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Abstract 

My thesis investigates the dynamic processes by which the figure of the American literary celebrity 

was refashioned through reciprocal, transatlantic cultural exchanges between the United States and 

England. Although transnational elements of literary celebrity culture have received critical 

attention in recent years, I aim to extend current theoretical frameworks by moving attention from 

author-oriented approaches of how literary celebrity was fashioned to focus instead on the way 

that complex interplays among writers, readers, and the market together shaped the public image 

of the literary celebrity. In particular, I use the term ‘refashioning’ to argue that this participatory 

aspect of popular authorial personae formation served as an expressive vehicle through which 

localised concerns could be articulated, reframed and circulated transatlantically.  

Analysing understudied texts and archival materials, I focus on the way that the public 

images of four literary celebrities, Fanny Fern, Josiah Henson, Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, and 

Walt Whitman, were shaped by transatlantic print culture and British readers. In the first part of 

my thesis, I explore the relationship between authors and their literary ‘brands’.  By tracing the 

circulation of Fern’s literary brand in American and British markets, I explain the challenges 

imposed on celebrity authors like Fern who attempted to stabilise the dissemination of their public 

image. I investigate the role of the transatlantic market in shaping the American literary celebrity 

by analysing the way Henson’s designation as the ‘original Uncle Tom’ was appropriated to bolster 

British nationalistic pride among juvenile readers. Turning to the responses of British readers to 

American authors, I examine the way the little-known British poet William Cox Bennett exploited 

Longfellow’s celebrity status in England to promote transatlantic Anglo-Saxon kinship. Finally, I 

investigate how a group of working- and middle-class men in Bolton used Whitman’s comradeship 

to create personal and comradely bonds among themselves.  
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Introduction 

In 1862, the British Sixpenny Magazine published an article entitled ‘Celebrity: Its Pains and 

Penalties’. Describing a set of practises we can apply to twentieth- and twenty-first-century 

celebrity culture, it warns its readers against giving into the temptation of pursuing fame. It 

explains that there is ‘not in truth a state of existence more sad, more disagreeable, more slavish, 

in a word, than that of the celebrated man [emphasis in original]’.1 Representing this figure as 

being deprived of privacy and subjected to ‘penetrating glances’ by an unidentified ‘they’, the 

article notes the following:  

Your apparition [i.e. appearance] is an event which moves, removes, and 

upsets all; they run in crowds to meet you, they surround you, they press 

upon you; in their eagerness as it were but just to touch the hem of your 

garment, they dispute with you even for that meagre portion of fresh air 

which you imagine in your innocence you have the right of breathing.2  

 

It then cautions its readers that if they value ‘repose and liberty’, they ought to refrain from ‘writing 

pieces capable of drawing [attention from the] crowds’.3 It thus discusses a certain kind of 

notability – even notoriety – results from writing. Celebrity, it would seem, comes at a high cost. 

The article intimates that in the context of celebrity, the traditional author–reader relationship, 

mediated though the written text, evolves into the reader’s demand for immediate, and even 

personal, connection with the author. The hierarchical relationship between the author and the 

reader that the article envisions is reversed by celebrity. The author is depicted as being subjugated 

by ‘the most tyrannical of masters’—his readers.4 The representation of readers as ‘crowds’ that 

 

1 ‘Celebrity: Its Pains and Penalties’, The Sixpenny Magazine, 1 May 1862, 82–83 (p. 82). 
2 Ibid., p.83.  
3 Ibid., p.82.  
4 Ibid. 
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can affect the life of the helpless ‘celebrated man’ through unwanted attention suggests a clash 

between assumptions and reality regarding the nature of the author–reader relationship. It 

contradicts nineteenth-century conventional representations of the reader as being immersed in, 

and even enslaved by, the literary text, a trope which implicitly gives the author some semblance 

of power.5 Regardless of the gendered and somewhat exaggerated tone that the article conveys by 

describing the ‘pains’ of the ‘celebrated man’, it presents literary celebrity as a combination 

between public recognition of personal talents and an obsession with personalities and physical 

appearances.  

Though the word ‘celebrity’ is in the article’s title, it is worth noting that overall it does 

not once use it in its noun form. This suggests that there was no fixed term routinely used to 

describe the phenomenon we now know as celebrity, though the word was already in use during 

the period. However, this by no means implies that there was no celebrity culture prior to the mid-

nineteenth century, as this thesis will show. Rather, it suggests that it was precisely because 

celebrity culture was under construction at this point that there was lexical uncertainty about how 

to describe it. In fact, it is not until 1849 that we can find the first documented instance of 

‘celebrity’ used in its modern sense as a concrete noun distinct from an abstract condition in Dinah 

Craik’s novel The Ogilvies. The word was mentioned in a conversation between one of the 

characters and the main protagonist, Katharine, who were talking about the party she attended the 

 

5 The rhetoric of slavery in describing reading, particularly with regard to reading novels, was not uncommon within 

the context of the nineteenth century. See, for example, Catherine Golden, Images of the Woman Reader in Victorian 

British and American Fiction (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2003). Other analogies include comparing 

reading to addiction or a disease. See, for instance, Kelly J. Mays, ‘The Disease of Reading and Victorian Periodicals’, 

in Literature in the Marketplace: Nineteenth-Century British Publishing and Reading Practices, ed. by John O. Jordan 

and Robert L. Patten (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), pp. 165–94. These metaphors represent the 

reader as an individual who lacks agency. They also demonstrate a general unrest towards the proliferation of reading 

among marginalised groups. 
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night before. Katharine was asked whether she encountered ‘any of those “celebrities”, as you call 

them?’6 The quotation marks that enclose the word ‘celebrities’ further encapsulate the confusion 

resulting from the struggle to find the right vocabulary to describe the condition of the popular 

author. A more established term was the ‘literary lion’. This carried gendered implications, 

denoting the hypervisibility of the male author who could be the centre of the social scene in 

English salon circles.7 Since literary lionism partly resulted from social privilege, it does not neatly 

correspond with the democratic way that The Sixpenny Magazine imagines celebrity. In its 

iteration of the term, it is possible for anyone to be famous—as long as they possess the necessary 

literary talent.  

Yet, the image that ‘Celebrity: Its Pains and Penalties’ describes was not only limited to 

the British ‘celebrated man’ in England. The evolution of print in the mid-nineteenth century 

amplified the names of authors who were not necessarily British nor male and helped sustain 

behaviours similar to the ones mentioned in the article. Harriet Beecher Stowe, for instance, recalls 

in Sunny Memories in Foreign Land (1854) how the crowds mobbed her upon her arrival at 

Liverpool in 1853, noting that ‘they pretty much determined to look’ at her.8 In both The Sixpenny 

Magazine article and in Stowe’s travelogue, the celebrity is transformed into a visual commodity 

to be consumed by eager audiences. These examples thus depict—even if they do not explicitly 

name—modern celebrity culture by which a democratised form of fame became fully developed. 

 

6 Quoted in Tom Mole’s discussion of the etymology of the word ‘celebrity’ in Byron’s Romantic Celebrity: Industrial 

Culture and the Hermeneutic of Intimacy (Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), p. xii. 
7 Richard Salmon argues that literary lionism was ‘coterminous’ with the nineteenth century because, by the beginning 

of the twentieth century, it was ‘reminiscent of a culture of social patronage increasingly bypassed by the channels of 

mass-media communication’. Richard Salmon, ‘The Physiognomy of the Lion: Encountering Literary Celebrity in the 

Nineteenth Century’, in Romanticism and Celebrity Culture 1750-1850, ed. by Tom Mole (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2009), pp. 60–78 (p. 60). 
8 Harriet Beecher Stowe, Sunny Memories of Foreign Lands (London: Routledge, 1854), I, p. 19. 
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The proliferation of cheap print and image reproduction and the development of transportation 

technologies, coinciding with the emergence of a new reading public, not only established a shared 

literary culture between Britain and the United States. It also created an industrialised and 

commercialised process of public recognition that normalised and even legitimised cultural 

visibility. These cultural and social changes led to the formation of a transatlantic literary celebrity 

culture in which authors, publishers and even readers on both sides of the Atlantic proactively 

engaged.  

Literary celebrity, however, is not only about the attention that the author’s physical 

presence and personality garner from the general public. It also denotes a certain type of cultural 

power embedded in the discursive possibilities engendered by the author’s symbolic presence in 

mass media. Alexis Easley proposes one important function of literary celebrity in nineteenth-

century British society. She argues that the general interest in literary celebrities was ‘fueled by a 

desire to create coherent national history, a narrative that would justify and facilitate social 

progress’.9 She contends that the source of literary celebrities’ cultural power is ‘located within 

expanding networks of representations, authors came to be viewed as exemplary men and women 

who embodied the anxieties and ideals of modern life’.10 Easley addresses a specific type of 

influence through which the cultural visibility of British literary celebrities helped to establishing 

a cohesive national identity. However, this useful claim does not address the question of what 

function the American celebrity author served within a British context? In my thesis, I address this 

question by examining how the public image of a number of literary celebrities was continually 

 

9 Alexis Easley, Literary Celebrity, Gender, and Victorian Authorship, 1850–1914 (Newark: University of Delaware 

Press, 2013), p. 11. 
10 Ibid.  
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being reshaped jointly by American authors and their British readers in the transatlantic literary 

market. My treatment of the author–reader relationship in a celebrity culture thus differs from that 

represented in either the Sixpenny Magazine article or Stowe’s Sunny Memories in Foreign Land 

insofar that I neither imagine readers as a faceless and mindless mob nor authors as individuals 

deprived of agency and power. Instead, I define mid-nineteenth-century literary celebrity as a form 

of effective, albeit unstable, cultural power exploited for various ends by authors, readers and 

media facilitators—such as publishers and editors.  

In the title of my thesis, I propose the term ‘refashioning’ to stress the participatory aspect 

of popular authorial personae formation. My title is intended to emphasise the constant changes 

that the popular author’s public image undergoes as different parties engage in making, remaking, 

modifying and altering it for financial, ideological or personal reasons. To this end, I examine 

American writers as they evolved into literary celebrities in transatlantic print culture during the 

second half of the nineteenth century: Fanny Fern (Sara Payson Willis), Josiah Henson, Henry 

Wadsworth Longfellow and Walt Whitman. My selection of these authors presents a diverse 

discussion about the construction of the American literary celebrity’s public image in two ways. 

In the chapters on Fern and Henson I investigate how and to what end the public images of 

American female and Black literary celebrities operated in a transatlantic print market largely 

dominated by white men. In the chapters on Longfellow and Whitman, I analyse opposing models 

of the literary white male celebrity. As I will show in this thesis, Longfellow’s public image 

conformed with popular representations of the poet while as Whitman’s challenged it. This, in 

return, elicited interesting responses from their British readers. 

I examine a heterogeneous range of textual and visual resources to demonstrate the 

complexity of authorial public image formation. These include fiction and poetry written by both 
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celebrity authors and their British readers, autobiographical writings, advertisements and 

newspaper articles. I also analyse the materiality of their books and the reproductions and 

circulations of their images in photography and busts as they were disseminated within a 

transatlantic print culture. By using an analytical framework drawing from transatlantic studies, I 

emphasise the ways that Anglophone nineteenth-century literature was largely shaped by the 

cultural and political exchanges between Britain and the United States. Consequently, this 

approach destabilises nation-based models of examining nineteenth-century literary and cultural 

identities, which are still prevalent in current scholarship. I plan to provide a more systematic 

overview of the field of transatlantic literary studies later in this introduction to demonstrate how 

my thesis builds upon existing scholarship. For now, it is worth noting specific ways in which the 

authors I examine were all engaged in contributing to transatlantic print culture. Fern and her 

American publisher secured the copyrights for some of her works in England in the 1850s. Henson 

and his British publisher issued an edition of his slave narrative specifically addressing a British 

(juvenile) readership in the 1870s. Similarly, the British circulation of the works of Longfellow 

and Whitman resulted in intensive and striking British responses.  I discuss the erection of a bust 

of Longfellow at Poets’ Corner in Westminster Abbey and the development of a fan group for 

Whitman in Bolton in the 1880s.  

My thesis contributes to the established scholarship in celebrity literary studies by 

providing a more comprehensive investigation of the construction of the American authorial 

popular persona during the mid-nineteenth century. The transatlantic aspect of nineteenth century 

literary celebrity received some critical attention in recent years.11 None, however, examined how 

 

11 See Brenda R. Weber, Women and Literary Celebrity in the Nineteenth Century: The Transatlantic Production of 

Fame and Gender (Farnham: Ashgate Publishing Limited, 2012); Transatlantic Women: Nineteenth-Century 
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the transatlantic and British market, as well as the British reader, work together to reinforce, revise 

or challenge the public image of the American literary celebrity. My understanding of the literary 

celebrity is that it is a sociocultural construct, much like Michel Foucault’s conceptualisation of 

the author-function.12 Thus, applying an interdisciplinary approach is necessary in order to 

understand the different factors that contribute to the establishment and sustainment of literary 

celebrity. For this reason, I investigate the complex interplay among what Tom Mole has identified 

as the ‘cultural apparatus’ of celebrity culture; ‘an individual, an industry and an audience’ which 

‘render an individual personally fascinating’.13 To this end, in the first two chapters, I examine the 

role of transatlantic print culture in sustaining American literary celebrity by analysing two 

understudied texts, namely the anonymously published biographical account on Fern’s life The 

Life and Beauties of Fanny Fern (1855) and a version of Henson’s narrative rewritten for British 

juvenile audience, The Young People’s Illustrated Edition of Uncle Tom’s Story of His Life (1877). 

These texts demonstrate the role of the transatlantic and British markets in refashioning the image 

of the American celebrity.  

Furthermore, the archival research I have conducted in this thesis allowed me to assign 

names to several of the unidentified ‘they’—the nameless crowds whose interest ensures the 

 

American Women Writers and Great Britain, ed. by Beth Lueck, Brigitte Bailey, and Lucinda Damon-Bach (Durham: 

University of New Hampshire Press, 2012); Amanda Adams, Performing Authorship in the Nineteenth-Century 

Transatlantic Lecture Tour (Farnham, Surrey; Burlington, Vt.: Ashgate Publishing, 2014). There are also several 

journal articles that address transatlantic literary celebrity. See, for example, Elizabeth Petrino, ‘“I Went to Thank 

Her-”: Dickinson’s Tributes to Literary Celebrities’, The Emily Dickinson Journal, 26.2 (2017), pp. 6–24; Simon 

Morgan, ‘Crossing Boundaries: Harriet Beecher Stowe as Literary Celebrity and Anti-Slavery Campaigner’, Celebrity 

Studies, 8.1 (2017), pp. 162–66. There are also two special issues on the topic of transatlantic literary celebrity: 

‘Celebrity Encounters: Famous Americans in Nineteenth-Century Europe’, ed. by Páraic Finnerty and Mark Frost, 

Critical Survey, 27.3 (2015), pp. 1–5; ‘Transatlantic Celebrity: European Fame in Nineteenth-Century America’, ed. 

by Páraic Finnerty and Rod Rosenquist, Comparative American Studies An International Journal, 14.1 (2016), pp. 1–

6. 
12 The concept of ‘author function’ was popularised in his seminal essay ‘What is an Author?’ published in 1969.  
13 Mole, Byron's Romantic Celebrity, p. 1. 
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continuity of celebrity culture. I refer to them as members of the reading public even though that 

some of them were writers because their literary productions, in one way or another, were 

influenced by the process of reading and interpreting the public image of literary celebrities. I 

provide an extensive analysis of the British poet William Cox Bennett’s Proposals for and 

Contributions to a Ballad History of England and the States Sprung from Her (1868) and a volume 

of letters he assembled in 1883 to understand his desire to erect a bust for Longfellow at Poets’ 

Corner, Westminster Abbey. In the last chapter, I present a fresh look at a group of British middle- 

and working-class Whitman enthusiasts, who were part of a reading circle called the Eagle Street 

College. Though some work has previously been undertaken on this group, I analyse their practices 

and poetry taking into consideration their participation in transatlantic celebrity culture.    

I examine two key concepts to develop my argument about the participatory nature of mid-

nineteenth American literary celebrity refashioning: these are public image and agency. The 

construction of public image is central to discussions surrounding the formation of celebrities. My 

use of public image follows that of Richard Dyer’s theorisation insofar that I consider a celebrity 

public image not ‘exclusively [a] visual sign, but rather a complex configuration of visual, verbal, 

and aural signs’.14 The question of how to best build and manage audience perception of the 

authorial self to promote a certain literary reputation is a recurring theme in all the cases I study. 

The function of the celebrity’s public image at times is to create a unique literary brand by which 

the potential of commercial gain motivates visual and textual representations of the celebrity 

herself or himself. Throughout this thesis, I show how authors, publishers, editors and readers 

 

14 Richard Dyer, ‘Stars as Images’, in The Celebrity Culture Reader, ed. by P. David Marshall (London: Routledge, 

2006), p. 153. 
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make liberal use of textual and visual representations that act as signifiers of the celebrity’s 

personality.  

Any discussion of the formation of a celebrity public image naturally pushes towards issues 

of agency including questions such as who controls the construction and dissemination of the 

celebrity’s public image and to what end. As I have suggested so far, no single party has absolute 

power over the making (or breaking) of the reputation of the literary celebrity. Rather, there are 

three equally powerful groups that collaborate and compete to define it: media producers, members 

of the public and authors themselves. Agency derived from participating in celebrity culture 

enabled members of marginalised groups (namely women and non-whites) to subvert established 

gender and racial hegemonies to fulfil financial and ideological ends, which my chapters on Fern 

and Henson demonstrate. The equal, albeit unstable, agency that celebrity enabled at times created 

a collaborative form of authorship, something addressed in each of my chapters. The author in a 

celebrity culture, therefore, is firmly embedded within a network of agents that impact authorial 

public image and by implication influence literary interpretation. 

Finally, discussion of celebrity raises questions about how it differs from (or is similar to) 

other forms of fame. Celebrity and Fame are generally seen as binary opposites: celebrity is 

connected to the superficial, ephemeral and precarious, whereas fame is associated with depth, 

permanence and talent. Tom Mole explains that it was ‘in the Romantic period that celebrity first 

came to be understood as a distinctly inferior variety of fame’.15 David Higgins demonstrates this 

attitude in the ‘Romantic resistance to celebrity culture’, specifically through writers’ attempts to 

‘suppress the symbiotic relationship between authors and readers created by commercialised 

 

15 Mole, Byron's Romantic Celebrity, p. xii. 
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literary production’ to promote a rhetoric of literary genius that exists in posterity.16 There are 

several examples in this thesis that hint that this attitude continued well into the end of the 

nineteenth century. Nonetheless, it was not the only rhetoric that was dominant during the period 

of the mid-nineteenth century. At least in all of the case studies examined here, I identify relatively 

more positive attitudes that differ greatly from Romantic assumptions towards immediate 

popularity in the sense that celebrity supplements—and, at times, even anticipates—immortal 

fame. While conducting this research, I found myself inevitably dealing with aspects that could 

appropriately be described as properties of fame in the sense that they aim towards immortalising 

the author: anthologising (Fern), commemorating and immortalising (Longfellow) and 

establishing literary legacy (Whitman). Authors attempted to achieved literary permanence not by 

working with the rhetoric of inferior celebrity, as it was the case with Romantic writers, but by 

exploiting the symbolic power and the cultural visibility that celebrity offers.  

Refashioning the Literary Celebrity 

I have so far provided a brief rationale for the case studies that I will be analysing in this thesis. I 

have also introduced key concepts that will reoccur in my examination of the refashioning of the 

American literary celebrity in transatlantic print culture. In this section, I examine critical works 

that will help me develop and deepen my argument about the participatory formation of a 

celebrity’s public image. The term ‘refashioning’ builds upon Stephen Greenblatt’s coinage of 

‘self-fashioning’ in his seminal work Renaissance Self-Fashioning: From More to Shakespeare 

(1980). The word self in Greenblatt’s conceptualisation suggests a kind of absolute agency, hinting 

 

16 David Higgins, ‘Celebrity, Politics and the Rhetoric of Genius’, in Romanticism and Celebrity Culture 1750–1850, 

ed. by Tom Mole (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), pp. 41–59 (p. 46). 
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at individuals’ ability to monitor public perception of them through the tactical use of various 

modes of textual and visual representations. Greenblatt recognises that individuals’ acts of self-

fashioning are shaped by traditional sources of power like family, state and religious institutions 

that impose ‘a more rigid and far-reaching discipline’.17 He concludes his study on the ways that 

major English writers of the sixteenth century created their own public performances by 

acknowledging that  

fashioning oneself and being fashioned by cultural institutions–family, 

religion, state–were inseparably intertwined. In all my texts and 

documents, there were, so far as I could tell, no moments of pure, 

unfettered subjectivity; indeed, the human subject itself began to seem 

remarkably unfree, the ideological product of the relations of power in a 

particular society.18 

 

In this sense the self is culturally, rather than personally, constructed by those various social 

institutions that subconsciously control and navigate its formation. Greenblatt thus recognises that 

there are different sides at play in fashioning authorial personae. His examination however implies 

that those sides only influence personal choices and do not extend to revising, modifying or even 

outwardly challenging an author’s self-fashioning. In other words, while an author’s self-

fashioning lacks autonomy, it certainly retains agency.  

If authorial self-fashioning is ‘the ideological product of the relations of power in a 

particular society’, what happens when traditional sources of power diminish? I want to think 

specifically about how the decline of the cultural authority of the church, the monarchy and the 

aristocracy at the beginning of the eighteenth century, coinciding with the development of print 

 

17 Stephen Greenblatt, Renaissance Self-Fashioning: From More to Shakespeare (Chicago: University of Chicago 

Press, 1980), p. 1. 
18 Ibid., p. 256. 
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culture, gradually transformed authorial self-fashioning into an expanded form of public 

performance. This transformation was for the most part motivated by the financial and symbolic 

opportunities resulting from what Leo Braudy has identified as the ‘democratization of fame’.19 

Braudy uses this term to explain how these cultural and social changes paved the way for the 

emergence of individuals, regardless of social background, to fill the cultural void created by the 

decline of long-established sources of cultural power by presenting themselves to the public eye. 

Within these conditions, literary celebrity emerged as the rise of the author as an entrepreneur in a 

commercialised literary marketplace displaced old forms of aristocratic patronage.20  

Although transformations in the literary market contributed to the individualisation of the 

author, it nonetheless imposed new challenges. An author now had to cater to an unknown market 

rather than to familiar patrons, an issue that became even more pressing when authorship became 

a profession by the nineteenth century.21 Commercial success became inextricably linked to an 

author’s ability to craft an engaging narrative for consumption by eager audiences. This intriguing 

narrative was expanded to include the author’s public personality as well as the created literary 

work. Cultural visibility was not only becoming more appealing for obvious financial reasons but 

also legitimising some degree of authenticity. Older forms of authorial anonymity diminished as 

the use of the authorial name, sometimes pseudonymous and sometimes actual, increasingly 

 

19 Leo Braudy, The Frenzy of Renown: Fame & Its History (New York: Oxford University Press, 1986), pp. 315–80. 
20 The system of aristocratic patronage was never strong in the United States. Yet, the same conditions that led to the 

formation of literary celebrity in Western Europe contributed to the emergence of the same phenomenon across the 

Atlantic–these were the individualisation and professionalisation of authorship due to the growth of a commercialised 

literary industry. 
21 For a detailed discussion on the formation of the profession of authorship in Britain and the United States during 

the nineteenth century, refer to Richard Salmon, The Formation of the Victorian Literary Profession (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2013); William Charvat, The Profession of Authorship in America, 1800-1870 

(Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 1968). 
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became the norm. These cultural changes shaped and established what we can call a culture of 

literary celebrity predicated upon an author’s visibility within the mass media.  

