essays. Englewood Cliffs:

Prentice Hall, 1995.

Chapman, Mary and Glenn Hendler, eds. Sentimental Men: Masculinity and the 

Politics o f Affect in American Culture. Berkeley: U of California P, 1999.

Donaldson, Susan Van D’Elden. Competing Voices: The American Novel, 1865- 

1914. New York: Twayne Publishers, 1998.

Dunn, Kevin. Pretexts o f Authority: The Rhetoric o f Authorship in the Renaissance 

Preface. Stanford: Stanford UP, 1994.

Feidelson, Charles Jr. Symbolism and American Literature. Chicago: U of Chicago 

P, 1965.

Georgoudaki, Ekaterini, ed. Women, Creators o f Culture. Thessaloniki: Hellenic 

Association of American Studies, 1997.

Hendler, Glenn. Public Sentiments: Structures o f Feeling in Nineteenth-Century 

American Literature. Chapel Hill: U of N Carolina P, 2001.



Further Reading 268

Jackson, Holbrook. Dreamers o f Dreams: The Rise and Fall o f 19th'Century 

Idealism. London: Faber and Faber, n.d.

Jacobson, David. Emerson’s Pragmatic Vision: The Dance o f the Eye. University 

Park: Pennsylvania State UP, 1993.

Knoper, Randall K. “American Realism and Nervous ‘Reflexion.’” American 

Literature 74.4 (2002): 715-45.

Konvitz, Milton R., and Stephen E. Whicher, eds. Emerson: A Collection o f Critical 

Essays. Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall, 1962.

Leverenz, David. Manhood and the American Renaissance. Ithaca: Cornell U, 1989.

Ljungquist, Kent. Nineteenth-Century American Fiction Writers. Detroit:Gale 

Research, 1999.

Machor, James L. Readers in History: Nineteenth-Century American Literature and 

the Contexts o f Response. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins UP, 1993.

McCall, Dan. Citizens o f Somewhere Else: Nathaniel Hawthorne and Henry James. 

Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1999.

Myerson, Joel. A Historical Guide to Ralph Waldo Emerson. New York: Oxford 

UP, 2000.

Packer, B. L. Emerson’s Fall: A New Interpretation o f the Major Essays. New York: 

Continuum, 1982.

Porte, Joel, and Saundra Morris, eds. The Cambridge Companion to Ralph Waldo 

Emerson. Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1999.

Reynolds, David. Beneath the American Renaissance: The Subversive Imagination in 

the Age o f Emerson and Melville. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1988.

Richardson, Robert D., Jr. Emerson: The Mind on Fire. Berkeley: U of California P,

1995.

Saltz, Laura. “Dissapearing Women: Gender and Vision in Nineteenth-Century 

American Fiction and Photographs.” PhD. Diss., Yale U.

Schirmeister, Pamela. The Consolations of Space: The Place o f Romance in 

Hawthorne, Melville, and James. Stanford: Stanford UP, 1990.

---- . Less Legible Meanings: Between Poetry and Philosophy in the Works o f

Emerson. Stanford: Stanford UP, 1999.

Tanner, Tony. The Reign o f Wonder: Naivety and Reality in American Literature. 

Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1965.

Tracey, Karen. Plots and Proposals: American Women’s Fiction, 1850-90. Urbana:



Further Reading 269

U of Illinois P, 2000.

Winner, Viola Hopkins. “The American Pictorial Vision: Objects and Ideas in

Hawthorne, James, and Hemingway.” Studies in American Fiction 5 (1977): 

143-59.