Braudy does not suggest a particular and clear-cut event that marks the beginning of 

modern celebrity. There is also little scholarly consensus about its origin. Modern celebrity is 

generally assumed to be the by-product of the mass media of the twentieth and twenty-first 

centuries that constantly inundate audiences with pictures of stars which facilitate consumer 

fetishisation.22 However, several critics have suggested that it began long before the invention of 

the moving picture. Tom Mole has helpfully explained that modern celebrity culture began with 

the intersection of three elements, ‘an individual, an industry and an audience’.23 He asserts that 

these three elements did ‘not start to function in earnest’ until the end of the eighteenth century, 

marking the birth of what we can call a modern celebrity.24 Joe Moran offers a slightly different 

argument, stressing that modern celebrity emerged in the 1850s with ‘the rise of literature as a 

commodity within a broader system of market exchange’ which helped in making authorship 

‘entangled with a developing industry of advertising and publicity’.25 I do not seek to identify a 

particular historical moment for the emergence of modern celebrity. My work benefits from the 

way that these broad accounts suggest the importance of the development in print market in 

forming modern celebrity culture.  

In this thesis, I examine an expanded form of Braudy’s ‘democratization of fame’ through 

which it extends from the author to the reader. Celebrity culture in its modern sense is sustained 

 

22 Chris Rojek, Celebrity (London: Reaktion, 2001), p. 16; Graeme Turner, Understanding Celebrity (California: 

SAGE Publications, 2004), p. 10. 
23  Mole, Byron's Romantic Celebrity, p.1.  
24 Ibid., p. 7.  
25 Joe Moran, Star Authors: Literary Celebrity in America (London: Pluto Press, 2000), p. 15. 
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by an industry of mass production, promotion and dissemination which amplifies the visibility of 

specific individuals to an anonymous audience of socially diverse and geographically distributed 

people. It is also characterised by being a participatory culture through which members of the 

audience ‘transform the experience of media consumption into the production of new texts, indeed 

of a new culture and a new community’.26 These conditions became possible in the mid-nineteenth 

century permitting broader audiences to be involved in shaping literary celebrity culture. The 

proliferation of cheap print and image reproductions, coinciding with the emergence of a new 

reading public on both sides of the Atlantic, not only established ‘a new cult of literary personality 

which made the public eager to see as well as read their favourite authors’.27 It also enabled 

audiences from different social backgrounds, and indeed from different countries, to take part in 

refashioning authorial public personae. Thus, the hierarchical author–reader relationship suggested 

in contemporary texts like The Sixpenny Magazine’s article and Stowe’s travelogue was in fact a 

reciprocal one by which each party was capable of influencing and affecting the other. This was, 

and still is, facilitated primarily through exploiting textual and visual media technologies and the 

possibilities created by them, which established a version of celebrity culture that is similar to the 

one we are familiar with today. Consequently, fame was not the end product of literary excellence 

but the beginning of a series of collaborative reinterpretations that affected both the literary work 

and the reputation of the author who composed it.  

One importance difference between literary celebrity and other forms of cultural celebrity 

is that literary celebrity is at least partly produced by the authors’ own writings. This in turn allows 

 

26 Henry Jenkins, Textual Poachers: Television Fans & Participatory Culture (New York: Routledge, 1992), p. 46. 
27 Philip Collins, ‘Introduction’, in Charles Dickens: The Public Reading, ed. by Philip Collins (Oxford: Clarendon 

Press, 1975), p. iii. 
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authors to engage creatively with their position as celebrity. In this thesis, I am interested in 

exploring the creative possibilities that celebrity engenders. I examine how Fern navigates her 

popularity as a female author in the public sphere through creating textual portraits of herself in 

her own fiction. In so doing, she attempted to cement her position as a domestic writer, albeit with 

many challenges, to profit from the popularity of the domestic literary genre in the transatlantic 

print marketplace. My analysis of the way Henson and his multiple publishers exploited his 

moniker as the ‘original Uncle Tom’ demonstrates how the prospect of celebrity offered Henson, 

as formerly enslaved individual, the chance to gain financially and to benefit the Black population 

in the United States, Canada, and Africa. The creative possibilities that the culture of celebrity 

facilitated were not limited to authors; they were also available to readers. My chapters on how 

Bennett and the Eagle Street College respectively exploited the figures of Longfellow and 

Whitman to express specific ideological or personal sentiments demonstrate the ways readers 

innovatively used literary texts and material objects to engage with a celebrity culture.  

What motivated public interest in the private life of authors? Celebrity culture encourages 

and facilitates an obsessive fascination with a public figure’s private life by mass producing and 

disseminating visual, verbal and material representations of that figure. This access to visual 

representations in turn fosters a feeling of familiarity between the celebrity and their audience 

which  

changed the ways in which celebrities were presented before the public [and] 

altered the experience of public life–both for those whose lives were now open 

to popular scrutiny and for those who enjoyed their seemingly privileged 

glimpses into the private world of the renowned.28 

 

28 David Haven Blake, Walt Whitman and the Culture of American Celebrity (New Haven: Yale University Press, 

2008), p. 142. 
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The publicising of a celebrity’s private life was achieved not only by the proliferation of 

biographies of living subjects during the nineteenth century, but also by the increasing popularity 

of photographs of famous people. By the 1860s, there was already a market for literary celebrities’ 

pictures, whether as frontispieces to their books, supplements to periodical articles, insertions 

within biographical accounts, or distribution among their readers as cartes de visite.29 The new 

technology of photography was not only widely reproducible but also new, influencing popular 

understanding of ‘human truthfulness’.30 The coexistence of the ability to reproduce an accurate 

depiction of the physical body in photography with the popularity of the pseudoscience of 

physiognomy and phrenology promised a knowledge of the private self through a careful study of 

a person’s physical characteristics. Consequently, photographs became a medium for the public 

display of identity. These advancements in visual and print media during the mid-nineteenth 

century provided audiences with a limited proximity to literary celebrities. The reader’s encounter 

with the author transcended beyond the author’s literary oeuvre to include different visual and 

textual representations of authors in popular culture. These encounters promoted forms of 

intimacy, albeit limited in comparison to the availability that cinema and television would offer in 

the next two centuries. As a result, the life and face of the celebrity, just like their literary 

productions, required a complex process of reading and interpretation. 

In this thesis, I will be working with several examples of how the circulation of the 

American literary celebrity’s literal image in nineteenth-century transatlantic print culture 

 

29 Rachel Teukolsky, ‘Cartomania: Sensation, Celebrity, and the Democratized Portrait’, Victorian Studies, 57.3 

(2015), 462–75 (p. 265). 
30 Peppino Ortoleva, ‘The Daguerreotype and the Discovery/Invention of Society’, in Photography and Other Media 

in the Nineteenth Century, ed. by Nicoletta Leonardi and Simone Natale (Philadelphia: Pennsylvania State University 

Press, 2019), pp. 149–61 (p. 158). 
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influenced the reception of their works in England. I am particularly interested in how transatlantic 

distance paradoxically provided readers with a sense of proximity. The transformations that the 

literary text, and by implication the public image of the American celebrity, underwent in their 

transatlantic travel established a sense of closeness with their British readers as their texts are 

repackaged, whether by authors themselves or publishers, when they are published in England. 

My examination of Bennett’s use of Longfellow’s celebrity in England, for instance, demonstrates 

how Bennett amplified the meanings associated with Longfellow’s celebrity in England, 

irrespective of his own poetry, to establish an Anglo–American connectedness among white, 

English-speaking people. This interpretation of Longfellow demonstrates the interpretative 

possibilities in a transatlantic celebrity culture. In the next section, I aim to explain exactly what I 

mean by a transatlantic celebrity culture to further my argument about the proximity that 

transatlantic distance enabled for readers across the Atlantic 

Transatlantic Celebrity Culture  

I have so far provided historical and critical accounts of literary celebrity. I have also explained 

how, by the mid-nineteenth century, Braudy’s model of the ‘democratization of fame’ became 

relatively more inclusive as readers were able to use newly cheap visual and textual technologies 

proactively to engage with and even refashion the public image of a celebrity. For this section, I 

want to focus on the transatlantic aspect of the thesis. I will begin by examining the nature of the 

industry that contributes to the visibility of authorial personae. I argue that the shared print culture 

between Britain and the United States inevitably established a common celebrity culture. I will 

then identify how my thesis is situated within current transatlantic literary scholarship. Throughout 

this thesis, I use the term ‘transatlantic’ to refer to three things: first, in its literal meaning – to 

move across the Atlantic – to refer to the relationship between the US and Britain; second, to 
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encapsulate the exchanges of ideas and goods across the Atlantic; and third, to explore the 

interpretative possibilities that arise from challenging national models of US and British identities. 

The British and American literary marketplaces of the mid-nineteenth century were 

interdependent. This interconnection between the British and American literary markets prompted 

Meredith McGill to argue that ‘[a]lthough we have come to think of the classic works of mid-

nineteenth-century American authors as national property, these texts emerged from a literary 

culture that was regional in articulation and transnational in scope’.31 Consequently, the shared 

literary culture helped establish an ‘imagined community’ between the two countries that 

transcended geographical boundaries to engage in a transatlantic network.32 The cultural and 

material circulations between Britain and the United States were for the most part enabled by 

technological advances, including the laying of the first transatlantic telegraph cable in 1858 and 

the second in 1865, and the implementation of a regular steamboat service between Liverpool and 

ports in the United States. This in turn facilitated a flow of goods and ideas across the Atlantic that 

was already established, but more sporadic. A literary text could be distributed in a variety of 

formats, including books and periodicals. This increased its chance to reach a larger audience. Just 

like the book industry, periodicals were important mediums for transatlantic literary distribution, 

establishing what Bob Nicholson has called a ‘pervasive “contact zone”’ between the two 

cultures.33 The printed word was not the only point of interaction between Britain and the United 

 

31  Meredith L. McGill, American Literature and the Culture of Reprinting, 1834-1853 (Philadelphia: University of 

Pennsylvania Press, 2003), p. 1. 
32 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism (London: Verso, 

1983). 
33 Bob Nicholson, ‘Transatlantic Connections’, in The Routledge Handbook to Nineteenth-Century British Periodicals 

and Newspapers, ed. by Andrew King, Alexis Easley, and John Morton (Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge, 2016), pp. 163–

74 (p. 165). 
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States. Improvements in the speed and affordability of transatlantic steamship travel increased 

opportunities for people to visit from both sides of the Atlantic. Many of literary travellers 

published their impressions in travelogues, for example Stowe’s Sunny Memories of Foreign 

Lands (1854) and Anthony Trollope’s North America (1862). In this thesis, I am not only interested 

in the transatlantic flow of books and ideas, but also in the movement of objects and people across 

the Atlantic. Specifically, I investigate the implications of the visits of John Johnston and James 

Wallace, two members of the Eagle Street College, to Whitman in Camden, New Jersey, in shaping 

Whitman’s public image in England by analysing Visits to Walt Whitman in 1890–1891, a 

pamphlet they published in 1917. 

The fact that there were few if any international legal regulations to govern the transatlantic 

literary circulation meant that texts could reach expansive audiences and readers across the 

Atlantic. Indeed, lax international copyright laws created a ‘culture of reprinting’ that not only 

influenced the United States, as Meredith McGill’s study shows, but also affected Britain as cheap 

American texts saturated the literary market.34 Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852) was a bestseller 

in Britain, while Dickens’s novels excited as much interest in the United States as in Britain. The 

fame that some author gained from the unrestricted circulation of their books across the Atlantic 

helped them to launch their careers as public speakers in the popular lecture scene.35 This, in return, 

facilitated new ways for gaining financially where contemporary copyright laws failed. These 

circumstances ultimately amplified a transatlantic celebrity culture between Britain and the United 

States. In this thesis, I examine different aspects that contributed to intensifying the transatlantic 

 

34 McGill prefers this phrase over ‘piracy’ to emphasise the legitimacy of the practice in the United States. She argues 

that the practice of reprinting was integrated within a larger struggle over the course of national development. The 

Culture of Reprint, p.4.  
35 Adams, Performing Authorship, p. 15. 
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literary celebrity. Issues (and opportunities) that lax international copyright laws produced are 

crucial to my discussion. All my chapters analyse the significance of these laws in refashioning 

American literary celebrity in England. In particular, the chapter on Fern explores the role of 

domestic and international copyright laws in influencing authorial representations both in the US 

and Britain.  

I have so far traced the historical and cultural factors that shaped the nineteenth-century 

transatlantic celebrity system and explained their relevance to my discussion. I move now to situate 

my thesis within current transatlantic literary scholarship. My discussion so far suggests that my 

understanding of the function of transatlantic literary studies, like that of Susan Manning and 

Andrew Taylor, is an examination of the ‘reciprocal flow of cultures’ between Britain and the 

United States.36 My focus on the British context of the transatlantic exchange allows me to move 

away from what critics have long cautioned against: viewing American literature as a derivative 

of English literature. One scholar who has called for transatlantic scholarship that changes our 

understanding of the parameters of British literature and culture is Paul Giles. In Transatlantic 

Insurrections: British Culture and the Formation of American Literature, 1730–1860 (2001), 

Giles proposed that ‘the prospect of America produces various forms of disturbance within English 

texts’.37 Rather than viewing the United States as a belated inheritor of cultural forms, he suggested 

that we view British and American literature as developing in ‘parallel’ or ‘as heretical alternatives 

to each other’.38 Because of the history of the United States as a settler culture, both colonised and 

 

36 Transatlantic Literary Studies: A Reader, ed. by Susan Manning and Andrew Taylor (Edinburgh: Edinburgh 

University Press, 2007), p. 2. 
37 Paul Giles, Transatlantic Insurrections: British Culture and the Formation of American Literature, 1730-1860 

(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, Incorporated, 2001), p. 11. 
38 Ibid., p.2.  
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coloniser, which won independence through a decisive break, both countries’ cultures and 

literature exist less in a divided and antagonistic relationship than through ‘reciprocal attractions 

and repulsions’.39 The fact that other critics expressed similar concerns on two different occasions 

suggests that the problem of seeing American literature as the extension of British literature 

persisted long after Giles’ book. In 2010, Bridget Bennett raised similar concerns about what she 

identified as a flaw in transatlantic literary relations studies that applied a ‘one-way version of 

influence’ which elevated ‘British writers and English literature (narrowly defined) over the works 

of American writers, who were shown as always trying to escape from English literature’s 

dominating presence’.40 In 2017, Stephanie Palmer voiced similar concerns in arguing that 

‘transatlanticism as an approach has played a more prominent role in the meta-criticism of 

American literature than it has in the meta-criticism of British literature’.41 An increasing number 

of scholars have been systematically examining the two-way relations between Britain and the 

United States, and digital methods proved particularly useful in amplifying this reciprocal 

influence.42 I have already cited works that applied transatlantic framework on analysing 

nineteenth century celebrity culture. Nonetheless, there is still work to be done to explain the 

impact of celebrity culture on literary (and nonliterary) transatlantic exchanges and their 

implications on influencing readers’ experience.  

 

39 Ibid.  
40 Bridget Bennett, ‘Transatlantic Relations’, in The Cambridge Companion to English Literature, 1830-1914, ed. by 

Joanne Shattock, Cambridge Companion to Literature (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), pp. 270–84 

(p. 270). 
41 Stephanie Palmer, ‘Introduction: Transatlanticism’s Influence on British Literary Study’, Symbiosis: A Journal of 

Anglo-American Literary Relations, 21.1 (2017), 10 (p. 5). 
42 See, for example, Marie Léger-St-Jean and Katie McGettigan, ‘Exploring Transatlantic Print Culture through Digital 

Databases’, Amerikastudien/American Studies, 63.2 (2018), 159–81. 



 

 

22 

If the work of a literary celebrity is embedded within a complex network of interpretations, 

what power do individual US authors hold in the transatlantic literary marketplace? One way to 

answer this question is by examining how celebrity operates within what Pierre Bourdieu has 

termed the ‘literary field’, which controls modern production of literature. Bourdieu argues that 

the literary field is contained by what he calls the ‘field of power’ in a society, which generally 

means the relations of economic and political power. Nonetheless, the literary field, according to 

Bourdieu, possesses ‘a relative autonomy with respect to it [the field of power], especially as 

regards its economic and political principles of hierarchization’.43 Therefore, the literary field is, 

in one way or another, affected by economy and profit, but it may also establish some autonomous 

procedures of its own, that is, ‘its own laws of functioning’.44 The power of literary celebrity 

operates within the field of literary production. Thus, the popular author is much like what Richard 

Dyer identifies as ‘cultural workers’ who ‘are paid for their labour’.45 After all, the literary 

celebrity labours to write and labours further to perform socially both by publishing and catering 

to their audiences.   

This, by no means, suggests that a literary celebrity is deprived of any form of power. 

Surprisingly, the celebrity author sometimes derives power through the very means that Bourdieu 

has identified as a constraint on authors’ artistic freedom, namely, the field of economy. Current 

scholarship accurately depicts what is at stake for authors as their books circulate freely in the 

transatlantic literary market. Joseph Rezek, for instance, notes that American books issued in 

Britain were ‘not American at all’, inasmuch as British publishers radically revised and repackaged 

 

43 Pierre Bourdieu, The Field of Cultural Production: Essays on Art and Literature (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1993), 

pp. 37–38. 
44 Ibid., p.9.  
45 Richard Dyer, Heavenly Bodies: Film Stars and Society (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1986), p. 5. 
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American texts issued in Britain.46 Making a similar argument, Jessica DeSpain contends that the 

technology of rapid and large-scale reprinting allowed ‘bookmakers’, a loose term that includes 

any person who was involved in the making of books, such as publishers, editors, and bookbinders, 

to engage directly and with surprising influence in contemporary debates about nationhood and 

citizenship.47 Studies like Sara Meer’s examination of the transatlantic circulation of Harriet 

Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin, for instance, demonstrate how an author’s agency is put into 

jeopardy when their text is freely disseminated across the Atlantic.48  

The nineteenth-century transatlantic literary market was reciprocal but not mutual. It was 

reciprocal because the technological advances that enabled the wide circulation of print without 

much legal regulations led to, as Emily Todd has noted, ‘an active reprint trade and the shared 

reading publics of Britain and the US creat[ing] overlapping literary cultures’.49 However, the 

power that individual authors held on both sides of the Atlantic was far from being mutual. The 

existence of British copyright laws that could protect US authors, no matter how imperfect these 

laws were, gave them some sort of power to control the dissemination of their books across the 

Atlantic. Although not many US authors secured copyrights for their works in Britain, celebrity 

motivated some authors to take the extra step to do so simply because they, along with their 

publishers, anticipated the positive reception of their works across the Atlantic. In this thesis, I 

work with two authors whose celebrity motivated them and their publishers to secure British 

 

46 Joseph Rezek, London and the Making of Provincial Literature / Aesthetics and the Transatlantic Book Trade, 

1800-1850 (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2015), p. 10. 
47 Jessica DeSpain, Nineteenth-Century Transatlantic Reprinting and the Embodied Book (New York: Ashgate, 2014), 

p. 5. 
48 Sara Meer traces how Stowe’s text was reinterpreted in the British theatrical adaptations to express ideas about ‘the 

superiority of British laws and attitudes’. Sarah Meer, Uncle Tom Mania: Slavery, Minstrelsy, and Transatlantic 

Culture in the 1850s (Athens, GA: University of Georgia Press, 2005), p. 158. 
49 Emily B Todd, ‘Transatlantic Book Trade and Copyright’, American Literary History, 30.1 (2018), 145–56 (p. 146). 
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copyrights for their works: Fanny Fern and Josiah Henson. In the first chapter, I examine how 

Fern’s success to secure British copyrights for her earlier works contributed to presenting her 

pseudonym as a protected brand and thus undermined scandalous claims about her private life in 

the British press. In the second chapter, I analyse how Henson’s ownership of his text enabled him 

to actively engage in the process of reinterpreting his narrative into British context to tailor it to 

serve what he believed to benefit Black people.  

My examination of the refashioning of the American celebrity in transatlantic print culture 

resists conventional timelines in literary studies. I approach transatlantic literary celebrity via new 

print and visual technologies of production and dissemination. Thus, this thesis covers the period 

by which the printing boom of the 1850s amplified a culture of celebrity between Britain and the 

United States until the period of 1890s, which precedes the rise of the film industry. This specific 

periodisation marks an increasing interest in the private life of the author fostered by contemporary 

visual and print technologies. By the turn of the twentieth century, cinemas would offer slightly 

different forms of intimacy with the literary celebrity as books were increasingly being adapted 

into films. By following this time frame, I deliberately depart from conventional timelines in 

American studies because they are no longer fully comprehensible. When examining the 

transatlantic creation of the literary celebrity, I move away from the 1865 decisive break that marks 

the conventional periodisation in American literary studies simply because the impact of new 

technologies on the refashioning of the American literary celebrity within transatlantic print 

culture began long before the American Civil War and thus establishing an alternative 

periodisation in my examination of the creation of American literary celebrity in transatlantic 

literary culture. 
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In so doing, I join several critics who have expressed their discontent with the timelines 

that researchers still strictly adhere to in literary studies despite the fact that they were 

institutionally constructed. Christopher Hager and Cody Marrs, for instance, call for ‘crav[ing] out 

alternative trajectories for the nineteenth century’ as part of ‘the emerging project of rescaling 

American literary studies’.50 In so doing, Hager and Marrs stress upon an argument that was 

already made by critics like Wai Chee Dimock, Paul Giles, Lloyd Pratt and Elisa Tamarkin, who 

insisted that nineteenth-century American literature is ‘most accessible through expanded scales 

of analysis that bypass the fictions of territorial sovereignty and historical linearity’.51 Voicing 

similar concerns in Victorian studies, Caroline Levine urges critics to move away from 

‘reproduc[ing] the logic of the nation’ to find instead more ‘flexible paradigms’.52 She proposes ‘a 

reorientation of literary studies around the network rather than the nation’ because ‘multiple 

transnational networks were not the exception but the norm for literary production and reception 

in Victorian Britain’.53 This thesis aims to examine these networks that shaped and reshaped the 

idea of the American literary celebrity within a transatlantic print culture, which do not neatly fit 

established timelines in literary scholarship. Therefore, the mixed methodology I highlighted 

above, which ranges from examining archival works and material objects in addition to textual 

analysis, aims towards capturing the complex networks that enabled the transatlantic creation of 

literary celebrity. My motivation for applying a mixed methodology is because it is more likely 

 

50 Christopher Hager and Cody Marrs, ‘Against 1865: Reperiodizing the Nineteenth Century’, J19, 1.2 (2013), 259 (p. 

260). 
51 Ibid., p. 261. Hager and Marrs would later edit a monograph that specifically addresses the topic of periodisation in 

American studies titled Timelines of American Literature (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2019). 
52 Caroline Levine, ‘From Nation to Network’, Victorian Studies, 55.4 (2013), pp. 647–66 (p. 649). 
53 Ibid., pp. 649, 661. 
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that the contemporary British reader encountered the American celebrity through their multilayer 

textual and visual representations in popular culture rather than solely through their literary oeuvre.  

I begin the thesis by analysing one prominent aspect of authorial public image formation: 

the establishment and maintenance of a literary brand. In chapter one, I examine the writing career 

of Fanny Fern, one of the most profitable American columnists and novelists of the mid-nineteenth 

century. Her celebrity was primarily sustained by unauthorised reprints of her articles in American 

and British papers. Consequently, her public image was mainly constructed through those 

reprinted articles, which were usually framed by speculations about her private life. In this chapter, 

I examine the implications and limitations of Fern’s efforts to stabilise the dissemination of her 

public image in periodicals by using the relatively more controllable format of the book. As a 

celebrity, she had limited control over the way she was publicly represented, and as a woman in 

the public sphere, she was particularly vulnerable to slander and libel. The circulation of an 

anonymously published biography titled The Life and Beauties of Fanny Fern (1855), alongside 

her autobiographical novel Ruth Hall, profited from her literary brand while simultaneously 

undermining it. This was mostly accomplished by the way the anonymous author of Life and 

Beauties exploited Fern’s popularity to convey an unfavourable portrayal of her. I examine how 

these competing narratives about Fern’s private life – one fictionalised, one unauthorised – shaped 

her literary reputation at home and in England. I argue that textual representations as well as 

material market choices, including book bindings and advertising techniques, formed authorship 

in the increasingly commercialised transatlantic literary market of the mid-century in ways that 

both benefited and imperilled the female writer. 

In chapter two, I investigate the transatlantic market’s role in constructing the American 

literary celebrity by analysing how Black celebrity was constructed and revised for different 
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marketplaces. I focus specifically on the way Josiah Henson’s designation as the ‘original Uncle 

Tom’ was appropriated to establish British white identity among juvenile readers in the 1870s. I 

apply a comparative approach and examine the different editions of Henson’s slave narrative 

issued for very different readerships: the antebellum American edition published by Stowe’s 

publisher John P. Jewett, Truth Stranger than Fiction: Father Henson’s Story of His Own Life 

(1858), and the postbellum British edition published by John Lobb, The Young People’s Illustrated 

Edition of Uncle Tom’s Story of His Own Life (1877). I analyse how and to what end Henson and 

Lobb recontextualise his autobiography for the consumption of a post-abolitionist-era British 

literary market. My focus on subsequent editions of the same work allows me to illustrate how the 

textual changes that formerly enslaved individuals made to their works emerged directly from their 

understanding of the literary market and their vision of what might appeal to their audiences. This 

awareness, consequently, allowed them to push forward their political agendas and gain 

financially.  

In chapters three and four, I look at specific British readers’ responses to American literary 

celebrities. In chapter three, I examine how William Cox Bennett experimented with different roles 

as a poet, campaigner and compiler to push for a transatlantic Saxon English fraternity – an idea 

that he uses to express a political and cultural Anglo-American unity. Bennett spearheaded a 

national campaign to include a bust of Henry Wadsworth Longfellow in Poets’ Corner at 

Westminster Abbey in 1882. I argue that his motivation to initiate this campaign is a continuation 

of his attempts to borrow the cultural power of literary celebrities to promote his own ideological 

beliefs. I demonstrate my argument by analysing two of Bennett’s works. The first is a volume of 

his own poetry that he published in 1868, Proposals to and Contributions for a Ballad History of 

England and the States Sprung from Her. The second is a volume of letters he compiled in 1883 
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for Longfellow, collecting the letters of those who participated in his bust campaign to be publicly 

displayed. I show how he reframed Longfellow’s name (and literal face) to express a unity between 

England and the United States based on a shared whiteness, the English language and the myth of 

a common past. I contend that Bennett’s use of various textual and material forms emerges from 

his anxiety about the future of the British Empire and proposes the formation of a transatlantic 

Anglo-Saxon imperial power.  

In chapter four, I examine the transatlantic exchanges of letters and items between Walt 

Whitman and a group of his British readers known as Eagle Street College from 1887 until the 

poet’s death in 1892. I argue that these readers’ connection to Whitman provided them with the 

opportunity to establish personal and comradely bonds among themselves. Likewise, Whitman 

found in the group’s interest in him a chance to create a legacy for himself across the Atlantic. In 

this chapter, I stress one of the key arguments I have been making in this thesis: that nineteenth-

century authors saw celebrity as an opportunity for eminence, and several of them actively 

attempted to exploit it to establish their literary reputations so well that they would persist even 

after their deaths. In addition to examining the letters exchanged between Whitman and Eagle 

Street College, I also analyse poems composed by members of the group that were either published 

in newspapers or kept in members’ diaries. I investigate practices documented in their letters, 

reports, pamphlets and memoirs to determine how they interpreted Whitman. I focus on two key 

concepts in celebrity studies to guide my discussion: the processes of fan identity formation and 

the establishment of an illusion of intimacy. My theoretical approach helps identify a specific mode 

of literary reading that became possible in response to celebrity culture and the growth of 

nineteenth-century mass media and technological advances that facilitated transatlantic 

communications. I argue that these cultural and technological changes have transformed literary 
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consumption and facilitated a mode of reading that demands, rather than simply establishes, an 

intimacy with the author. To grasp this transformation in readerly experience however requires us 

to first understand the structure of the transatlantic print culture, which the following chapter on 

Fern aims to establish. 
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Chapter One: ‘She was Magnetic; She was Fascinating’: Sara Payson 

Willis and her Literary Brand, Fanny Fern 

One of the earliest biographical accounts of the American bestselling columnist and novelist Fanny 

Fern (Sara Payson Willis) appeared in John Seely Hart’s The Female Prose Writers of America 

(1855). Strikingly, for a piece of biography, it contains next to nothing about Fern’s life. Hart’s 

book features biographical notes and selected works from a long list of renowned contemporary 

female authors. These include Sarah Hale, Lydia Maria Child, Frances Osgood, and Harriet 

Beecher Stowe. Some chapters (for instance those on Catherine Sedgwick and Margaret Fuller) 

also have portraits. Hart presents the lives, works, and even the literal faces of popular women 

writers of the period to his readers. Conversely, the section on Fern is unique in its level of 

discretion.1 Hart refrains from revealing any personal information about her regardless of the 

‘gratification’ such a revelation would bring to ‘our readers and ourselves’ because he wanted to 

comply with Fern’s wish to ‘maintain her incognito’.2 Respecting her wish, he continues, is ‘a 

proper deference to the obligations of courtesy (which are as binding in literary as in social life)’.3 

Instead, Hart devotes a large part of the chapter to Fern’s commercial success, elaborately quoting 

positive reviews of her works from American and British newspapers. He also provides details of 

the lucrative sales figures of her books, asserting that such positive reviews and profitable sales 

 

1 I refer to Sara Payson Willis Parton as Fanny Fern throughout this chapter because it was the name she used in her 

literary career and private life. She preferred to be addressed as ‘Fanny’ by her family members and signed several 

personal and business letters with ‘Fanny Fern’. When she died in 1872, her family complied with her wish to have 

‘Fanny Fern’ inscribed on her gravestone. For an examination of Fern’s appropriation of her name, see Joyce W. 

Warren’s chapter ‘The Birth of Fanny Fern’ in Fanny Fern: An Independent Woman (1992). 
2 John S. Hart, The Female Prose Writers of America (Philadelphia: Butler, 1855), p. 470. 
3 Ibid.  
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demonstrate ‘the most extraordinary instances of literary success on record’.4 Though Hart 

explicitly states that he will not disclose any private information about Fern, he nonetheless gives 

his readers a coy ‘biographical notice’: 

Not many years since, FANNY FERN was living—no matter where—in 

affluence. No home need be more lovely, no family more happy, then was hers. 

[…] But suddenly a bolt fell. Death came. The husband and father was smitten 

down. The widowed mother and the half-orphan children were left to fight the 

battle of life alone. […] And so, at last, after bitter years, the widowed mother, 

from sheer desperation, took to her pen; and another and a bright star was added 

to our literary galaxy.5 

 

Hart employs rhetorical strategies that are similar to those we find in Fern’s writing to create a 

semi-fictional and semi-factual account of her life. Repeating the words ‘widowed mother’ and 

even inventing the idea of ‘half-orphan children’, he courts sympathy for his subject and her plight. 

The two pieces of biographical information that Hart provides — that Fern was a widow, and that 

she wrote to support her children financially — were probably already known to the typical reader 

of her work. Although Fern never assigned her name to any of her characters, she frequently 

provided her readers with self-referential and self-representative heroines to satiate her readers’ 

interest in her, while simultaneously protecting herself from public exposure. The fact that she was 

Sara Payson Willis, the daughter of the Boston publisher and editor Nathaniel Willis and the sister 

of the renowned essayist and poet Nathaniel Parker Willis, was withheld primarily to maintain her 

‘incognito’ status.6 By the time Hart’s book was published in 1855, however, several competing 

and contradictory narratives about Fern’s private life were already in circulation in the United 

 

4 Ibid., p. 472.  
5 Ibid., p. 470.  
6 Ibid.  
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States and Britain. These ranged from speculative literary gossip, through fiction she herself wrote, 

to an anonymously published biography. 

This chapter examines how competing unauthorised and fictionalised narratives about the 

private life of the popular American author Fanny Fern affect the construction of what was 

effectively a literary brand in an increasingly commercialised transatlantic literary marketplace. I 

begin with Hart’s account because it illuminates the process by which Fern’s pseudonym was 

rapidly transformed. My use of the term ‘literary brand’ refers on the one hand to the marketability 

of Fern’s nom de plume as being synonymous with a certain kind of literary fare, feminine and 

sentimental, consistent with the values associated to the figure of the domestic woman. But literary 

branding also names Fern’s own deliberate if fraught effort to control public perception. Although 

the idea of a public image and a literary brand sometimes overlap, there is a distinction between 

them. The term ‘brand’ emphasises the commercial possibilities embedded in the names of popular 

writers. In this sense, branding designates the fraught relationship between the market and the 

author navigating it. Hart’s biographical notice depicts Fern as a domestic author in two ways. On 

one hand, Fern’s writings were inspired by and addressed to the domestic sphere. On the other 

hand, these pieces were composed by a domestic woman who pursued a writing career to support 

her children. Thus, Hart implicitly justifies Fern’s occupation of a profession that puts her in the 

public eye, and consequently threatens the prevailing social presumption that women were private 

beings, by stressing that this publicity was a necessity motivated by her motherhood rather than 

driven by her literary ambition. As I will show in this chapter, such a figuration of Fern as both 

domestic and a writer was precisely the image with which she wanted to align herself with in both 

her fiction and nonfiction writing.  
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Hart’s preoccupation with the high sales of Fern’s books at home and abroad 

acknowledges, even if implicitly, the commercial value of her name in a transatlantic literary 

market. After all, he measures Fern’s literary success as an American writer against transnational 

paradigms and implicitly justifies anthologising and canonising her work in The Female Prose 

Writers of America.7 Her value as an American writer, then, is partly derived from the popularity 

of her books at home and abroad. Though her position as an American female writer has attracted 

a great deal of critical attention from Americanist scholars, the transatlantic aspect of her literary 

career has been largely overlooked. The current literary scholarship on Fern includes re-evaluating 

the sentimental rhetoric in her fiction as a form of protest writing (Jane Tompkins, Susan K. Harris, 

Lauren Berlant, and Jaime Harker), examining the relationship between her newspaper writing and 

novelistic representation (Claire C. Pettengill), analysing her position as a female professional 

writer in American print culture (Mary Kelley, Laura Laffrado, Elizabethada A. Wright, and 

Robert Gunn), and approaching her popularity in relation to the gendering of celebrity culture 

(Brenda R. Weber and Bonnie Carr O'Neill).8 Only Weber  applies a transatlantic approach in her 

examination of Fern by tracing the responses of famous American and British authors to Elizabeth 

 

7 His book reflects a broader trend during the period of anthologising renowned contemporary US authors. Other 

examples are Thomas Buchanan Read’s Female Poets of America (1849) and Rufus Wilmot Griswold’s Gems from 

American Female Poets (1842). 
8 Jane Tompkins, Sensational Designs: The Cultural Work of American Fiction, 1790-1860 (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 1986); Susan K. Harris, ‘Inscribing and Defining: The Many Voices of Fanny Fern’s “Ruth Hall”’, 

Style, 22.4 (1988), 612–27; Lauren Berlant, ‘The Female Woman: Fanny Fern and the Form of Sentiment’, American 

Literary History, 3.3 (1991), 429–54; Jaime Harker, ‘“Pious Cant” and Blasphemy: Fanny Fern’s Radicalized 

Sentiment’, Legacy, 18.1 (2001), 52–64; Claire C. Pettengill, ‘Against Novels: Fanny Fern’s Newspaper Fictions and 

the Reform of Print Culture’, American Periodicals, 6 (1996), 61–91; Mary Kelley, Private Woman, Public Stage: 

Literary Domesticity in Nineteenth-Century America (New York: Oxford University Press, 1984); Laura Laffrado, ‘“I 

Thought From the Way You Writ, That You Were a Great Six-Footer of a Woman”: Gender and the Public Voice in 

Fanny Fern’s Newspaper Essays’, in In Her Own Voice, ed. by Sherry Lee Linkon (New York: Routledge, 1997), pp. 

81–96; Elizabethada A. Wright, ‘“Joking Isn’t Safe”: Fanny Fern, Irony, and Signifyin(g)’, Rhetoric Society 

Quarterly, 31.2 (2001), 91–111; Robert Gunn, ‘“How I Look”: Fanny Fern and the Strategy of Pseudonymity’, 

Legacy, 27.1 (2010), 23–42; Weber; Bonnie Carr O’Neill, Literary Celebrity and Public Life in the Nineteenth-

Century United States (Athens, Georgia: The University of Georgia Press, 2017). 
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Gaskell’s representation of female genius in The Life of Charlotte Brontë (1857). My take on Fern 

differs from Weber in that I am more interested in the complex relationship between Fern and the 

market – in the implications of circulating Fern’s works in the American and British press and 

shaping and sustaining her unique brand in the transatlantic literary marketplace.  

Determining how Fern’s name operates as a literary brand requires a consideration of her 

position as a celebrity. While celebrity draws attention to the author’s personal life, literary brands 

seek to profit from such visibility and attempt to influence readers’ perceptions. Literary brands 

emerged alongside promotional strategies that used the names of celebrity authors to predict sales 

and establish customer loyalty in a lucrative yet unstable literary marketplace. As noted above, 

only two studies examine Fern as a celebrity: Brenda Weber’s Women and Literary Celebrity in 

the Nineteenth Century (2012) and Bonnie Carr O’Neill’s Literary Celebrity and Public Life in the 

Nineteenth-Century United States (2017). Weber approaches Fern’s ‘multivalent famous female 

author’ protagonists in relation to the gendering of celebrity culture.9 She argues that Fern’s 

representation of various models of authorship in her fiction is a strategic move that challenges the 

idea of a single authorial identity for the famous female writer. Consequently, such representation 

paves the way for additional representations of the woman writer that depart from Victorian codes 

of femininity.10 O’Neill researches the relationship between nineteenth-century American 

celebrity culture and the emergence of what she calls the ‘personalization’ of the public sphere.11 

She analyses the way Fern’s periodical writings, namely, in Olive Branch and New York Ledger, 

established a sense of intimacy with her readers. O’Neill contends that Fern’s publicity permitted 

 

9 Weber, Women and Literary Celebrity in the Nineteenth Century, p. 75. 
10 Ibid., p. 75.  
11 O’Neill, Literary Celebrity and Public Life, p. 2. 
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her momentarily to evade pervasive gender presumptions and ultimately cement her public identity 

in the generic form of periodicals, which were usually associated with masculinity.12 Weber and 

O’Neill provide compelling analyses of Fern as a literary celebrity. They nonetheless overlook a 

crucial element in constituting Fern’s public image: the role of the media in distributing her name. 

This aspect of Fern’s public image formation was examined by Michael Newbury and Melissa J. 

Homestead. The works of Newbury and Homestead respectively provide useful insights into the 

nature of the print industry in shaping Fern’s authorial persona.13 However, these studies are 

primarily preoccupied with the American literary marketplace. I aim to expand their scope by 

including an analysis of the British literary market. Because contemporary critics like Hart 

measured Fern’s literary success against a transatlantic paradigm, it is appropriate to use a similar 

framework when examining the processes that amplified her name in the literary marketplace.   

Fern’s bestselling books were the products of an already established but unstable reputation 

constructed chiefly through the unsanctioned reprints of her articles in both American and British 

newspapers. Hart’s casual reference to ‘the obligations of courtesy’ explains the basis of Fern’s 

transatlantic popularity by gesturing towards a pervasive complex editorial practice of reprinting 

in American and British papers.14 As a business courtesy, editors in newspapers and periodicals 

had established a system of exchange to compensate for lax copyright laws. This entails adding 

source credit and occasional complimentary paragraphs praising the paper in which the reprinted 

 

12 Ibid., p. 155.  
13 Michael Newbury, Figuring Authorship in Antebellum America (Redwood City, California: Stanford University 

Press, 1997); Melissa J. Homestead, ‘“Every Body Sees the Theft”: Fanny Fern and Literary Proprietorship in 

Antebellum America’, The New England Quarterly, 74.2 (2001), 210–37. 
14 Hart, The Female Prose Writers of America, p. 470.  
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piece had first appeared.15 Consequently, as Meredith L. McGill and Ryan Cordell have 

respectively shown, the names of source papers had often replaced authorial bylines, 

problematising Romantic notions of authorship.16 In contrast, papers that reprinted Fern’s articles 

often kept her name in isolation from the source paper in a move that gestured towards her growing 

celebrity. In consequence, this further raised her visibility. After all, the consistency of maintaining 

authorial attribution, at times even to pieces she did not write, suggests that part of the articles’ 

value emerged from their association with the name of the famous columnist. The remarkable thing 

about these unsanctioned reprints is that they were often framed by speculations about her private 

life. Consequently, Fern’s literary brand was constantly reshaped in ways that she had no control 

over in the complex reconfigurations, replications, and revisions of articles either correctly or 

spuriously attributed to her.  

Fern’s books then offered her the opportunity to stabilise the dissemination of her public 

image in a more controllable form. She published four books during the years of her invisibility 

— that is, when her real identity was still not known to the public. These are selections of her 

articles in the two-volume Fern Leaves from Fanny’s Portfolio (1853–1854); the collection of 

short stories for children, Little Ferns for Fanny’s Little Friends (1854); and the autobiographical 

novel Ruth Hall (1854). Fern’s early publications had a double function, I contend. They 

capitalised on her celebrity by amplifying the visibility of her nom de plume. They also hinted at 

their author’s efforts of branding in their depiction of several examples of female heroines who, 

 

15 The courtesy principles also governed the book industry, with several established publishers creating an extra-legal 

system of ‘trade courtesy’ to regulate the reprints of foreign works. Robert Spoo provides a detailed analysis of this 

practice in his book Without Copyrights: Piracy, Publishing, and the Public Domain, Modernist Literature and Culture 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), pp. 13–64.  
16 McGill, American Literature and the Culture of Reprinting, p. 174; Ryan Cordell, ‘Reprinting, Circulation, and the 

Network Author in Antebellum Newspapers’, American Literary History, 27.3 (2015), 417–45 (p. 418). 
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like their creator, pursue writing as a profession and eventually gain transatlantic fame. Within the 

safe space of fiction published in the book form, Fern found the opportunity to try and negotiate 

her position as a female literary celebrity. As a celebrity, however, she could not have full control 

over the way she was represented. As a woman, she was especially vulnerable to libel and slander. 

All of Fern’s careful work was suddenly threatened by the publication of a scurrilous anonymous 

book, The Life and Beauties of Fanny Fern (1855), within a few months of the publication of her 

best-known novel Ruth Hall. The book sabotages her efforts at creating a recognisable literary 

brand, revealing her real identity to the public and defaming her by blending biographical facts 

with slandering insinuations about her manner of living. Life and Beauties also capitalised on the 

appeal of her literary brand by incorporating several of her articles that lacked copyrights. In so 

doing, the anonymous author was coating their unflattering depiction of her with an air of 

authenticity by imitating a genre she herself had previously used. Though Life and Beauties 

certainly falls under the category of libel, Fern did not seek redress from the legal system for 

unknown reasons. What is clear however is that contemporary copyright regulation had nothing to 

say about the kind of libellous reuse of Fern’s writings. This is because periodical writings were 

considered public property as many periodical editors did not take the necessary steps to secure 

copyright laws for the pieces published in their papers. The impact of contemporary intellectual 

property laws on shaping Fern’s literary brand becomes even more complicated when we consider 

the different ways that American and British publishers chose to present Life and Beauties to their 

respective audiences, as I will show in this chapter. Thus, the circulation of Fern’s brand in the 

transatlantic literary marketplace encapsulates the opportunities and limitations that celebrity had 

offered to female writers in the second half of the nineteenth century. Simultaneously, it reveals 

the complexity and precarity of establishing female authorship in an increasingly commercialised 
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transatlantic literary marketplace. Before moving to examine the implication of copyright laws in 

shaping and influencing authorial representations, I begin by analysing Fern’s efforts to construct 

her unique literary brand in a competitive antebellum literary market.  

Constructing a Literary Brand  

Fern came from a literary family, and her upbringing taught her valuable lessons about professional 

and cultural codes that would eventually enable her entry into the literary marketplace. As a result, 

she was already familiar to some degree with American print culture when she began her writing 

career in 1851. In 1816 her father Nathaniel Willis established the first American religious paper, 

The Recorder. Subsequently, he co-founded the juvenile journal, The Youth’s Companion, in 1827. 

Her father’s publications were part of the prolific religious magazines of the early nineteenth 

century.17 Her brother Nathaniel P. Willis was a poet and essayist of considerable reputation. He 

was the editor of The Home Journal, founded in 1846. The magazine targeted a middle-class 

readership and was well received by contemporary readers.18 Before becoming the bestseller 

‘Fanny Fern’, Sara Payson Willis published some of her writings in her father’s papers. The 

published pieces were overtly religious, reflecting the journals’ Calvinist orientation. Her 

contributions were cut short following her 1837 marriage to the banker Charles Harrington 

Eldredge. When he died, she was left with three children and soon rushed into another marriage, 

becoming the wife of Samuel P. Farrington, a merchant, in 1849. The marriage was unsuccessful. 

She left her husband and was granted divorce in 1851 against her family’s wishes. Fern began her 

writing career under these circumstances, needing to support herself and her children because her 

 

17 Frank Luther Mott, A History of American Magazines, 1741- 1850 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 

1957), I, p. 131. 
18 Frank Luther Mott, A History of American Magazines, 1850-1865 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 

1957), II, p. 353. 
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family was unwilling to help her financially. She nonetheless attempted to make use of her family’s 

literary influence in the early stages of her writing career. In 1851, she sent a letter to her brother 

N. P. Willis, who refused to help her publish in The Home Journal.19 Willis was already the literary 

patron of several female writers, including Frances Sargent Osgood, Anne Lynch Botta, and Grace 

Greenwood. She might have expected his help especially as they were siblings. Still, she was to 

be disappointed. Fern’s move to contact her brother hints at her shrewdness as a commercial writer. 

She realised that talent alone was not enough to grant her access to the competitive literary 

marketplace of the mid-nineteenth century. She also needed to associate herself with well-known 

names. Using the endorsement of well-established literary figures was, after all, one strategy 

aspiring writers utilised to gain access to print culture. Walt Whitman, for instance, famously 

included Emerson’s letter of praise in the 1856 edition of Leaves of Grass as part of a promotional 

scheme to improve the sales of his book. By 1851, Sara Payson Willis had emerged as ‘Fanny 

Fern’, a twice married woman estranged from her family and having to support herself. No wonder 

she wanted to maintain her privacy yet also ensure her popularity. She needed the money but could 

not afford the risk of exposure and the dent to her respectability (and sales) that notoriety would 

bring.  

Fern’s adopted pseudonym did not just mask her life; it was also directed towards 

managing her literary career. My argument expands on current interpretations of her 

pseudonymity, notably those of Mary Kelley and Nicole Tonkovich, by taking into consideration 

the nature of the literary marketplace in the 1850s. Kelley notes that the tendency of nineteenth-

century American female writers — including Fern — to use pen names emerged from their 

 

19 Quoted in Joyce W. Warren, Fanny Fern: An Independent Woman (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 

1992), p. 93. 
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reluctance to accept fame, and all the publicity that came with it, on the grounds that it conflicted 

with their hegemonic roles as private domestic women.20 However, Fern went by an insistently 

feminine name to commence her career as a public writer instead of borrowing a male nom de 

plume, or choosing an androgynous moniker, as did many other women writers. This challenges 

the premise that pervasive nineteenth-century gender stereotypes motivated her desire for 

anonymity. Tonkovich proposes a different interpretation, arguing instead that Fern’s name acts 

as a sign of empowerment by emphasising her femininity and undermining, even rejecting, 

patrimonial influence through concealing her real name.21 As Tonkovich notes, Fern’s doubly 

feminised pen name ‘Fanny Fern’ sets her apart from that of her father Nathaniel Willis — a name 

that had its own significant cultural currency — to ‘insist that her work be read as if written by a 

woman and as addressed primarily to other women’.22 Tonkovich’s argument is convincing 

because even when Fern decided to use her real name — to sign one of her articles in The Mother’s 

Assistant — she did this by borrowing her first husband’s surname,  calling herself Sara Eldredge, 

even though her legal name was at that time still Sara Farrington.23 Yet, Tonkovich’s explanation 

focuses only on the personal side, failing to clarify that Fern’s selection of a nom de plume was 

also influenced by common practices within the literary marketplace, designed to ensure better 

reception.  

Fern was a commercial writer, and I argue that the appeal of female authorship during the 

period influenced her choice of a pen name as much as personal factors. My understanding of her 

pseudonymity is closest to that of Robert Gunn’s, who views it as a ‘strategy of authorial 

 

20 Kelley, Private Women, Public Stage, p. 111. 
21 Nicole Tonkovich, Domesticity with a Difference (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 1997), p. 54. 
22 Ibid. 
23 Warren, Fanny Fern: An Independent Woman, p. 102. 
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representation’.24 Gunn sees her incognito as a self-creative space where she, her characters, and, 

by implication, her readers may ‘virtually redra[w] the expressive boundaries of domesticity within 

the confines of the bourgeois household’.25 I, too, acknowledge that Fern’s pen name arose from 

her need to achieve self-representation, but I add that this need is linked to the professionalisation 

of authorship during the period as much as it is a form of self-expression. With the expansion of 

the literary marketplace in the second half of the nineteenth century, opportunities for women to 

pursue writing as a career increased. That the selection of her pen name was commercially driven 

is also suggested by the genesis of the name ‘Fanny Fern’. She went by different names at the 

beginning of her literary career. In addition to calling herself ‘Fanny Fern’ and ‘Sara Eldredge’, 

she also wrote under the name ‘Olivia’ for the Boston paper Olive Branch, clearly trying to make 

a pun out of her authorial name. Writing under multiple pseudonyms was one strategy professional 

writers used to maximise their incomes; the practice allowed them to increase their contributions 

without saturating the market. When the name ‘Fanny Fern’ began to receive considerable 

attention in the public sphere, mostly because of the circulation of her articles in different 

American and British periodicals, she only wrote under that name, realising its potential 

profitability.  

The expansion of the literary marketplace helped in creating a gendered specific writing 

opportunities as the female-dominant domestic literary genre became increasingly popular. The 

fact that several of Fern’s writings intentionally align themselves with domestic tropes, most 

notably manifested by her deliberate decision to publish her first novel Ruth Hall with the subtitle 

 

24 Gunn, ‘“How I Look”: Fanny Fern and the Strategy of Pseudonymity’, p. 26. 
25 Ibid., p. 25.  
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A Domestic Tale of Present Life, hints at her awareness of contemporary popular literary trends.26 

Nonetheless, the market’s expansion created a competitive climate, making it difficult for new 

authors to publish a book-length piece. The publication history of Susan Warner’s novel The Wide, 

Wide World (1850), for instance, demonstrates the growth in the literary marketplace. Warner’s 

book altered the expectations of publishers and authors through the volume and speed of its sales 

in both the United States and Great Britain.27 The popularity of her novel, in addition to other 

works by female writers such as Stowe, implies that the American female-dominated domestic 

genre was well-received not only in the United States but also across the Atlantic. It also reveals 

the pressures imposed on unknown writers to publish. Warner faced great difficulties in getting 

her first book into the market. However, her publisher, G. P. Putnam, was more willing to publish 

her second novel, Queechy (1852), after her pen name, Elizabeth Wetherell, became more known 

to the public — particularly as the author of the bestselling novel The Wide, Wide World.28 Unlike 

other mass-produced commodities, each book is unique, making it difficult to acquire the kind of 

customer loyalty found in other industries. Publishers experiment with different strategies to make 

sales more predictable. Boston’s Ticknor and Fields’ standardisation of their book covers, for 

instance, is an attempt to create a recognisable brand.29 Another more effective strategy is using 

 

26 ‘Sara Willis’s Copy of the Contract with the Mason Brothers’, 1854, Sophia Smith Collection, Smith College 

Library, Parton Papers. 
27 Frank Luther Mott, Golden Multitudes: The Story of Best Sellers in the United States (New York: Bowker, 1947), 

p. 216; Kelley, Private Women, Public Stage, p. 12. 
28 James C. Derby, Fifty Years among Authors, Books and Publishers (New York: London: G.W. Carleton; S. Low, 

1884), pp. 304–5; Susan Geary, ‘The Domestic Novel as a Commercial Commodity: Making a Best Seller in the 

1850s’, The Papers of the Bibliographical Society of America, 70.3 (1976), 365–93 (p. 380). 
29 Jeffrey D. Groves, ‘Judging Literary Books by Their Covers: House Styles, Ticknor and Fields, and Literary 

Promotion’, in Reading Books: Essays on the Material Text and Literature in America, ed. by Michele Moylan and 

Lane Stiles (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 1996), pp. 75–100. 
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authors who have already established their literary reputations. As a result, those names became 

recognisable brands that helped publishers promote (and even predict) sales.  

Authorial reputation was often established in periodicals rather than in books. Therefore, 

periodicals became mediums through which a writer’s name became noticed and thus recognised. 

In the 1850s, periodicals focused on literary contributions in addition to (and sometimes instead 

of) daily news. N. P. Willis’s The Home Journal unapologetically states on 1 January 1848, that 

‘it leaves the details of politics and heavier matters to the daily newspapers’.30 The miscellaneous 

aspects of periodicals thus created a specialised market for writers to establish their names by 

offering them the opportunity to publish — though remunerations were often small. Furthermore, 

writing was becoming an acceptable profession for middle-class white women, which made it 

especially attractive to those who sought to support themselves and their families financially. 

Grace Greenwood, for instance, wrote for several magazines, including The Home Journal. When 

she eventually gained the necessary fame to safely publish a full-length book, she integrated her 

pen name into the title of her books. Her magazine correspondence and short stories, which had 

appeared in various papers, were collected in two series titled Greenwood Leaves and published 

in 1850 and 1852. Like Greenwood, Fern began her literary career in periodicals out of financial 

necessity. When her fame was firmly established and her writings ‘could not fail to meet with a 

popular demand’, in the words of her first publisher James C. Derby, she received offers to publish 

in book form.31 As in Greenwood’s case, the commercial value of Fern’s pseudonym was 

manifested by its integration into the titles of her first three books: the two series of Fern Leaves 

from Fanny’s Portfolio and Little Ferns for Fanny’s Little Friends. Moreover, she — along with 

 

30 Quoted in Mott, A History of American Magazines, II, p. 250. 
31 Derby, Fifty Years Among Authors, Books and Publishers, p. 208. 
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her publisher Derby — were careful to maintain the copyrights of her books in the United States 

and in Britain, preventing their piracy.32 This move came at a time when other American writers, 

like Stowe for instance, lost a considerable amount of money following unauthorised sales of 

pirated copies of their works across the Atlantic. While the refusal of the US government to sign 

an international copyright agreement with Britain famously infuriated British authors like Charles 

Dickens and Anthony Trollope, who saw their works pirated with impunity all over the United 

States, American authors similarly suffered when their works entered the British market. After all, 

securing intellectual property protection for books written by American authors in Britain was a 

rather complicated process. By the time Fern published her works in 1853, British copyrights over 

American books could be obtained by ensuring that the work would appear first in the British 

market. To this end, it is very likely that Derby & Miller secured copyrights over Fern’s works via 

prior publication in Britain. American authors could also acquire valid copyright by staying in 

Britain, or any country under the British domain, during the publication of their works in the British 

marketplace.33 This law, however, did not take effect until the summer of 1854 with the Jeffreys 

v. Boosey case.34 Fern travelled to England in 1853 when her works were being published there.35 

Although her residency was not necessary to obtain British copyrights, her presence certainly 

helped in framing her pen name as a protected brand. 

 

32 The Publishers’ Circular: General Record of British and Foreign Literature, ed. by Sampson Low (London: 

Sampson Low, Son & Co., 1853), XVI, p. 478. 
33 Spoo, Without Copyrights, p. 70; Catherine Seville, The Internationalisation of Copyright Law: Books, Buccaneers 

and the Black Flag in the Nineteenth Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), p. 45; James J. Barnes, 

Authors, Publishers and Politicians: The Quest for an Anglo-American Copyright Agreement, 1815-1854 (London: 

Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1974), pp. 153–76. 
34 Katie McGettigan, ‘Henry Wadsworth Longfellow and the Transatlantic Materials of American Literature’, 
American Literature, 89.4 (2017), 727–59 (p. 731). 
35 Warren, Fanny Fern: An Independent Woman, p. 117. 
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Textual Portraits of ‘Fanny Fern’   

However successful these books, it was in periodicals that Fern’s name was amplified and 

ultimately became a recognisable literary brand. Though publishing in periodicals gave her the 

opportunity to become more visible, it simultaneously posed a threat to the shaping and claiming 

of her authorial persona. The system of exchange that granted her a readership beyond the Boston 

papers Olive Branch and The True Flag had also reshaped her public image in ways she had not 

anticipated. As I have noted, Fern’s literary fame was partly established through a combination of 

reprints of her articles and speculative stories about her private life in American and British 

periodicals. The result of these was the dissemination of textual portraits of the popular American 

columnist that, at times, complicated the image of the feminine domestic writer Fern depicted in 

her fiction. Negotiating the circulation of her name in periodicals was particularly important for 

Fern to stabilise the dissemination of her public image. Her strategy was to use a relatively more 

controllable form — the book — to counter the narratives circulated in American and British 

papers that lay claim to her private life, albeit with conflicting outcomes. The form of the book 

provides several advantages for shaping authorial personae. They are more permanent as material 

objects compared to the ephemerality of periodicals. Furthermore, texts originally published as 

books were, arguably, more legally protected against authorial misappropriation than periodicals 

because their publishers were more willing to seek copyright protection. However, as I will show 

in the next section, nineteenth-century copyright regulations in the book industry were far from 

adequate in preventing unsanctioned books that borrowed Fern’s name and works.  
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The literary gossip that appeared in the American and British press was mostly concerned 

with revealing Fern’s real identity.36 Several papers proclaimed that she was the editor of The Olive 

Branch, Thomas Norris, writing under a female pen name. Others responded to speculations 

claiming she was Nathaniel P. Willis’s sister by suggesting instead that she was, in fact, Willis 

himself. The assumption that male editors of popular papers like Norris and Willis would use 

female noms de plume with the intention to attract more readers, as the gossip conjectured, hints 

at the marketability of female authorship. Furthermore, the wide circulation of these speculations, 

often appearing as editorial commentaries preceding reprints of Fern’s articles, threatened to 

masculinise her. This representation, consequently, jeopardised the model of professional female 

authorship she depicted in her own works, a point I plan to discuss when I turn to examine Fern’s 

efforts at self-branding. 

Another widely circulated snippet is of particular interest because of its seemingly 

authoritative tone, which fed public interest in Fern by putting her female body on display. 

Appearing under the title ‘Who’ll Bid?’ or ‘Qualification for a Wife’, the article imitates Fern’s 

playful journalistic style. The snippet opens with a brief editorial commentary stating that ‘Fanny 

Fern, a very pretty writer for some of our literary papers, says she is ready to jump at the first offer 

of marriage’. 37 It later directly quotes Fern as she describes her ‘qualifications’ saying that ‘I have 

black eyes and am petite . . . [I] can make a pudding or write a newspaper squid, cut a child’s frock 

or cut a caper’.38 The excerpt first appeared in Dumfries and Galloway Standard and Advertise, 

 

36 I conducted this part of the study by running a search on digital newspapers archives for ‘Fanny Fern’ covering the 

period from 1851 to 1855 — namely the Gale Historical Archives, British Newspaper Archives, Chronicling America, 

and Newspaper Archives. I then noted how Fern’s name appeared — whether it was in the form of reprints of her 

articles, literary gossip, or a combination of the two. 
37 ‘Who’ll Bid?’, Dumfries and Galloway Standard and Advertiser (Dumfries, Scotland, 17 November 1852). 
38 Ibid.  
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Scotland, on 17 November 1852, and was reprinted with slightly different phrasing in papers 

published in Ireland (Belfast) and different regions of England (Derby, Bradford, Leeds, 

Liverpool, London, Stirling, Kendal, Chester, and Exeter). The article concludes by citing ‘an 

American paper’, with no indication of the paper’s title.39  

If Fern composed the article, then it is yet another example of her writing strategy — which 

fluctuated between revealing and concealing the self. However, I am reluctant to attribute it to her 

mainly because of an article she published in her first book, Fern Leaves from Fanny’s Portfolio 

(1853) that seems like a direct response to this gossip, which Fern probably came across during 

her two-year trip to England between 1853 and 1854. The article is entitled ‘Matrimonial 

Advertisements’ and condemns women who turn to advertising to seek husbands. Fern views this 

type of act as unwomanly, obscene, and shameful, stressing that women who turn to this method 

to secure a husband ‘have ignored the sweetest attributes of womanhood . . . [and] have 

overstepped the last barrier of self-respect’.40 The fact that this article appeared a less than a year 

after the circulation of the snippet mentioned above, and in the first book Fern officially published 

in Britain, makes it difficult to view it as a mere coincidence. In attacking those ‘Matrimonial 

Advertisements’, Fern was indirectly responding to articles attributed to her. Simultaneously, by 

denouncing those types of shameful self-promotional acts that, as she put it, no ‘attractive . . . or 

“marketable” woman’ feels the need to use, she was implicitly inscribing her invisible female body 

with those presumably desirable feminine qualities of being attractive and sexually appealing.41  

 

39 I have not been able to locate the article’s source of origin in Fern’s body of work or in any of the American 

newspaper archives I examined, probably because of the fragmented nature of these archives.  
40 Fanny Fern, Fern Leaves from Fanny’s Portfolio (London: N. Cooke, 1853), p. 309. 
41 Ibid.  
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‘Matrimonial Advertisements’ is just one example of Fern’s attempts to negotiate the 

dissemination of her public image in periodicals by using her published books. Her early 

publications, the two volumes of Fern Leaves from Fanny’s Portfolio, demonstrate her efforts to 

repurpose the ephemera of popular print culture. This was apparent in two ways. Fern revised and 

republished a selection of her periodical articles in these books, making these books as an extension 

of her columnist career. Her publishers also deployed the materiality of the book to amplify her 

self-identification with this feminine type of authorship while still capitalising on her celebrity as 

a columnist. She was not alone in this labour. Greenwood’s Greenwood Leaves, published three 

years before Fern’s books, reflects a similar endeavour. The titles of Fern’s and Greenwood’s 

works, inscribed on their books’ cover, carefully oscillate between feminine self-effacement and 

masculine self-promotion to construct an acceptable model of professional female authorship. 

Their use of the word ‘leaves’ draws upon contemporary literary currents. This word frequently 

appeared in titles of poetry volumes, such as Lydia Jane Pierson’s Forest Leaves (1845), Lydia 

Sigourney’s Olive Leaves (1852), and Walt Whitman’s Leaves of Grass (1855). For female writers, 

this reference is noteworthy because language signifying nature was often used to emphasise 

feminine qualities.42 Furthermore, borrowing forms that were usually associated with poetry 

allowed a more genteel type of authorship. Thus, both Greenwood’s and Fern’s books were 

attempts at establishing an accepted model of professional authorship for women when literary 

professionalism still carried the stigma of masculinising the female self. At the same time, their 

books constructed a distinctive literary brand by interweaving their pen names into the titles. Fern’s 

books took this a step further. They amplified her pen name (which also symbolises nature) by 

 

42 Beverly Seaton, The Language of Flowers: A History (Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1995), p. 19. 
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incorporating engravings of ferns into the bindings. Furthermore, the word ‘leaves’ had another 

meaning within its nineteenth century cultural uses. ‘Leaves’ commonly referred to the pages of a 

periodical or magazine. Thus, incorporating the word into the titles of Fern’s and Greenwood’s 

volumes of articles serves another function. It gestures towards their early careers as contributors 

to periodicals, where they had initially become known to their readers. Through the tactical 

formation of their works’ titles, they were building on their established celebrity status to increase 

the appeal of their first books by amplifying their authorial personas as successful female 

columnists while simultaneously offering a more acceptable model of female professionalism.  

The contents of Fern books reflect a similar endeavour at self-branding through depicting 

various examples of fictionalised female writers. If we start with the premise that her heroines 

were intended to serve as portraits of their creator, the construction of her characters and the 

emphasis placed on their physical and personal attributes take on great significance. Before writing 

a novel about the female author’s experience in Ruth Hall, Fern experimented with the market by 

publishing several representations of female authorship in Fern Leaves. These characters comply 

with the general hegemonic interpretation of womanhood in the sense that they are delicate, 

modest, kind, and beautiful. Their literary talent is only an additional characteristic that emphasises 

their position as domestic beings. An examination of these characters however reveals the complex 

roles they played in constructing the literary brand of their creator. Such examination reveals 

Fern’s cautious attitude towards establishing an acceptable model of female authorship that is 

professionally successful while still adhering to socially ascribed gendered roles. As the sketches 

that appeared in Fern Leaves suggest, her heroines pursue a writing career for one of two reasons 

— either to earn a living or as a means of self-expression — but never out of ambition for fame. 

For a woman to pursue writing, she must first fulfil her duties as an ideal wife, mother, or daughter. 
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Once a presumably superior (always male) figure approves of her performance of these duties, she 

can safely experience success as a female writer without compromising her femininity. On one 

level, Fern’s author-characters embody aspects of conventional femininity by complying with 

nineteenth-century gender expectations. On another level, they contribute to Fern’s self-branding 

aimed towards feminising, rather than masculinising, the writerly self.  

One example is ‘A Chapter on Literary Women’ that appeared in the first series of Fern 

Leaves in 1853. The story features a bachelor who is on the hunt for a suitable wife. He specifically 

refrains from marrying a ‘literary woman’ for fear of being unable to monopolise her heart, which 

is already ‘owned by thousands of hearts besides mine for dissection’.43 He continues to insist that 

‘literary women are a sort of nondescript monsters; nothing feminine about them. They are as 

ambitious as Lucifer; else, why do they write?’44 Ironically, as the story progresses, the bachelor 

ends up marrying one of the ‘nondescript monsters’ he feels wary about. When the marriage turns 

out to be successful, he concludes that ‘a woman may be literary, and yet feminine and lovable; 

content to find her greatest happiness in the charmed circle of Home’.45 Fern’s representation of 

female authorship combines both the private and the public spheres. Literary success for a female 

author is an extension, rather than a compromise of, her position as a private being.  

Another example is ‘A Practical Blue-Stocking’ that features a husband who has, as his 

friend Harry puts it, ‘the misfortune to have a blue-stocking for a wife’.46 Contrary to Harry’s 

expectations, Emma, the friend’s wife, is an ideal housewife and a popular author who turns to 

 

43 Fern, Fern Leaves from Fanny’s Portfolio, p. 176. 
44 Ibid., p. 177.  
45 Ibid., p. 179. 
46 Ibid., p. 101.  
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writing to help her husband financially. Her work as a writer, as the husband assures his dubious 

friend, does not hinder her duties as a housewife: ‘no parental or household duty was neglected; 

and her cheerful and steady affection raised my drooping spirits, and gave me fresh courage to 

commence the world anew’.47 This statement is made only after the reader witnesses the 

multitalented woman, who can juggle housewifery with a literary profession, through Harry’s 

sceptical eyes. Emma is a popular literary woman and a good housewife, talented cook, and caring 

mother. After crossing all the items off the checklist of being an ideal woman, she can finally be 

acknowledged as a female writer without compromising her femininity. These examples of 

fictionalised authors in Fern’s early works were silenced. As readers, we are not permitted to know 

anything about the woman writer except from what the critical (always male) character reveals, 

whose negative opinion about her is quickly dissolved as he is impressed by her domesticity.  

The only time the author-character speaks in Fern Leaves is in the chapter entitled ‘Our 

Hatty.’ The protagonist Hatty’s speech, however, further reinforces her domesticity. The 

protagonist Hatty Lee turns to writing as a means of expressing her sorrows over being neglected 

by her family, specifically her father. A relative soon discovers her writings and insists on 

publishing the ‘genius’ pieces despite their author’s reluctance.48 These pieces receive a positive 

public response and make her famous. Like the other author-characters in Fern Leaves, the 

protagonist is physically attractive and is described as a woman who ‘produced the effect of 

beauty; she was magnetic; she was fascinating’.49 Fern’s emphasis on the attractiveness of her 

author-protagonists is not arbitrary. She draws on cultural perceptions of a woman’s physical 

 

47 Ibid., p. 104.  
48 Ibid., p. 37.  
49 Ibid., p. 38.  
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beauty as corresponding to inner goodness.50 The connection between inner and outer beauty is 

further emphasised in the way Hatty treats her remorseful father. The father, as an admirer of the 

anonymous celebrated female poet, discovers eventually that she is none other than his daughter. 

After years of ignoring her, he finally acknowledges her and excitedly declares, ‘Hatty Lee! I’m 

proud of you!’ to which she responds, ‘O, not that! Dear father, fold me once to your heart, and 

say, “Hatty, I love you!”’51 Hatty accepts her father’s affections not as a successful woman but as 

a loved daughter. In so doing, she values her father’s recognition more than her own professional 

success. The omniscient narrator ensures that the reader understands this meaning as the story 

concludes with the narrator commenting on the value of literary fame for women: 

O, what is Fame to a woman? Like the “apples of the Dead Sea,” fair to 

the sight, ashes to the touch! From the depths of her unsatisfied heart, 

cometh ever a voice that will not be hushed, —Take it all back, only give 

me love!52  

 

The use of the narrator’s voice in ‘Our Hatty’ has a twofold purpose. First, the narrator not only 

guides but also tells the reader how to interpret the story. Second, because the statement about 

fame is made by the unnamed narrator, and not by Hatty herself, the reader is given the impression 

that Fern, like her character, favours domesticity over professional success. 

The link between the author and her heroines in Fern Leaves was not readily apparent to 

the contemporary reader, though it became unmistakable in her later work Ruth Hall. This was 

chiefly because the reader of Ruth Hall was guided by both literary and extra-literary hints to 

 

50 Kathy Peiss, Hope in a Jar: The Making of America’s Beauty Culture (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 

Press, 2011), pp. 24–26. 
51 Fern, Fern Leaves from Fanny’s Portfolio., p. 39. 
52 Ibid.  
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establish the connection. There are notable parallels between the eponymous heroine Ruth and 

Fern. Both women are popular columnists who write under a nom de plume to support themselves 

and their children financially. The reader would soon discover that Ruth, and implicitly Fern, was 

unjustly treated by her family and in-laws whose personal (and financial) interests conflicted with 

aiding a widowed woman with two young children. The association between Fern and Ruth was 

further highlighted in the way the novel was presented to the public. First, the advertising campaign 

attempted to capitalise on the public interest in Fern’s private life. Publishers Mason and Brothers 

denied that the novel was autobiographical after tactically using the same label to promote it. On 

10 January 1855, Mason and Brothers published a lengthily advertisement notice in New York 

Tribune with the headline ‘Is “Ruth Hall” An Autobiography?’ It concluded that it was not, and 

they were ‘merely suggesting this as quite possibly the manner in which the story Ruth Hall was 

constructed’.53 Second, contemporary critics insisted on reading the novel as autobiographical. 

The editor of the American Godey’s Lady’s Book, Sarah Josepha Hale, for instance, refused to 

review the novel because of Fern’s satirical treatment of her own relatives. Hale then asserted that 

the magazine ‘never interfere[s] in family affairs’, blurring the line between reality and fiction.54 

Similarly, the British paper The Era commented on the novel as being ‘more bold sometimes than 

we quite admire. Is not Fanny Fern a sister of N. P. Willis?’55 By the time The Era reviewed Ruth 

Hall, Fern’s real identity had already been revealed to the public, primarily because of the 

publication of the unauthorised biography The Life and Beauties of Fanny Fern. The editor’s 

review focuses on the unflattering depiction of the protagonist’s family and in-laws, reading it as 

 

53 ‘Is “Ruth Hall” An Autobiography?’, New York Tribune (New York, 10 January 1855). 
54 Sarah Josepha Hale, ‘Literary Notices’, Godey’s Lady’s Book, February 1855, p. 176. 
55 ‘Literature’, The Era (London, 25 February 1855), British Library Newspapers (Gale), 857. 



 

 

54 

an unfilial act on Fern’s part. Like many other critics, The Era does not evaluate Ruth Hall as a 

literary work. Instead, its approach to the novel is rather biographical. This is suggested in the way 

the reviewer draws the reader’s attention to the blood ties between Fern and Willis and hints that 

the novel is a reflection of its author’s life rather than a mere work of fiction. To The Era, Fern’s 

novel not only reveals the private life of a popular columnist from the United States but also 

proposes a disgraceful representation of another literary celebrity, N. P. Willis, whose fame in 

Britain was already established by the time the book made its debut. Consequently, Ruth Hall was 

Fanny Fern to contemporary readers.  

The controversy created by the autobiographical reading of Ruth Hall instantiates a 

moment when a literary celebrity did not always have full control over the way she was 

represented. It is unclear whether Fern agreed with her publisher to promote the novel as 

autobiographical. What is clear, however, is that she had intended for it to be self-referential and 

a form of self-representation. She probably did not anticipate the backlash to such a decision. The 

events of Ruth Hall resemble the writer’s life with one important omission: her second marriage. 

This deliberate erasure is understandable because of Fern’s vulnerable position as a woman whose 

reputation would be seriously damaged if news about her divorce were to be known. Fern seemed 

to be aware of this. She was always reluctant to speak about the details of her unsuccessful 

marriage to Farrington to even those closest to her, as her daughter Ellen Parton recalled.56 

Furthermore, Fern confessed in later years that she wrote Ruth Hall against her better judgment.57 

One is tempted to argue that her discomfort with the novel was less due to its reception as 

autobiographical and more due to the criticism such reception had generated threatening her efforts 

 

56 Ellen E. Parton, ‘Ellen E. Parton, Letter to J.P.C. Winship’, 28 February 1899. 
57 Robert P. Eckert, ‘Friendly, Fragrant Fanny Ferns’, Colophon, September 1934, n.p. 
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at branding. The reviews I have cited above often linked unfilial acts to unfemininity in clear 

contrast to the feminine author-characters that Fern depicts in her work. Even those reviewers who 

praised Ruth Hall were taken aback by the way the novel does not comply with the general 

characterisation of women’s writing of the period. Unlike the condemnation that he showed to the 

so-called ‘scribbling women’, Nathaniel Hawthorne praised Fern because she ‘writes as the Devil 

was in her; and that is the only condition under which a woman ever writes anything worth 

reading’.58 Consequently, these reviews, whether they condemned or complimented Fern, either 

masculinised or desexualised her — complicating her efforts to feminise the authorial self.  

The plot of Ruth Hall, meanwhile, carefully inscribes a model of female authorship that is 

both professionally successful and insistently feminine. Its femininity, however, does not equate 

with passivity. Fern draws upon the strategies she had previously used in Fern Leaves to construct 

the protagonist of her first novel. First, she stresses her heroine’s femininity and domesticity. Like 

her other author-characters, Ruth’s description comports with what the reader might identify as 

ideal femininity: she is good-hearted, humble, pious, and beautiful. Second, Fern emphasises those 

qualities by using an authoritative voice, whether it belongs to the narrator herself or to another 

seemingly superior character, such as Ruth’s male editors or fans. The novel begins with an 

omniscient narrator introducing the readers to Ruth on the night before her wedding as she 

contemplates her future life as a wife. As many critics have noted, beginning, rather than ending, 

with a wedding makes it clear that the novel is contra-conventional in terms of its romantic plot.59 

 

58 Nathaniel Hawthorne, Letters of Hawthorne to William D. Ticknor, 1851-1864, ed. by John Cotton Dana (Newark, 

N.J.: The Carteret book club, Inc., 1910), III, p. 78. 
59 Warren, Fanny Fern: An Independent Woman, p. 135; Nina Baym, Woman’s Fiction: A Guide to Novels by and 

about Women in America, 1820-70 (University of Illinois Press, 1993), p. 252; Weber, Women and Literary Celebrity 

in the Nineteenth Century, p. 88. 



 

 

56 

The depictions of Ruth’s appearance and personality at this point still meet expectations. The 

narrator describes Ruth’s body as it matures from ‘lithe form . . . [to] symmetry and grace, her 

slow step had become light and elastic, her eyes bright, her smile winning, and her voice soft and 

melodious’.60 Her beauty rushes her to the marriage market, making her dependent on her husband, 

Harry, for money and protection.  

Unlike in Fern’s other stories, the model of female authorship in Ruth Hall instantiates 

independence. Ruth is not only feminine and professionally successful but also able to support 

herself and her children without relying on a male figure. Fern carefully constructs her model of 

female literary achievement to avoid directly attacking conventional femininity, though she clearly 

challenges its adequacy. The death of Ruth’s husband leaves her the sole provider of herself and 

her two young girls with no family members willing to offer financial (or emotional) support unless 

she was separated from her children. Harry’s father tells Ruth’s father, Mr Ellet, that ‘I have no 

objection to take Harry’s children, and try to bring them up in a sensible manner; but, in that case, 

I’ll have none of the mother’s interference. Then her hands will be free to earn her own living’.61 

Mr Ellet’s agreement with Harry’s father is motivated by his desire sustain his ‘Christian 

reputation’ in addition to saving money.62 The narrator’s obvious sarcasm implicitly justifies 

Ruth’s later estrangement from her family, presenting it as a natural reaction to a cruel family. 

Ruth, of course, refuses such proposal, pleading to her father that ‘my children are all I have left 

to love; in pity do not distress me by urging what I can never grant’ despite her father’s tireless 

attempt to pressure her.63 The fact that none was willing to pay off her husband’s debts eventually 

 

60 Fanny Fern, Ruth Hall: A Domestic Tale of the Present Time (New York: Mason Brothers, 1854), p. 3. 
61 Ibid., p. 127.  
62 Ibid., p. 138.  
63 Ibid., p.131. 
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forces Ruth to move from the house she dearly loves to ‘one of those heterogeneous boarding-

houses abounding in the city’, marking her transition from middle-class society to working-class.64 

An insufficient income from sewing and a failed attempt at securing a teaching position lead her 

to pursue a writing profession. The narrator depicts this stage of Ruth’s life as being difficult, 

representing writing as laborious work. Ruth keeps late hours, writing and preparing manuscripts, 

‘one o’clock—two o’clock—three o’clock—the lamp burns low in the socket. Ruth lays down her 

pen, and pushing back the hair from her forehead, leans faint and exhausted against the window-

sill’.65 Another challenge Ruth faces is finding a willing editor to publish her work. She goes from 

one editor’s office to another to sell these writings as ‘many of the editors of which, accustomed 

to dealing with hoydenish contributors, were incapable of comprehending that their manner 

towards Ruth had been marked by any want of that respectful courtesy due to a dignified woman’.66 

This portrayal of the process of writing departs from Romantic notions of authorship as embodied 

in spontaneity. Writing, to Ruth, is a profession, rather than a form of self-expression, which she 

turned to when conventional occupations for nineteenth-century middle-class white women were 

simply inadequate to provide a decent living for her and her children. 

 It is only after exposing the limitations of conventional femininity that Ruth can claim 

some degree of power. This power enables her to persist in her writing career despite it being a 

laborious task and to negotiate her own terms with unethical editors. Fern’s depiction of these 

moments of empowerment reveals a level of caution, a desire to ensure that Ruth is not portrayed 

as unfeminine. The novel provides numerous examples of this, but I have chosen to focus 

 

64 Ibid., p. 139.  
65 Ibid., p. 241 
66 Ibid., p.234.  
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specifically on the representation of the business setting because it is where Ruth’s femininity is 

most at risk, given that such a setting is presumably within the male sphere. When rival editors 

approach Ruth seeking the exclusive rights to her work, she is described as ‘a novice in business-

matters’, and only ‘common sense’ helps her through the editors’ negotiation.67 Nevertheless, this 

scene paradoxically emphasises Ruth’s shrewdness as a professional author. First, she refuses to 

change her nom de plume, ‘Floy,’ because it is ‘foolish to throw [the reputation she gained from 

her pen name] away by the adoption of another signature’.68 Second, she refrains from disclosing 

the humble remuneration she received from her current editor. This tactical move gives her the 

advantage of bargaining for a higher and steadier salary. Third, she sets her own working terms. 

She insists on contributing only two articles per week instead of the eight she used to write for her 

previous magazine. This arrangement, Ruth believes, will give her the opportunity to write better 

pieces without compromising her health by working long hours. Common sense alone is not 

enough for setting such conditions; sufficient knowledge of the nature of the literary marketplace 

is needed. Ruth is, contrary to Fern’s description of her, a canny businesswoman who is willing to 

exploit the growing currency of her authorial name to benefit financially and improve 

professionally. By denying her protagonist any business knowledge, Fern is ensuring that Ruth 

does not possess any masculine attributes through her link to the business world, a sphere reserved 

for men. Ruth eventually becomes a popular author and gains financial autonomy because of her 

literary talents, persistence, and acuity in dealing with editors. I will shortly discuss the novel’s 

representation of Ruth’s popularity and its implication on shaping Fern’s own position as a literary 

celebrity. For now, it is worth noting that the novel depicts Ruth’s departure from conventional 

 

67 Ibid., p.109.  
68 Ibid.  
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femininity as being necessary owing to its impracticality and harmfulness. It is only through this 

transformation that Ruth can excel in her societally sanctioned role as a woman, more specifically, 

as a mother. By gaining financial independence through the strategic management of her literary 

career, Ruth can finally reclaim her daughter after having given her to her in-laws because of her 

poverty. 

Fern’s attempt to demasculinise her protagonist is further emphasised through her strategic 

manipulation of various voices in Ruth Hall. She does not only rely on the author’s voice as 

embodied in the narrator’s but also uses the reader’s own voice to cement Ruth’s position as a 

writer who embodies domestic ideals. Floy (Ruth’s authorial persona) receives several letters from 

her admirers. When discussing these letters, critics are divided into two groups. Joyce W. Warren 

and Nancy A. Walker consider them as an indication of Fern/Ruth’s connection with the public 

sphere and the authors’ active involvement in managing it.69 Richard H. Brodhead, Susan Harris 

and Brenda R. Weber, on the other hand, see these letters as proof of Fern/Ruth’s hard-won success 

as an author. Weber comes closest to my sense of the letters’ function when she argues that the 

letters ‘compel the reader to acknowledge the cultural authority that her [Ruth’s] celebrity 

wields’.70 This authority is manifested through her choice whether to respond to the letters or 

ignore them. The more the celebrity receives letters, as Weber notes, the more empowered she is 

to refrain from catering to the public sphere.  

 

69 Warren, Fanny Fern: An Independent Woman; Nancy A. Walker, Fanny Fern (New York City: Twayne publishers, 

1993). 
70 Susan K. Harris, Nineteenth-Century American Women’s Novels: Interpretative Strategies (Cambridge: Cambridge 
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These letters, however, do not only accentuate Ruth/Fern’s cultural authority as literary 

celebrities, they also emphasise their position as female writers. To discuss this point, I compare 

Fern’s depictions of fan letters with those of her contemporaries. The fans letters in Augusta Jane 

Evans Wilson’s St. Elmo (1866) and Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s Aurora Leigh (1856), for 

instance, are aimed at verifying the position of their protagonists as authors. The letters that Edna 

receives in St. Elmo ‘contained requests for autographs and photographs, for short sketches for 

papers in different sections of the country, and also various inquiries concerning the time when 

her new book would probably be ready for press’.71 Edna, thus, does not claim a role beyond her 

position as the author of the acclaimed literary text for her readers. Similarly, in Browning’s 

Aurora, the letters that ‘stare with red seals from the table’ are portrayed as a mere interruption of 

the author’s artistic endeavour.72 

Fern, on the other hand, makes a distinct use of these letters. They appear in various parts 

of Ruth Hall and at times occupy a whole chapter with no commentary from the narrator. In this 

way, Fern is representing them as a creditable account of Floy’s character. In the majority of these 

letters, Floy is recognized for her domesticity. Two letters sent by male admirers on different 

occasions, for instance, insist that her writing made them better fathers.73 Another letter signed by 

a female reader confesses that Floy is ‘dear as a sister’ to her.74 In another letter, a widower asks 

for her hand in marriage after her writings assured him that she would be a kind stepmother.75 

Moreover, a dying mother begs her to be ‘the mother of my babe’, convinced that she will be a 

 

71 Augusta Jane Evans, St. Elmo (New York: G.W. Dillingham, 1866), p. 486. 
72 Elizabeth Barrett Browning, Aurora Leigh, 3rd edn (London: C. S. Francis & Company, 1857), p. 82. 
73 Fern, Ruth Hall, p. 173: p. 235. 
74 Ibid., p. 174. 
75 Ibid., p. 233. 
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loving mother.76 On one level, these letters establish what Richard Schickel termed ‘an illusion of 

intimacy’– a strong affinity and attachment that individuals feel for the famous figure.77 On another 

level, the letters represent the literary celebrity as a domestic woman. Floy’s readers consider her 

as another member of their family. Even when she is offered marriage, it is not on the grounds of 

her sexual appeal but on her maternal instinct. Fern thus is strategically presenting her readers with 

a model of female authorship whereby its success is derived from its ability to influence others 

because the author herself is an exemplary domestic woman. 

Contemporary responses to Ruth Hall show that readers frequently engaged with both the 

character in the fiction and the personality of the author. This was, after all, a possibility of which 

Fern was aware and tried to exploit in her writing strategy. This strategy entails positioning her 

text between concealing and revealing the self. Her choice to depict an author-character for her 

first novel, in book form no less, was not arbitrary. Ruth Hall functions as a textual self-portrait 

directed towards stabilising the dissemination of her literary brand within a transatlantic print 

culture by using a more controllable and durable form compared to the ephemerality of periodicals. 

Fern’s awareness of her transatlantic fame is manifested in the novel’s self-conscious 

acknowledgment of readership beyond the United States. As noted in the novel, Ruth’s articles 

were widely circulated in ‘England, Scotland, Ireland, —wherever the English language is 

spoken’.78 Though the backlash that Ruth Hall received was partly caused by its unconventional 

plot, its circulation alongside the counternarrative, and ostensibly more authoritative, text The Life 

and Beauties of Fanny Fern contributed to this reception. Only by examining the two texts together 

 

76 Ibid., p. 213. 
77 Richard Schickel, Intimate Strangers: The Culture of Celebrity in America (Chicago: Ivan R. Dee, 1985), p. 4. 
78 Fern, Ruth Hall, p. 291.  
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can we fully understand the implications of Fern’s shaping her literary brand in transatlantic print 

culture.  

Transatlantic Circulations and Authorial Misappropriations: The Life and 

Beauties of Fanny Fern  

The publication of The Life and Beauties of Fanny Fern was well timed, appearing amid the 

controversy that Ruth Hall had created. The book not only confirmed the autobiographical aspects 

of Fern’s novel but also provided a list of names on which the characters were based.79 Thus, it 

functioned as a sequel that helped readers interpret the novel. Life and Beauties is now presumed 

to be the work of Fern’s former editor at the Boston True Flag, William Moulton; a large portion 

of the book first appeared in his paper as part of a smear campaign that began shortly after the 

publication of Ruth Hall.80 Moulton intended Life and Beauties as an act of vengeance for Fern’s 

caricatured depiction of him as the unethical and exploitative editor Mr Tibbetts in Ruth Hall. Yet, 

Moulton’s book does not merely unpack the mysteries of Fern’s novel; it serves another function. 

It exploits Fern’s literary brand (by amplifying her pen name in the title) and plays on the 

possibility of branding (in its reference to her ‘life and beauties’). He does this by opportunistically 

taking advantage of the lack of copyright for her early articles to authenticate his uncomplimentary 

portrayal of her, using her own words (often heavily edited) against her. The fact that copyright 

laws at the time did not prevent Moulton’s audacious reuses facilitated, and even substantiated, 

libellous claims over Fern’s private life. As I will show in this section, the issue of inadequate 

copyright laws in the publication of The Life and Beauties of Fanny Fern did not only include 

 

79 Anonymous [William Moulton], The Life and Beauties of Fanny Fern (New York: H. Long and Brother, 1855), p. 

66. 
80 Warren, Fanny Fern: an Independent Woman, p. 112; Walker, Fanny Fern, p. 1. 
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incorporating and modifying unauthorised reprints but also extended to influence the manner in 

which the book, and by implication its author, appeared to American and British readers. 

Therefore, Fern’s literary brand was shaped by extraliterary factors as much as by textual 

representations. 

The Life and Beauties of Fanny Fern reveals the gendered limits of a lucrative and 

successful writing strategy — one that for the most part had established Fern’s reputation as a 

professional author and domestic woman. Moulton defames Fern with the same savvy strategy she 

previously had used — that is, by depicting various models of authorship. These include her 

brother N. P. Willis, her heroine Ruth and of course Fern herself. The first chapter reveals her real 

identity as ‘Sara Payson Willis’, and juxtaposes her against two male figures, her father and 

brother.81 Her father, Nathaniel Willis, is introduced as one of the ‘respectable citizens of Boston, 

now a man well advanced in years, [who made] a great sacrifice only parents can guess, to give 

his sons and daughters that education which is a poor man’s noblest legacy’.82 Moulton presents 

Nathaniel Willis as a caring father, which contradicts Fern’s fictionalised depiction of him in Ruth 

Hall in the character of the indifferent and parsimonious Mr. Ellet. Her brother is described as ‘the 

brilliant essayist and poet’, although, as the narrator insists, Willis’s fame does not require any 

introduction.83 The rest of the book is dedicated to attacking Fern’s integrity and morality by 

questioning the veracity of the events depicted in the novel. Moulton stresses that unlike her 

heroine, ‘no starving necessity had compelled her to resort to the pen’.84 She is nothing like ‘the 

 

81 Anonymous [William Moulton], The Life and Beauties of Fanny Fern, p. 11.  
82 Ibid., pp. 11-12.  
83 Ibid., p. 11.  
84 Ibid., p. 44. 
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graceful heroine of Ruth Hall’ in her appearance and personality.85 Instead, she is a flirtatious 

widow of questionable virtue who lives luxuriously, gaily entertaining men (but not women) in 

her private chamber.86 This representation of Fern presents her as a salacious woman who does 

not conform to societal norms. Life and Beauties then portrays Fern as one of the ‘nondescript 

monster[s]’ – the precise figure her own fiction repudiated. It also questions her literary talents by 

suggesting that she is merely a producer of a commodity whose hunger for fame motivates her to 

harm those nearest to her. From the beginning, Moulton discredits and discards Ruth Hall while 

offering his readers two models of literary celebrity: the exploitative female writer (Fern) and the 

talented male author (N. P. Willis).  

To further validate this version of Fern, Moulton links the credibility of his narrative to the 

legitimacy of his reprints, which equate statutory laws with ethical practices. The aforementioned 

biographical sketch appears only after a carefully written preface in which Moulton lays out the 

legality of his actions to his readers. He stresses that he has ‘infringed on no one’s copy-right’ by 

including a selection of Fern’s articles.87 His claim is correct. Like many others, the editors of the 

True Flag and Olive Branch did not take the steps necessary to secure the copyrights for the pieces 

published in their papers, which made them available for reprints. Using similar legal language, 

Moulton justifies the morality of his revelation of Fern’s identity and emphasises that ‘the lives of 

distinguished men and women have always been accounted public property’.88 By doing so, he 

turns both the work and the life of the author into commodities for public consumption. Of course, 

Fern’s position as a female celebrity is central in his efforts to injure her reputation. After all, he 

 

85 Ibid., p.20.  
86 Ibid., pp. 27-36.  
87 Ibid., p. iv.  
88 Ibid., p. iii.  



 

 

65 

does not reprint those articles for their aesthetic value — rather, his aim is to use them as a 

testimony for Fern’s character, being ‘communications of her own lips’ that substantiate ‘the most 

prominent incidents of her [Fern’s] eventful career’.89 The reader would soon discover that by 

‘eventful career’, Moulton is actually nodding towards Fern’s scandalous position as a divorced 

woman and making extensive use of the stigma that comes with such a status to harm her.  

Although the book shields itself from any violation of Fern’s authorial rights, the lack of 

copyrights over her newspaper articles meant Moulton had the liberty to modify them as he pleased 

while still keeping them attributed to her. In one case, he retitled one of her published columns 

from ‘Fanny Fern on Matrimony’ to ‘Mrs. Farrington on Matrimony’, thus addressing her by the 

name of her former husband, Samuel P. Farrington.90 Moulton’s alterations did not stop with 

editing the title of one of her articles to reference her divorce. He had completely rewritten the 

article to attribute to her rather unconventional views towards marriage. By no means is this 

intended to suggest Fern’s columns did not have their own share of nonconformity — she was 

outspoken about topics such as venereal diseases and prostitution when women were not supposed 

to know, let alone publicly speak, about these issues.91 However, her bold articles began to appear 

when the image of the conventional femininity with which she attempted to align herself at the 

beginning of her writing career was no longer sustainable following the publication of The Life 

and Beauties of Fanny Fern. My intention is to emphasise that Moulton’s attribution of the articles 

he had included in Life and Beauties to Fern should be approached critically, especially given his 

book’s purpose. After all, he permits himself some degree of freedom to alter several articles and 

 

89 Ibid., p. iv.  
90 Fanny Fern, ‘Fanny Fern on Matrimony’, Olive Branch, 30 April 1852; Anonymous [William Moulton], Life and 

Beauties of Fanny Fern, p. 162. 
91 Warren, Fanny Fern: An Independent Woman, p. 291. 
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still accredit them to Fern by proclaiming in the preface that a ‘large proportion of them have never 

before appeared within the covers of a book’.92 His statement clearly situates Life and Beauties 

with Fern’s popular volumes of articles, the two series of Fern Leaves from Fanny’s Portfolio 

(1853–1854). In so doing, he coats his representation of her with an air of authenticity through 

employing a book genre she previously had used. At the same time, using a source credit that is 

difficult for contemporary readers to verify gives him greater latitude in his editorial interventions.  

Tracing the genesis of one of the articles that appeared in Moulton’s book, ‘Mrs. Farrington 

on Matrimony’, in Fern’s body of work reveals that the original piece first appeared as part of her 

regular contributions to the Boston Olive Branch in 1852 under the title ‘Fanny Fern on 

Matrimony’.93 It is unclear whether Fern herself or her editor at the time, Thomas Norris, chose 

the title. What is clear, however, is that she found the article still relevant to her readers a year later 

and included it in Fern Leaves from Fanny’s Portfolio under the title ‘Aunt Hetty on Matrimony’. 

She made several modifications in addition to the title — most significantly, substituting the first-

person narrator ‘Mrs. Fern’ to ‘Aunt Hetty’ and changing the recipient of the narrator’s advice 

from the reader to unidentified ‘girls’ chatting over their ‘embroidery and worsted work’.94 The 

overall message remains the same. ‘Mrs Fern’ and ‘Aunt Hetty’ alike warn newly married women 

against devoting all their affection to their husbands; otherwise, their husbands will lose interest 

in them. They then end their advice with a humorous remark stressing that ‘I have seen one or two 

men in my life who could bear to be loved . . . without being spoiled by it, or converted into a 

tyrant; but they are rare birds, and should be caught, stuffed, and sent to Barnum’, referencing the 

 

92 Anonymous [William Moulton], Life and Beauties of Fanny Fern, p. iv.  
93 Fern, ‘Fanny Fern on Matrimony’, Olive Branch, 30 April 1852. 
94 Fanny Fern, Fern Leaves from Fanny’s Portfolio (Auburn: Derby and Miller, 1853), p. 307. 
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extremely popular showman of oddities, P.T. Barnum.95 Fern’s critique of matrimony implicitly 

condemns a patriarchal society that promotes toxic gendered roles where women alone are 

expected to be the emotional providers in a relationship. The fact that ‘Aunt Hetty’ gives her 

seemingly unwanted advice to stop the young girls from ‘building air-castles and talking of lovers 

and honey-moons’ in the revised version means the reader has the liberty to interpret it as a 

reflection of Fern’s own views or as a comical sketch of a spiteful old woman who utters her words 

out of envy.96 In so doing, Fern criticises social issues through the safe distance of a mixture of 

humour and fiction. Furthermore, her revisions to ‘Fanny Fern on Matrimony’ hint at a sense of 

caution over her self-representation when she publishes in book form compared to her newspaper 

writings.  

While Fern’s critique of society made itself somewhat inconspicuous by targeting 

individual practices, the article that appeared in Moulton’s ‘Mrs. Farrington on Matrimony’ was 

relatively more direct, using suggestive language to question the sacrament of marriage. The 

version that appeared in Moulton’s book begins with an editorial commentary that reminds the 

reader of Fern’s unsuccessful marriage; in case the title was not clear enough, the commentary 

stresses that ‘FANNY has “tried it,” and she knows’.97 Presenting her as an expert in a field in 

which she had presumably failed leans towards ridicule. The article then proceeds to imitate her 

journalistic writing style by beginning with a quotation, to which Fern responds:  

 “Sambo, what am your ’pinion ’bout de married life? Don’t you tink it 

de most happiest?” 

 

95 Ibid.  
96 Ibid. 
97 Anonymous [William Moulton], The Life and Beauties of Fanny Fern, p. 162. 
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“Well, I’ll tell you ’bout dat ere–’pends altogether how dey enjoy 

themselves”.98 

She replies with ‘Sambo! Sambo! Be quiet! You needn’t always tell the truth. White folks don’t’.99 

She then warns Sambo not to be fooled by appearances ‘Oh! y-e-s, Sambo, matrimony is a “blessed 

institution”, so the ministers say (find ’em in fees, you know!), and so everybody says – except 

those who have tried it’.100 The article uses gender and racial stereotypes to undermine Fern’s 

position on marriage and implicitly debase her authority as a writer, the majority of whose works 

self-consciously set themselves in the domestic sphere. Although such a portrayal might not seem 

harmful to the modern reader, we should not forget the cultural context of Moulton’s ‘Mrs. 

Farrington on Matrimony’. If we assume his intended audience was those who had read Fern, that 

is a middle-class white readership, he could not jeopardise the credibility of his unflattering 

narrative of Fern by injuring nineteenth-century genteel culture. Moulton’s method, then, is to be 

suggestive, requiring his audience to read between the lines.  

The issue of authorial misappropriation in Moulton’s book is further complicated when 

examining the manner in which American and British publishers presented the book to potential 

readers. The anonymity of The Life and Beauties of Fanny Fern presents Fern as the only attributed 

author, thus allowing publishers to either play on or disregard this possibility. I argue that their 

decision as to whether to attribute the book to Fern is related directly to statutory copyright laws; 

This demonstrates the impact of extra-literary factors on shaping female authorship in transatlantic 

print culture. Publishers on both sides of the Atlantic tried to capitalise on Fern’s growing celebrity 

with strikingly different methods. One method is by using the materiality of the book. As with 

 

98 Ibid.  
99 Ibid.  
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Fern’s books, the bindings of the American and British editions of Life and Beauties are symbolic; 

they reflect a broader trend in mid-nineteenth century publishing practices in which the binding 

becomes integral to the book as a whole.101 Covers were designed to reflect a book’s content, 

establish its tone and — most importantly — attract readers. The covers of the American and 

British editions of Fern’s books (as well as Moulton’s) are somewhat different in the sense that 

they are not simply reflections of their content; they provide a reflexive commentary on the author 

whose name is intertwined in their titles. The materiality of the British editions of Fern’s books 

corresponds with those published in the United States (see Figure 1).  

 

Figure 1: Fanny Fern, Fern Leaves from Fanny’s Portfolio (London: N. Cooke, 1853). Retrieved from The British 

Library Database of Bookbindings < https://www.bl.uk/catalogues/bookbindings/LargeImage.aspx?RecordId=020-

000021249&ImageId=ImageId=58842&Copyright=BL > 

 

101 David Pearson, ‘Bookbinding’, in The Book: A Global History, ed. by Michael F. Suarez and H. R. Woudhuysen 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), pp. 245–57 (p. 254). 

https://www.bl.uk/catalogues/bookbindings/LargeImage.aspx?RecordId=020-000021249&ImageId=ImageId=58842&Copyright=BL
https://www.bl.uk/catalogues/bookbindings/LargeImage.aspx?RecordId=020-000021249&ImageId=ImageId=58842&Copyright=BL
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The use of a gold-foil stamped vignette featuring ferns, usually complemented by the book’s green 

binding, clearly plays on Fern’s pen name. This visual play mobilises two sets of associations. 

First, the incorporation of the fern engraving nods to the author’s gender. As I have explained in 

the first section of this chapter, the association of nature with female writers is not arbitrary. 

Language signifying nature was often used in the nineteenth century to emphasise feminine 

qualities. Second, it demonstrates the currency of Fern’s pseudonym. As these bindings suggest, 

the significance of Fern’s works emerges not only from their literary value but also from the fact 

that the celebrity ‘Fanny Fern’ had composed them, which contributes to and demonstrates the 

branding power of her name.  

The American edition of Fern’s novel Ruth Hall further stresses its author’s cultural 

currency by incorporating her signature into the book cover (see Figure 2). This move draws upon 

contemporary practices of collecting celebrities’ autographs. As Loren Glass explains, the 

tendency of readers to collect famous writers’ autographs results from the presumption that the 

signature is a ‘lingering mark of [the writer’s] authorial presence’.102 That publishers across the 

Atlantic kept Fern’s ‘authorial presence’, to borrow Glass’s phrase, in presenting the novel to a 

British readership clearly marks her celebrity both at home and abroad.  

 

102 Loren Glass, Authors Inc.: Literary Celebrity in the Modern United States, 1880–1980 (New York: New York 

University Press, 2004), p. 70. 
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Figure 2: Fanny Fern, Ruth Hall: A Domestic Tale of the Present Time (New York: Mason Brothers, 1854). Retrieved 

from Project Gutenberg website < https://www.gutenberg.org/files/40814/40814-h/40814-h.htm> 

One explanation of the pervasiveness of autograph collection during the period is that it draws 

upon the popular pseudo-science of graphology, in which a person’s character is analysed through 

their handwriting and signature, promising insight into their unique identity. Thus, Ruth Hall’s 

book binding acts as a continuation of an advertising strategy that exploited public interest in 

Fern’s private life, which began with the Mason Brothers in the United States. Hence, Fern’s 

bookbindings were designed to perform complex functions, including associating her with an 

acceptable model of female authorship, signalling her celebrity and bringing her closer to her 

readers.  

While these choices were made by Fern’s publishers, they nevertheless conformed to the 

brand she was committed to circulate. By contrast, the American and British editions of Life and 

Beauties exploit the design of Fern’s books to undermine this model of female authorship, albeit 

on different levels. The cover of the American edition of Life and Beauties makes the curious 

https://www.gutenberg.org/files/40814/40814-h/40814-h.htm
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choice of depicting the rod of Asclepius – featuring the single serpent entwined around a branch 

(see Figure 3). The engraving’s location in the centre of the cover compels the reader to look at it. 

Moulton’s text does not clarify why this engraving adorns its cover, probably because at that time, 

publishers rather than authors often chose bindings. Such a choice is of particular interest because 

the rod of Asclepius was often associated with medical publications in the mid-nineteenth 

century.103 It is true that nineteenth-century bookbinders often used whatever stamp they had in 

hand. Yet, the way in which H. Long & Brother generally deployed book covers suggests that their 

choice of covers was not arbitrary. A year prior to the publication of Life and Beauties, for instance, 

the firm published a book entitled The Rappers: or, the Mysteries, Fallacies, and Absurdities of 

Spirit-Rapping, Table-Tipping, and Entrancement (1854) by an anonymous author with a striking 

cover that featured six people engaging in a séance. This would indicate that H. Long & Brother, 

as a publisher of popular literature, purposefully used a combination of textual and visual elements 

in their promotional strategy.  

 

103 Walter J. Friedlander, The Golden Wand of Medicine: A History of the Caduceus Symbol in Medicine (New York: 

Greenwood Press, 1992), pp. 109–26. 
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Figure 3: Anonymous, The Life and Beauties of Fanny Fern (New York: H. Long & Brother, 1855). Retrieved from 

Hathitrust website < https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=hvd.hn1vdw&view=1up&seq=1 > 

Why then did the firm go with the interesting choice of the rod of Asclepius for a book 

cover, even though Life and Beauties was clearly not a medical text? Turning to the text itself, 

Moulton refers to Fern in one instance using medical terms, describing her as ‘a keen dissector of 

the human heart’ when alluding to her ‘flirtatious’ nature.104 Possibly, H. Long & Brother wanted 

to elaborate on this line of thinking, presenting Fern as a moral disease that Life and Beauties is 

meant to dissect, and they suggestively did this by using the medical symbol as a book cover. 

However, Moulton’s commentary is merely a phrase in a rather long book, and it is unlikely that 

the publisher would pick up on it. An alternative interpretation is that the publisher used the rod 

 

104 Anonymous [William Moulton], The Life and Beauties of Fanny Fern, p. 14. 
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of Asclepius symbol because it depicts a serpent and thus reference the Biblical metaphor of evil. 

In both interpretations, the cover of the American edition of Life and Beauties acts as a reflection 

of Moulton’s unflattering depiction of Fern.   

The American publisher H. Long & Brother likely noted the commercial potency in making 

the most of the public’s interest in Fern’s life and decided to go with the serpent illustration as a 

cover, which is in clear and stark contrast with the bindings of Fern’s books. Although Life and 

Beauties also contains selected articles attributed to Fern, H. Long & Brother chose to amplify the 

book’s scandalous aspects. One advertisement from the publisher suggests a similar intention by 

its deployment of rhetorical questions to capture readers’ interest.  It asks ‘Who is Fern?’, ‘Is Ruth 

Hall Fanny Fern or someone else?’ and ‘If Fanny Fern is not Ruth Hall, who is Fanny Fern?’105 It 

promises readers they can find a ‘true[r] history’ of Fern in Life and Beauties.106 The book, as the 

advertising asserts, ‘lets us into many secrets . . . showing Fanny in her true colors, proud, 

ambitious, and heartless.’107 This advertisement deliberately positions the reader to challenge the 

model of female authorship established in Ruth Hall. It first acknowledges the novel as a self-

portrait of Fern and then dismisses it as a mere self-portrait rooted in self-perception, with no ties 

to reality. Therefore, the American edition of Life and Beauties self-consciously presents and 

promotes a scandalous version of Fern and turns scandal into a commodity for eager readers’ 

consumption. 

Conversely, the cover of the British edition of Life and Beauties completely omits the 

book’s scandalous aspects and instead implicitly attributes the book to Fern. This sleight of hand 

 

105 ‘New Publications’, The New York Times, 2 March 1855. 
106 Ibid.  
107 Ibid.  
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occurs on two levels. First, the British publisher, Knight & Son, imitated the bindings of Fern’s 

own authorised works by including a fern stamp on the cover (see Figure 4). Second, the British 

edition of Life and Beauties has an identical binding design to the British edition of Fern’s novel 

Ruth Hall which was also published by Knight & Son. Charles Knight of the Knight & Son even 

promoted the two works in the same advertising note presenting them as being written by the same 

author (see Figure 5). 

 

Figure 4: Anonymous, The Life and Beauties of 

Fanny Fern (London: Knight & Son, 1855).                   © 

British Library Board, General Reference Collection 

12354.a.34. Used with permission 

 

 

 

Figure 5: The Publishers’ Circular and General 

Record of British and Foreign Literature (London: Sampson 

Low, Son & Co., 1855), XVIII, p. 174. 

 

When advertising Moulton’s book, Knight emphasised that it included a selection of Fern’s 

articles. The fact that the book also contained ‘an authentic [n]arrative of her life’ was of secondary 
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importance.108 In doing so, Knight & Son completely excluded from their advertisements the 

scandalous aspects of Life and Beauties and chose to present it simply as another book by Fern to 

British readers. 

The differences in presenting Life and Beauties to American and British readers, one a 

scandal exposé and the other an additional title by the famous American writer, can be partly 

attributed to the impact of statutory copyright laws on business practices in the transatlantic book 

industry. Copyright laws protected the editions of Moulton’s book and Fern’s books published in 

the United States because they were written by US citizens. Conversely, British copyright laws 

over American texts did not guarantee the same level of protection. The publishers of Life and 

Beauties were preoccupied primarily with attracting potential consumers and amplifying what they 

assumed to be of interest to their readers — that is, uncovering the mysteries surrounding Fern, 

the celebrity columnist, for the American publisher H. Long & Brother and strengthening a model 

marketable female authorship in the case of the British publisher Knight & Son. 

 Due to the absence of American participation in international copyright agreements, 

British publishers were not only working to attract potential buyers but also competing against 

rival publishers that issued pirated American books in England. Although Fern’s first publisher, 

James C. Derby, had successfully secured copyrights for her early works there, the publisher of 

Ruth Hall, Mason Brothers, did not take the steps necessary to protect her novel against 

unauthorised reprints in Britain.109 Consequently, Fern’s Ruth Hall was subject to pirating by 

 

108 The Publishers’ Circular and General Record of British and Foreign Literature., ed. by Sampson Low (London: 

Sampson Low, Son & Co., 1855), XVIII. 
109 By the time Ruth Hall was published, international copyright regulations were changed. To secure British 

copyrights, the author of the work must be residing in Britain at the time of publication, replacing the requirement of 

first publication in the British market. See McGettigan, 'Henry Wadsworth Longfellow and the Transatlantic Materials 

of American Literature', p.731. 
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several British publishers in 1855. I was able locate three editions of Ruth Hall reprinted by 

publishers Routledge & Co., Houlston & Stoneman, and Knight & Son. Life and Beauties also had 

several British editions by Charles H. Clarke, W. Kent & Co., and (of course) Knight & Son. Thus, 

Knight & Son was not only attempting to increase the appeal of these books to British readers but 

also contending with rival publishers that printed pirated British editions of Fern’s and Moulton’s 

books. Charles Knight’s strategy was to build a reputation for his firm as an authoritative British 

publisher of American literature. To do this, he emphasised the literary value associated with 

Fern’s name instead of focusing on the details of her private life. Furthermore, his choice to 

publicise Ruth Hall and The Life and Beauties of Fanny Fern in Sampson Low’s paper The 

Publishers’ Circular is telling. Low’s paper acted as an ‘authorized medium’ for literary 

advertisement, and, by implication, it presented the publishers that first advertised there as the 

official publishers of certain books.110 As James J. Barnes and Patience P. Barnes have argued, 

Low’s paper was among several contemporary attempts to regulate the book trade of foreign 

literature in Britain under ambiguous international copyright laws.111  

The strikingly different ways that The Life and Beauties of Fanny Fern appeared to 

American and British audiences influenced its reception to some degree, which confirms that 

readers use both textual and paratextual elements in the process of interpreting a literary text. For 

instance, one entry that appeared on the March issue of The United States Democratic Review in 

1855 comments on the astonishing juxtaposition between the title and the cover of the American 

edition; it notes the irony of choosing ‘the embossed cover as a viper biting a file’ when the 

 

110 James J. Barnes and Patience P. Barnes, ‘Sampson Low: Organizer of the Victorian Book Trade’, The Papers of 

the Bibliographical Society of America, 105.1 (2011), 69–89 (p. 70). 
111 Ibid., pp. 75-77 
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‘anonymous compiler’ professes to unveil ‘the “Life and Beauties” of his authoress’.112 The reader 

quickly notices that the review of Life and Beauties is clearly an estimation of Fern’s character, 

with no consideration of the reprinted articles’ aesthetic value. The reviewer, however, did not 

fully grasp the meaning of using the rod of Asclepius as a book cover, suggesting how uncommon 

the use of this symbol for books other than medical publications. The meanings intended by the 

cover design, however, were not completely lost on the reviewer, who still understood its 

significance in projecting an unflattering view of Fern. Several British responses to Life and 

Beauties correspond with their American counterparts and express ‘surprise’, and even ‘outrag[e]’ 

over the discrepancy between what Fern’s character appears to be in her writings and what this 

seemingly authoritative book reveals.113  

Yet, advertising Life and Beauties alongside Fern’s sanctioned work Ruth Hall in England 

contributed to another reception that is uncritical of its scandalous aspects. The prolific Lady’s 

Newspaper and Pictorial Times magazine, for instance, simply comments on the cover of Life and 

Beauties, complimenting the ‘very pretty edition’ while remaining completely oblivious to its 

content.114 Because it is clear that the reviewer did not actually read the book, one is tempted to 

conclude their reason to review Life and Beauties was because of its association with Fern’s name; 

this supports my earlier argument about the currency that her pseudonym came to hold in 

transatlantic literary culture. This vague review also conveys that Fern’s efforts at branding were 

somewhat successful. For Lady’s Newspaper and Pictorial Times to include a book that appears 

 

112 ‘Book Notice’, The United States Democratic Review, March 1855, p. 235. 
113 ‘Notices of New Publications’, Western Times, 21 April 1855, 3; ‘Fanny Fern’, The Nation, 28 April 1855, p. 523. 
114 ‘Our Library Chair’, Lady’s Newspaper and Pictorial Times, 19 May 1855, p. 315. 
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to be written by Fern suggests her name was associated with a type of literature that was non-

threatening and thus suitable for consumption by middle-class white women. 

Tracing the long impact of Life and Beauties on Fern’s literary reputation demonstrates 

that it did not entirely destroy her self-branding, even if it placed her efforts in jeopardy. After all, 

The New York Weekly Dispatch’s prediction that ‘the book by Long & Bro. will finish Fanny’ was 

incorrect.115 It is true that Life and Beauties harmed Fern’s reputation, at least temporarily. It was, 

nonetheless, financially rewarding. The sales of Ruth Hall multiplied as publisher Mason and 

Brothers issued new editions to keep up with public demand. Furthermore, Fern signed an 

exclusive contract with Robert Bonner’s New York Ledger in 1855 amid the Ruth Hall controversy, 

making her allegedly the highest-paid female columnist in the United States.  

Nonetheless, Fern attempted to mitigate the damage to her reputation caused by the 

publication of Life and Beauties by using two strategies: issuing an open letter rejecting the book’s 

claim about her life and turning to fiction to explain the episode with her second husband. Both 

strategies, however, were futile. She sent a letter to the editor of New Bedford Mercury on 31 

January 1855 responding to the paper’s declaration that readers could find the ‘real’ account of 

Fern in Life and Beauties. In the letter, she stresses that she had ‘never authorized it [Life and 

Beauties]’, asserting that ‘my life having been a humble one, [is] in no way of any interest or 

concern to the public’.116 She then dismisses the book as ‘a catch-penny affair’, denouncing its 

authority by emphasising its commercial motivation. It is true that Life and Beauties sold well 

because of Fern’s literary brand, running into several American and British editions. It also 

 

115 ‘Fanny Fern Again’, New York Weekly Dispatch (New York, 16 February 1855). 
116 ‘Letter from Fanny Fern’, New Bedford Mercury, 31 January 1855. 
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succeeded in stigmatising Fern as a divorced woman. Following the book’s publication, several 

periodicals, such as Daily American Organ and the British Norfolk Chronicle, used Fern’s former 

husband’s name, addressing her as ‘Mrs. Farrington’ instead of using the name that she signs her 

literary contributions with, ‘Fanny Fern’. 

Fern then turned to fiction to debase the claims made about her personality in Life and 

Beauties. Her last novel published in a book form, Rose Clark (1856) alludes to Fern’s failed 

marriage through details about the character Gertrude’s second marriage to the ‘hypocrite’ and 

‘gross sensualist’ John Stahle.117 Stahle’s abuse makes it impossible for Gertrude to live with him, 

and she leaves, which subjects her to slander. Unlike in Ruth Hall, Fern is less concerned with 

defining her position as a transatlantic female celebrity than in defending herself against the 

criticism initiated by the circulation of Life and Beauties. Rose Clark has not been reprinted since 

its original publication, suggesting that Fern’s method in using fiction to reduce the damage of Life 

and Beauties on her reputation had failed. The implication is that the form of biography had more 

authority than that of fiction in laying claim to the personality of the female celebrity, something 

that Fern realised and would later try to exploit for her own advantage. 

As years passed, Fern would have another opportunity to align herself with an acceptable 

model of female authorship. The controversies surrounding Life and Beauties taught her that it was 

more effective to have others attest to her personal and intellectual qualities rather than do it herself 

in her writing, no matter how evasive her writing strategy. In 1868, another seemingly authoritative 

biography of Fern was published as part of a larger project of documenting Eminent Women of the 

Age (1868). By placing her alongside figures such as Queen Victoria, the editor of Eminent Women 

 

117 Fanny Fern, Rose Clark (New York: Mason Brothers, 1856), p. 236. 
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increased Fern’s cultural importance and thus, even if implicitly, elevated her status beyond the 

ephemerality of celebrity culture. Such a move was intentional; after all, the editor was the well-

known biographer James Parton, Fern’s third husband. The essay on ‘Fanny Fern–Mrs. Parton’ 

was written by Grace Greenwood. From its title, the reader is introduced to both the popular writer 

and the domestic woman. Greenwood emphasises Fern’s domesticity by presenting her as a 

woman whose literary career did not interfere but was inspired by her motherhood. In one example, 

she attributes the source of Fern’s literary talents to her daughters, described as her ‘muses’.118 

Greenwood does not make any reference to Fern’s dispute with her family, her divorce or the 

debates over Ruth Hall, except a vague remark about the ‘unnatural indifference’ of her family 

that prevented Fern, as ‘a proud, independent woman’, from ‘ask[ing] for help’.119 The fact that 

Greenwood occasionally quotes ‘from a private letter . . . [of] the subject of this biographical 

sketch’ reveals Fern’s level of involvement in the process of writing the biographical sketch and 

thus explains the omission of certain details that could have negatively affected her reputation.120 

It is difficult to determine if Eminent Women of the Age had a greater impact than the earlier 

biography Life and Beauties on shaping Fern’s literary brand. It is safe to assume, however, that 

by the end of the nineteenth century, Fern’s literary reputation as a domestic writer had been firmly 

established even among conservative readerships, such as Mormons.121 I have explained the 

challenges imposed on celebrity authors like Fern who attempted to stabilise the dissemination of 

their public image in this chapter. I move next to investigate the role of the transatlantic market in 

 

118 Grace Greenwood, ‘Fanny Fern – Mrs. Parton’, in Eminent Women of the Age: Being Narratives of the Lives and 

Deeds of the Most Prominent Women of the Present Generation, ed. by James Parton and Horace Greeley (San 

Francisco: S.M. Betts & Company, 1868), pp. 66–84 (p. 72). 
119 Ibid., p. 71. 
120 Ibid., p. 67.  
121 Lori Motzkus Wilkinson, ‘Scribbling Women in Zion: Mormon Women’s Fascination with Fanny Fern’, Journal 

of Mormon History, 44.1 (2018), 74–94. 
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shaping the American literary celebrity by analysing the way Henson’s designation as the ‘original 

Uncle Tom’ was appropriated to appeal for British juvenile readers post emancipation era.
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Chapter Two: ‘Uncle Tom’s Address to the Young People of Great Britain’: 

The Post-Emancipation Life of Josiah Henson’s Narrative  

Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852) was undoubtedly one of the most remarkable 

transatlantic literary sensations of the mid-nineteenth century. The book made Stowe a literary 

celebrity at home and across the Atlantic.1 Following the huge success of her novel, she published 

an important follow-up, A Key to Uncle Tom’s Cabin: Presenting the Original Facts and 

Documents Upon Which the Story Is Founded (1853). Her primary aim was to defend herself 

against the widespread accusations by pro-slavery critics that Uncle Tom’s Cabin was a false—or 

at least exaggerated—picture of the US American South. They insisted that Stowe not only gave 

an inaccurate account about the institution of slavery itself, but also that she misrepresented the 

enslaved. Specifically, the representation of the character of Uncle Tom himself attracted special 

opprobrium.2 Indeed, this figure has prompted an array of both positive and negative responses 

since the novel first appeared. Southern pro-slavery advocates insisted that no Black man could be 

as virtuous as Uncle Tom.3 Stowe responded to her critics in Key. In order to show that there was 

an actual counterpart to Tom, she inserted long quotations taken from Josiah Henson’s memoir, 

The Life of Josiah Henson, formerly a Slave, Now an Inhabitant of Canada, as Narrated by Himself 

(1849), printed by the Boston publisher Arthur D. Phelps. She argued that his life story contains a 

 

1 Simon Morgan’s published article and the monograph edited by Denise Kohn, Sarah Meer, and Emily Todd are two 

examples of the expanded scholarship on Stowe’s transatlantic celebrity. Simon Morgan, ‘Crossing Boundaries: 

Harriet Beecher Stowe as Literary Celebrity and Anti-Slavery Campaigner’, Celebrity Studies, 8.1 (2017), pp. 162–

66; Denise Kohn, Sarah Meer, and Emily Todd, Transatlantic Stowe: Harriet Beecher Stowe and European Culture 

(Iowa City: University of Iowa Press, 2006). 
2 Adena Spingarn, Uncle Tom: From Martyr to Traitor (California: Stanford University Press, 2018), p. 11. 
3 Ibid.  
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‘parallel with that of Uncle Tom’.4 She also referenced several examples of enslaved Black people 

taken from Anne Rose Page’s  Sketches of Old Virginia Family Servants (1847) who shared Uncle 

Tom’s  ‘fidelity and piety’.5 In addition to cross-referencing other books, newspaper clippings, 

letters, and slave inventories, Stowe’s Key reveals her ambition to show that her work of fiction 

had a firm grounding in fact and in other texts. To this end, its subtitle which alludes to ‘Original 

Facts and Documents’ explicitly states that it will reproduce the novel’s sources to authenticate 

her representations. Meanwhile, Henson’s life (and his narrative) were transformed by connections 

to Stowe’s novel; the American and British press rapidly dubbed him ‘the original Uncle Tom’. 

He along with his publishers attempted to capitalise on his association with Stowe’s popular 

character when they reissued his narrative in the aftermath of the publication of Stowe’s Key.   

Scholarly examination on Black celebrity in the nineteenth century has frequently focused 

on the figure of Frederick Douglass in particular. We know, for instance, that he was ‘the most 

photographed American’ during the period.6 There are also many studies that investigate the way 

he fashioned himself in the multiple versions of his narratives and in his public talks in the United 

States and across the Atlantic.7 Douglass, however, was not the only African American who made 

extensive use of celebrity to promote a specific political message. In this chapter, I want to turn 

attention to the understudied case of Josiah Henson, whose efforts were not dissimilar to that of 

Douglass. I examine Henson’s fashioning and refashioning the different versions of his slave 

 

4 Harriet Beecher Stowe, A Key to Uncle Tom’s Cabin: Presenting the Original Facts and Documents Upon Which 

the Story Is Founded Together with Corroborative Statements Verifying the Truth of the Work (Boston: John P. Jewett 

& Co., 1853), pp. 26. 
5 Ibid, p.38.  
6 John Stauffer, Zoe Trodd, and Celeste-Marie Bernier, Picturing Frederick Douglass: An Illustrated Biography of 

the Nineteenth Century’s Most Photographed American (New York: Liveright Publishing Corporation, 2015), p. 1. 
7 These are only two examples of literary scholarship on Douglass’s celebrity. Robert S. Levine, The Lives of Frederick 

Douglass (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 2016); Hannah-Rose Murray, ‘A “Negro Hercules”: 

Frederick Douglass’ Celebrity in Britain’, Celebrity Studies, 7.2 (2016), 264–79. 
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narrative, analysing the ways he used his connection to Stowe’s character Uncle Tom to the 

betterment of his community. I focus primarily on a British edition of Henson’s narrative titled 

The Young People’s Illustrated Edition of Uncle Tom’s Story of His Own Life (1877). This edition 

was published by John Lobb and aimed at a juvenile audience. Paying particular attention to this 

completely rewritten edition, I analyse how and to what end the autobiography of a formerly 

enslaved African American, which was predicated on narrating biographical facts while being an 

instrument for political change, became deradicalised as it was recontextualised within a post 

abolitionist-era British literary market. Like my earlier chapter on Fanny Fern, this chapter 

develops and deepens my analysis of the role of the market in the creating of American literary 

celebrities within a transatlantic context.  

The major claim I make in this chapter is that Henson was actively involved in the process 

of establishing his public image as the original Uncle Tom. In so doing, I challenge the only study 

on Henson’s British juvenile edition which is written by Hannah-Rose Murray and titled ‘Josiah 

Henson, John Lobb, and the Challenges of White Editorship of Black Texts’ (2021). Murray gives 

little agency to Henson, arguing that it is only in his introductory note that he was allowed ‘to 

maintain some form of authorship over the work’.8 She contends that the British juvenile edition 

demonstrates ‘the dangerous capacity for white authors, who were far removed from the physical 

and mental scars of slavery, to make important editorial decisions on Black literary work’.9 I refute 

Murray’s claim by first providing a more comprehensive analysis that takes into consideration 

previous editions of Henson’s narrative, and second examining the genre and the authorial voice 

 

8 Hannah-Rose Murray, ‘“It Is to a Great Extent, a New Book”: Josiah Henson, John Lobb, and the Challenges of 

White Editorship of Black Texts’, Atlantic Studies, 18.4 (2021), 512–25 (p. 513). 
9 Ibid., p. 522. 
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in the British juvenile edition of Henson’s work. To begin with, we must keep in mind what 

motivated Henson to publish his narrative. Like other formerly enslaved individuals, Henson’s 

own motivations for publication were complex. One motivation is a desire to earn a necessary 

living. He found a financial opportunity in his literary celebrity as the ‘Uncle Tom’, which he was 

willing to make use of whenever his financial circumstances required it. This commercially-

oriented mindset meant that he was willing to take part in exploiting his link to Stowe’s character 

to support not just himself but also a community of fugitive Blacks in Canada. Consequently, he 

was actively participating within the expanded racialised stereotypes attached to ‘Uncle Tom’ in 

popular media.10 The promise of gaining financially and being able to help other fugitives, after 

all, outweighed how this participation would influence shaping his unique identity. This by no 

means suggests that Henson’s work was completely compromised by its connection to a white 

editor – or by what John Sekora would later term its ‘white envelope’.11 Instead, it demonstrates 

how Henson navigate his self-representation within a white literary market, collaboratively 

working with his publishers, and promote specific political messages of what he believed would 

benefit other Blacks.  

Over the course of his long life (1789–1883), Henson published four major 

autobiographies, each of which underwent considerable editorial revisions. In other words, they 

were unlike the various republications of Henson’s narrative that appeared in the American and 

British markets without notable changes. The first autobiographical text is the 1849 The Life of 

 

10 Hannah-Rose Murray has traced several occasions in which Henson explicitly uttered his irritation with being 

addressed as ‘Uncle Tom’ during his public talks in Britain between 1876 and 1877. Hannah-Rose Murray, Advocates 

of Freedom: African American Transatlantic Abolitionism in the British Isles (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 2020), pp. 219–54. 
11 John Sekora, ‘Black Message/White Envelope: Genre, Authenticity, and Authority in the Antebellum Slave 

Narrative’, Callaloo, 32, 1987, 482–515. 
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Josiah Henson which allegedly inspired Stowe’s Uncle Tom. Following this, the subsequent three 

editions all extensively used the connection to ‘Uncle Tom’. When in 1858 he approached Stowe’s 

publisher, John P. Jewett, to publish a revised edition of his narrative, Truth Stranger Than Fiction: 

Father Henson’s Story of His Own Life, his aim was to manumit his brother. The book’s sales 

enabled him to do this successfully. This edition will henceforth be referred to as the Jewett edition. 

In 1876, Henson published another revised edition with the help of the British publisher John Lobb. 

On this occasion, he was motivated to use the proceeds of sales to assist with his fundraising tour 

in England. His aim was to pay off his debt in Canada which he had accumulated because of 

difficulties managing the Dawn settlement for fugitive Blacks which he had established in 1842. 

The 1876 Lobb edition is titled Uncle Tom’s Story of His Life: An Autobiography of the Rev. Josiah 

Henson and was initially meant to be sold during Henson’s fundraising tour in England. However, 

its unanticipated success with ‘remarkable sales of 15,000 copies within four weeks’ convinced 

Lobb to purchase Henson’s copyrights for his narrative in England.12 The following year Lobb 

published an illustrated juvenile edition, The Young People’s Illustrated Edition of Uncle Tom’s 

Story of His Own Life (henceforth the Lobb juvenile edition). 

These editions covered the most significant events in Henson’s life. They begin with an 

account of his life in slavery in Maryland and narrate his 1830 escape to Canada with his wife and 

four young children and subsequent work as a Methodist minister. They recount how he helped 

create a haven for fugitive African Americans, establishing a free Black community and founding 

one of the best-known Black manual labour schools, the British American Institute, near Dresden, 

Canada. They also depict his role as an Underground Railroad conductor who guided 118 enslaved 

 

12 ‘Uncle Tom’s Story of His Life’, The Christian Age (London, 27 December 1876), p. 2. 
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individuals to freedom. The 1858 Jewett edition and the 1876 Lobb edition expanded on the first 

edition by supplementing new chapters that covered Henson’s life up to the time of their 

publication. Together, these editions appear at first to be one large autobiographical project 

through which Henson presented his life to the public as an account of the hardships and triumphs 

of a formerly enslaved Black person. 

Henson’s major editions, however, value revision over completion. Although each new 

edition is a cumulative work, Henson and his publishers heavily edited them and, on one occasion, 

completely rewrote his narrative to capitalise on the commercial and interpretative possibilities 

embedded in his designation as ‘Uncle Tom’. My primary focus is on the British editions of 

Henson’s narrative published by Lobb because they mark a canny shift to position Henson’s slave 

narrative in a new market in the post-emancipation period. But in order to understand their 

transformation, we need to read across and through Henson’s major autobiographies to determine 

how his designation as the ‘original Uncle Tom’ influenced his self-representation and nascent 

celebrity. Henson’s publishers recognised the commercial possibilities and problems associated 

with connecting his books to one of the most popular literary figures of the nineteenth century. 

However, they did not simply reference the book’s role in inspiring the transatlantic sensation of 

Uncle Tom’s Cabin. Rather, they attempted to capitalise on Stowe’s commercial power to turn 

Henson into a celebrity by representing him as the real-life manifestation of Uncle Tom. 

Consequently, they appropriated his experience of enslavement to construct a version of Uncle 

Tom to serve a specific literary market. Henson, for his part, did not oppose these attempts despite 
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his growing discomfort with the moniker ‘Uncle Tom’.13 In fact, he encouraged them because they 

allowed him to make some much-needed money. Like many other formerly enslaved Blacks, 

Henson was left impoverished first by slavery and then in consequence of racial prejudice. He 

found a financial opportunity in his identification as ‘Uncle Tom’, which he was willing to use 

when reissuing his narrative. In this respect, Henson is much like Fern: both were disadvantaged 

either by race or gender, and both found some degree of power in their celebrity, even if only 

momentarily, that enabled them to subvert established racial and gendered social hierarchies to 

profit and to support those closest to them. 

In this chapter, then, I examine the cooperative efforts between Henson and his publishers 

to exploit his celebrity as ‘Uncle Tom’ for commercial and ideological purposes. I begin my 

discussion with an examination of the Jewett edition because it marks the first attempt to solidify 

Henson’s connection to Stowe’s ‘Uncle Tom’. I explain how Jewett used his position as Stowe’s 

official publisher to present Henson’s narrative as both a slave narrative and sequel to Stowe’s 

novel, capitalising on the lucrative markets that existed both for slave narratives and Uncle Tom’s 

Cabin in the American antebellum literary market. This dual function of the Jewett edition, 

coupled with the interesting textual absence of any reference to Stowe’s novel, helped extend the 

message of Henson’s narrative from disseminating antislavery sentiments to promoting 

colonisation as a solution to American slavery. Jewett’s editorial decisions nonetheless reflect the 

literary market in which Henson’s 1849 work originally belonged because he used Henson’s life 

story to promote the cause of the American antislavery movement. 

 

13 Hannah-Rose Murray has traced several occasions in which Henson explicitly uttered his irritation with being 

addressed as ‘Uncle Tom’ during his public talks in Britain between 1876 and 1877. Murray, Advocates of Freedom: 

African American Transatlantic Abolitionism in the British Isles, pp. 219–54. 
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In the next section, I explain how Henson’s narrative is decontextualised in Lobb’s two 

English editions. Lobb, a British reformist and self-proclaimed successful editor of the weekly 

Christian Age. He was able to increase sales of the paper from 5,000 to about 80,000 copies per 

week in just five years.14 We cannot confirm Lobb’s assessment of his editorial career because not 

a great deal is known about it and there is (perhaps surprisingly) not even an entry about him in 

the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography. There is also almost nothing about his editorial 

career in literary scholarship. Murray’s examination of African Americans’ transatlantic reception 

(cited in this chapter) and a fleeting reference in Robin L. Condon’s analysis of Frederick 

Douglass’s British edition are exceptions. We know from these studies that Henson’s book was 

not the only African American text that Lobb had published. There was also Frederick Douglass’s 

narrative. Condon, for instance, examines the changes that Lobb had performed when publishing 

the unauthorised British edition of Douglass’s, The Life and Times of Frederick Douglass (1882), 

one of Douglass’s three major revised editions. Condon argues that Lobb’s editorial alternations 

did not go beyond using British spellings and deleting the names of people ‘who would be 

unknown in England’.15 It is not immediately clear why Lobb reissued a slave narrative in England 

when the popularity of such works had significantly decreased in a post-emancipation era, though 

Douglass’s own celebrity may well have been an important factor.  

Lobb was clearly motivated by Douglass’s transatlantic fame when he reissued the 

unauthorised edition of his autobiography in 1882. By then, Douglass was undoubtedly the Black 

 

14 John Lobb, Talks with the Dead: Illustrated with Spirit Photographs (London: John Lobb, 1906), p. xix. 
15 Robin L Condon, ‘“Finished by the Hands by Which It Was Begun”: Who Wrote the Life and Times of Fredrick 

Douglass?’, The Journal of African American History, 99.1–2 (2014), 12–19 (p. 19). Murray and John R. McKivigan 

propose a different view, noting that ‘Lobb’s book contained numerous changes’, . Hannah-Rose Murray and John R. 

McKivigan, Frederick Douglass in Britain and Ireland, 1845-1895 (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2021), 

pp. 117–18. 
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celebrity par excellence. But Lobb also wanted to replicate the success he had already experienced 

as the publisher of Henson’s narrative. The 1876 British edition of Henson’s work had been 

translated into twelve languages and, together with the 1877 juvenile edition, sold a phenomenal 

250,000 copies.16 Lobb reprinted Henson’s narrative in 1881, a few months before issuing 

Douglass’s Life and Times, in a move that suggests his desire firmly to establish himself as the 

publisher of popular American Black authors. The fact that Lobb did not subsequently reissue 

Douglass’s Life and Times, unlike Henson’s work (reprinted in 1881, 1883 and 1890) suggests his 

unauthorised Douglass edition was less successful than the Henson edition, for which he had 

obtained copyright. This lack of success is further explained by two reasons. First, another copy 

of Douglass’s work, published by the rival Park Publishing Company, threatened to decrease sales 

as a direct competitor. Second, Douglass’s fame was primarily based on his oratory instead of his 

writing, as Robert S. Levine has asserted, which might have also influenced Lobb’s decision to 

refrain from reprinting the narrative when it did not sell well.17 

Lobb’s reasons for not reprinting Douglass’s autobiography were not just financial, 

however. He could not transform Douglass’s public image to serve his specific ideological needs. 

Unlike in the case of Henson, Douglass was reluctant to participate in creating and promoting 

Lobb’s unauthorised edition. He did not travel to England to promote the work in 1882 despite 

Lobb’s proposal to fund the trip.18 Henson, however, granted Lobb exclusive copyright in England, 

actively participated in the advertising campaign and even helped in transforming his narrative 

into a completely rewritten juvenile edition, as I will show in detail in this chapter. Henson’s 

 

16 Lobb, Talks with the Dead, p. xix.  
17 Levine, The Lives of Frederick Douglass, p. 9. 
18 Murray and McKivigan, Frederick Douglass in Britain and Ireland, p. 117. 
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cooperation contributed to the success of Lobb’s advertising strategy of exploiting the popularity 

of Uncle Tom’s Cabin in promoting Henson’s public talks and the British editions of his works.  

Yet, Lobb did not simply replace Henson’s name with ‘Uncle Tom’ in his advertising 

campaign in The Christian Age; both he and Henson reinterpreted the narrative, and by extension 

Stowe’s novel, within a British context. Extraordinarily, when they composed The Young People’s 

Illustrated Edition, they harnessed the transgressive powers of Uncle Tom to disseminate a 

message that is, paradoxically, British rather than American. Consequently, as I will demonstrate 

in this chapter, they de-radicalised both Henson’s and Stowe’s texts in favour of a British white 

identity formation for the consumption of juvenile literature readers, who were part of a growing 

market in the 1870s. Lobb explains his motivation for publishing a juvenile edition is to make 

Henson’s story ‘more suitable to the young, and at the same time more directly calculated to 

impress its lessons of religion and morality on the mind’.19 Yet, as he cautions his readers, The 

Young People’s Illustrated Edition ‘is not merely an abridgment, or a condensation of the larger 

work, but is, to a great extent, a new book [emphasis in the original]’.20 His revisions extended 

from abridgement to rewriting as he reduces Henson’s narrative into block quotations framed by 

his didactic commentaries to make Henson’s slave narrative more relevant for a British juvenile 

readership. These alterations, no matter how extreme they were in comparison to the original text, 

did not contradict Henson’s vision for the purpose of this completely new edition of his work. 

Instead, as I will explain in this chapter, they strengthened Henson’s idea of a British white 

redeemer, a figure whose philanthropic and missionary efforts can benefit Blacks in Africa.  

 

19 John Lobb, The Young People’s Illustrated Edition of Uncle Tom’s Story of His Life: From 1789–1877 (London: 

‘Christian Age’ Office, 1877), p. 7. 
20 Ibid.  
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My examination of Henson problematises one of the key concepts I have used throughout 

this thesis –– the nature of ‘literary celebrity’ itself. The figure of the literary celebrity is the 

product of a process by which authors were transformed into cultural commodities in a growing 

mass media marketplace in which the demands of the reader as consumer was becoming ever more 

important.  So far, I have examined the media’s role in constructing and reshaping the public image 

of the American literary celebrity, and suggested that the celebrity’s public image was appropriated 

within the transatlantic print culture in innovative ways to achieve a variety of ends. However, 

unlike the authors I examine in this thesis, Henson’s celebrity was not derived from his own work 

alone. Instead, his identity in the public sphere was constructed in relation to the work of another 

literary celebrity (Harriet Beecher Stowe) from which he, along with his publishers, sought to 

capitalise. In this sense, I expand the concept of literary celebrity to include those such as Henson 

whose fame was based on their association with fictionalised characters. 

‘The Original “Uncle Tom”’: The Political Black Commodity in Truth 

Stranger than Fiction: Father Henson’s Story of His Own Life   

This section is primarily concerned with analysing two editions of Henson’s work: Truth Stranger 

than Fiction, published in Boston in 1858 (the Jewett edition), and Uncle Tom’s Story of His Own 

Life, published in England in 1876 (the Lobb edition). As I have already argued, the success of the 

1876 Lobb edition would motivate Lobb to issue a juvenile version the following year entitled The 

Young People’s Illustrated Edition (or Lobb juvenile edition), which I will discuss in detail in the 

next section. I begin my discussion with the Jewett edition because it was the first to solidify 

Henson’s association with Stowe’s Uncle Tom with the aim of taking commercial advantage of 

the abolitionist market in the United States. Jewett and Lobb used similar advertising strategies to 

publicise Henson’s story and thus bolster sales. In particular, they both emphasised Henson’s 
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connection to Stowe’s popular novel. Their in-text revisions however greatly differ, because they 

each adapted the text to serve a specific literary market.  

One significant difference between the two editions is that Jewett firmly maintained the 

distinction between Henson and his fictionalised counterpart. A number of his editorial and 

advertising decisions signal Henson’s association with the character of Uncle Tom. He retitled the 

book, changing it from The Life of Josiah Henson, Formerly a Slave, Now an Inhabitant of 

Canada, as Narrated by Himself (which conventionally follows the norms of titling antebellum 

slave narratives) to Truth Stranger than Fiction: Father Henson’s Story of His Own Life. The new 

title serves two purposes: it capitalises on Stowe’s fame to publicise the story of a formerly 

enslaved Black individual during the height of an intensive period of abolitionist publishing. The 

new title also lends weight to the anti-slavery message expressed previously in Stowe’s works, 

Uncle Tom’s Cabin and Key, both published by Jewett. The 1858 edition, as the title suggests, 

defends Stowe’s novel against exaggeration by asserting that the ‘truth’ of slavery is indeed 

‘stranger than fiction’. Simultaneously, it recognises the commercial power that Stowe’s name 

came to have in the American literary market of the 1850s by including a preface she wrote and 

also by deliberately advertising the book as an account of ‘the Original Uncle Tom’.21 Thus, Jewett 

carefully bolstered the connection between Henson and Stowe’s protagonist Uncle Tom in his 

editorial changes and advertising notices of the book. 

Despite this, neither the name ‘Uncle Tom’, nor any explicit in-text reference to Stowe’s 

novel, appears in the Jewett edition. This lack of reference is surprising because the book was 

considerably expanded compared to the 1849 edition. Thus, there was certainly space to remark 

 

21 ‘New Publications’, Boston Evening Transcript (Boston, 21 May 1858), p. 1. 
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on the association. It tripled in size as the page count increased from 76 to 212 and incorporated 

six new chapters that recount Henson’s life from 1849 to 1858. The additional chapters describe 

Henson’s successful enterprise of starting a lumber mill in Canada and selling the wood in 

England. They also detail his visits to England in 1851, including participating in the London Great 

Exhibition and seeing Queen Victoria there, and narrate how he was entertained at the estate of 

the British Prime Minister Lord John Russell and interviewed by the Archbishop of Canterbury 

John Bird Sumner. These additional chapters present Henson as a well-known public figure, 

particularly among influential British circles, for his oratory skills and his services to the Dawn 

community irrespective of his relationship to Uncle Tom. Ostensibly, the Jewett edition provides 

Henson the agency to reclaim ownership over his narrative more than any edition published 

thereafter by giving him a textual space to establish his public identity as ‘Josiah Henson’. In this 

sense, the Jewett edition references Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin for only promotional reasons 

without letting this reference interfere with the flow of Henson’s account of his story. Nonetheless, 

I argue that Henson’s agency over his narrative was possible because it aligned with his publisher’s 

political agenda. This is not only because the text spreads antislavery sentiments but also because 

it advocates for Blacks’ emigration. Thus, Jewett used Stowe’s celebrity to represent Henson as a 

Black person who achieved success outside of the United States and the lack of any reference to 

her novel further stresses this point. As a result, the Jewett edition, like countless other antebellum 

slave narratives, was ultimately a political commodity that attempted to communicate a certain 

political message while also ensuring financial gain for both Henson and his publisher. 

From a historical standpoint, both The Life of Josiah Henson (1849) and Truth Stranger 

than Fiction (1858) were situated within a period when formerly enslaved testimonial publications 

abounded as part of the transatlantic front in the campaign against slavery. The Abolition of the 
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Slave Trade Act of 1807 and Slavery Abolition Act of 1833, which prohibited slavery in British 

colonies, eventually shifted the primary battlefield against human bondage to the United States. 

The formation of the British and Foreign Anti-Slavery Society in London in 1839 demonstrates 

how the British anti-slavery and abolitionist movement was rapidly taking outward direction. The 

British and Foreign Anti-Slavery Society organised several World Anti-Slavery Conventions over 

the years with the aim to end slavery worldwide. The second World Anti-Slavery Convention held 

in 1843 was ‘virtually a conference on American slavery’, as Howard Temperley rightly points 

out, suggesting the transatlantic interest in what was then viewed as a specifically American 

matter.22 Similar efforts existed in the United States. The same year the British Empire banned 

slavery on its soil in 1833, William Lloyd Garrison formed the American Anti-Slavery Society, 

marking one of the earliest organised efforts to end American slavery. The American Anti-Slavery 

Society sponsored public talks and published the first-person narratives of Black figures who 

would become prominent in the movement, such as Frederick Douglass and William Wells Brown. 

Using strategies that were similar to those deployed by the British antislavery movement, the 

American abolitionist movement depended heavily on the testimonials of formerly enslaved 

Blacks, whether spoken in lecture halls or documented in books, to mobilise public opinion against 

slavery and collect funds for the campaign. Within this politically charged atmosphere, The Life 

of Josiah Henson and Truth Stranger than Fiction were published.   

Slave narratives were not only tools that abolitionists used to influence public opinion and 

mobilise political changes but were also profitable commodities. The expanding number of 

published texts chronicling the lives of formerly enslaved Blacks already constituted a 

 

22 Howard Temperley, British Antislavery, 1833-1870 (London: Longman, 1972), p. 196. 
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recognisable genre by the 1850s, creating an ‘appreciable market’ for those types of books in the 

United States and Britain.23 The widespread appeal of slave narratives was not only derived from 

their expression of immediate political (and moral) conflicts but also partly explained by their 

resemblance to a variety of nineteenth-century popular literary genres. Critics note the slave 

narrative overlaps with the sentimental novel (Frances Smith Foster), sensation fiction (Audrey 

Fisch), and captivity narratives (Henry Louis Gates, Jr.).24 Thus, the nineteenth-century reader was 

familiar with several tropes used in slave narratives, which, in return, made the political message 

expressed in these types of books more accessible and widely circulated. 

 Even though the slave narrative parallels several popular literary genres of the period, it 

also constitutes its own genre and reflects reality through the narration of a common African 

American experience in the United States. Thus, the subject matter required Black narrators and 

their white patrons to reject fictionalising the narrative even as they borrow elements from popular 

fictions. This level of defensiveness is understandable, especially because of a sceptical audience 

who were conditioned by racial prejudice to doubt the truthfulness of Black people, a stream of 

criticism from proslavery advocates, and the publication of fictionalised slave narratives such as 

Richard Hildreth’s The Slave: Or Memoir of Archy Moore (1836). To address these doubts, 

Henson’s work included various authentication strategies that resembles the strategies used in 

other slave narratives of the period. Thus, Henson’s book borrowed from what James Olney had 

 

23 Charles T. Davis and Henry Louis Gates, ‘Introduction’, in The Slave’s Narrative, ed. by Charles T. Davis and 

Henry Louis Gates (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991), p. xv.  
24 Frances Smith Foster, Witnessing Slavery: The Development of Ante-Bellum Slave Narratives (Madison: University 

of Wisconsin Press, 1994), p. 58; Audrey Fisch, American Slaves in Victorian England: Abolitionist Politics in 

Popular Literature and Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), p. 55; Henry Louis Gates, The 

Signifying Monkey: A Theory of African-American Literary Criticism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988), p. 

218. 
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identified as the pattern of ‘repetitiveness’ that existed across antebellum slave narratives to 

substantiate its account on slavery.25   

The editions of Henson’s life story published during the antebellum years follow the well-

defined formulae of slave narratives. They begin with the conventional phrase ‘I was born’ and 

provide an account of parentage; Henson was the son of Maryland Blacks living in the plantation 

of the enslaver Francis Newman.26 The narrative then moves chronologically to capture the 

difficult life of the enslaved in the United States, providing the usual description of family 

separation and violent treatment inflicted by a white master or a white overseer. One of Henson’s 

earliest memories, for instance, is of his father being publicly flogged and right ear being severed 

and ‘fastened’ on a ‘post’ for striking a white overseer who attempted to rape his wife.27 Shortly 

after, his father was sold to the South, ‘the greatest of all terrors to the Maryland slave’, when all 

efforts by Newman to ‘render him tractable’ had failed.28 Henson’s narrative continues 

emphasising the dehumanisation of the enslaved in the United States with the depiction of how he 

and his siblings were sold ‘one by one’ in front of his mother, who was ‘paralyzed by grief’, in an 

auction.29 After passing through multiple enslavers, Henson was purchased by the same person 

who bought his mother, Isaac Riley of Montgomery County, and grows to become ‘an 

uncommonly vigorous boy and man’ who ‘faithfully served [Riley] for many years’.30 Henson’s 

book continues to follow the generic norms of antebellum slave narratives by including an account 

 

25 James Olney, ‘“I Was Born”: Slave Narratives, Their Status as Autobiography and as Literature’, Callaloo, 7.1 

(1984), 46 (p. 46). 
26 Josiah Henson, Truth Stranger Than Fiction: Father Henson’s Story of His Own Life (Boston: J.P. Jewett, 1858), 

p. 2. 
27 Ibid., p.5.  
28 Ibid., p. 7. 
29 Ibid., p.12. 
30 Ibid., p.15. 
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of religious conversion. He was eventually permitted to listen to John McKenny, a ‘benevolent 

Christian’, preach to a white audience outside the gathering venue (as Blacks were denied 

admission) after much disapproval from Riley.31 This incident marks an important moment in 

Henson’s spiritual life by allowing him to experience the ‘blessedness of religion’ and, ultimately, 

motivating him to become a Methodist preacher.32 The manner in which several slave narratives, 

Henson’s included, emphasise white enslavers’ brutal treatment of the enslaved and their 

impediment to their spiritual development are aimed towards challenging antebellum views of 

slavery as a benevolent institution. 

Henson’s work continued to borrow from recurrent motifs in antebellum slave narrative 

through demonstrating the inadequacy of American democracy through depicting the Black 

narrator’s difficult quest for freedom. This is accomplished by emphasising the ineffectiveness of 

legal procedures for obtaining one’s freedom, which finally prompted the narrator to adopt what 

was assumed to be an unlawful method. Henson has many opportunities to escape, but his ‘duty’ 

as a ‘slave to his master as appointed over him in the Lord’, as he believed it to be then, coupled 

with his sense of ‘honor’, prevented him from pursuing the affair.33 One such opportunity occurred 

when Riley tasked him with transporting other enslaved individuals to his brother’s Kentucky 

plantation in 1825. During the journey, Henson and his companions passed through several of the 

free states where they were ‘repeatedly told by persons conversing with us, that we were no longer 

slaves, but free men, if we chose to be so’.34 Yet, Henson’s ‘notions of right were against it’, 

 

31 Ibid., p.25.  
32 Ibid. 
33 Ibid., p.51.  
34 Ibid., pp.42-54.  



 

 

100 

considering the proposition as an ‘outright stealing’.35 His companions, however, were 

‘accustomed to obey, and, alas! Too degraded and ignorant of the advantages of liberty to know 

what they were forfeiting, offered no resistance to my command’.36 He ultimately succeeded in 

delivering his companions to their destination. Henson confesses that ‘freedom had ever been an 

object of my ambition, though no other means of obtaining it had occurred to me but purchasing 

myself’.37 His preference to use the legal way to obtain his freedom, however, failed miserably, 

especially because the states’ law in the South naturally put him at the disadvantage by making 

him the property of a white person. Henson received no legal protection when his enslaver cheated 

him out of his promise that he could buy himself by secretly raising the price to an impossible 

amount.38 This betrayal led to Henson’s escape to Canada with his wife and four small children, a 

feat accomplished by the help of abolitionists and friendly Native Americans. In Canada, he owned 

a land, preached, and tried to learn from his son how to read, and did other things that he was 

denied as an enslaved Black individual in the United States. His sense of duty shifted to the 

members of his community. He made several trips to the United States to conduct Blacks to 

freedom, and he founded a colony of free Black farmers and a manual labour school at Dawn.  

One significant modification of the Jewett edition to the original text of Henson’s slave 

narrative is that it contains more detailed description. The way he speaks about his father is one 

example. Henson’s recollection of his father is important not only because of how vividly he 

narrates this memory, given that he was only ‘three or four years’ old, but also because it marks 

 

35 Ibid., p.52. 
36 Ibid., p.53. 
37 Ibid., p. 51.  
38 Ibid., pp. 74-75.  
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the realisation of his life as an enslaved Black.39 Briefly speaking, Henson reports witnessing his 

father ‘with his head bloody and his back lacerated’ before being sold to the South.40 The way that 

Henson represents this incident varies in different editions. One major difference is that the Jewett 

edition invites the reader to witness the experience rather than be told about its aftermath. The 

1849 edition describes the incident in a few sentences. Henson says that  

[His father] had been suffering the cruel penalty of the Maryland law for beating a 

white man. His right ear had been cut off close to his head, and he had received a 

hundred lashes on his back. He had beaten the overseer for a brutal assault on my 

mother, and this was his punishment.41 

 

The Jewett edition takes a different rhetorical approach. First, the incident is given more weight 

by permitting it to occupy more textual space, where it is expanded from a few sentences to six 

paragraphs, constituting two-thirds of the first chapter. Second, the updated version invites the 

reader to see the incident through figurative speech. We are told how the white overseer used 

‘force’ to achieve the ‘brutal purpose’ of attempting to rape his mother, how her ‘screams’ alerted 

his father, and how he ‘sprung like a tiger’ upon finding ‘his wife struggling with the man’.42 Only 

after this violent scene does the narrator tell us about the consequence of raising a Black ‘hand 

against the sacred temple of a white’s man body’, again by using graphic imagery: ‘one hundred 

lashes on the bare back, and to have the right ear nailed to the whipping-post, and then severed 

from the body’.43 Finally, the narrator ends with a sarcastic commentary on the American law that 

 

39 Josiah Henson, The Life of Josiah Henson, Formerly a Slave, Now an Inhabitant of Canada, as Narrated by Himself 

(Boston: Arthur D. Phelps, 1849), p. 1. 
40 Henson, Truth Stranger than Fiction, p. 2.  
41 Henson, The Life of Josiah Henson, p.1.  
42 Henson, Truth Stranger than Fiction, p. 3.  
43 Ibid., p.4.  
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perpetuates these acts and asks the reader to turn to these laws before making any judgment 

‘against the truth of these statements’.44 These textual expansions reinforce the work’s anti-slavery 

message. This specific part of Henson’s narrative would later be completely deleted in the Lobb 

Juvenile edition, reduced to one sentence in which Lobb’s editorial voice reports the event:  

[Henson] tells us that the only incident he remembers [from his childhood] … was 

the appearance of his father one day bruised and bleeding from cruel blows 

inflicted because he had attempted to rescue his wife (Mr. Henson’s mother) from 

foul violence at the hand of a wicked man.45  

In so doing, Lobb adapt the experience of Henson’s father to make it appropriate for juvenile 

readers.   

Although the Lobb juvenile edition draws a clear distinction between the editor and the 

narrator voice, this was not as clear in Henson’s other editions. Much like Henson, many former 

slaves were illiterate and relied on white amanuenses to faithfully reproduce their accounts of 

slavery. This, of course, ran the risk that the transcriptionists’ ideological beliefs would cloud the 

Black narrator’s story. This demonstrates the complicated process within the composition of slave 

narratives. The 1849 edition stresses Henson’s ownership over his life story as part of the 

authentication techniques to assert that the narrative was written without external interference. 

This was the norm in advertising these types of narratives. Thus, this edition aims to demonstrate 

the writing process by establishing that ‘the following memoir was written from the dictation of 

Josiah Henson’ and then explaining that each ‘portion of the story was told, which, when written, 

was read to him, that any errors of statement might be corrected’.46 The omission of Samuel A. 

Eliot’s name as Henson’s amanuensis and the use of the passive voice direct the focus towards 

 

44 Ibid., p.5.  
45 Lobb, The Young People’s Illustrated Edition of Uncle Tom’s Story of His Life: From 1789-1877, p. 19. 
46 Henson, The Life of Josiah Henson, p.iii.  
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Henson. In so doing, it presents him as the only person who holds complete authorship over his 

autobiography, even without having to write a single word. The Jewett edition takes a similar 

approach, where Stowe address Henson as the ‘author’, thus attributing the narrative to him.47 As 

I will show in the next section, the British editions of Henson’s narrative present Black authorship 

differently. They present it as a collaborative form of authorship between the Black narrator and 

the white editor. The implication is that as Henson’s narrative is appropriated for a drastically 

different readership, the forms of authorship also change.  

The resemblance between Henson’s work and other antebellum slave narratives extends 

from the textual to the paratextual. His work, for instance, incorporates the usual introduction 

written by a white abolitionist to attest to the narrator’s personal probity that the text comes directly 

from the source and states the purpose of the book. The Jewett edition tactically chose Stowe to 

fulfil the role of the white abolitionist validator, replacing the one written by Samuel Atkins Eliot 

in the 1849 edition. In her preface, Stowe first confirms the narrative is indeed Henson by assuring 

the reader that ‘the author of this little work [Henson] need no greater recommendation than his 

name to make it welcome’.48 She also states the ‘purpose’ of this text is to ‘redeem . . . from slavery 

a beloved brother’, clarifying that the money collected from the book sales would go to an 

abolitionist cause.49 In this brief introduction, Stowe confirms Henson’s ownership over his text, 

presenting him as its sole ‘author’. She also posits his authenticity by claiming that ‘his name’ 

alone is enough to dissuade any dubiousness, though she does not clarify the basis of Henson’s 

reputation, whether accumulated from his preaching career or from his association to her character.  

 

47 Henson, Truth Stranger than Fiction, p. iii.  
48 Ibid., p. iii. 
49 Ibid., p. iii. 
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The Jewett edition also added another layer of authentication that was not part of the 1849 

version by providing the reader with an engraved portrait of Henson signed by him. This insertion 

follows the conventional validation method of attaching a face to the narrator and, thus, affirming 

their real-life existence (see Figure 6). The Jewett edition was decidedly more upmarket than the 

1849 paperback as it was bound with a purple hardcover, and the inclusion of Henson’s picture 

contributed to presenting the book as a deluxe copy. Henson’s portrait serves another purpose in 

addition to ensuring his existence in real life. It also advances the book’s anti-slavery message. 

The way Henson establishes direct eye contact in this picture, gazing back at the spectator, urges 

the reader to actively participate in the abolitionist debate.  

 

Figure 6: Frontispiece to Josiah Henson, Truth Stranger Than Fiction: Father Henson’s Story of His Own Life (Boston: 

J.P. Jewett, 1858) 

The Jewett edition gained another cultural value in the antebellum literary market. In 

addition to belonging to the popular slave narrative genre, it was also part of the lucrative market 
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that the immense success of Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin had created. The conventional 

authentication strategies of including an introduction written by a white abolitionist and a portrait 

of the narrator contribute further meaning; they not only vindicate Henson’s account of his life as 

an enslaved Black in the United States, but also give a visual and textual reimagining of Stowe’s 

popular novel. Thus, Stowe’s preface implicitly provides the reader with one ‘true’ version of the 

character of Uncle Tom among several others existed within what Sarah Meer has identified as the 

publishing and merchandising phenomenon of ‘Uncle Tom’s Mania’.50 She begins by introducing 

Henson as follows: ‘Among all the singular and interesting records to which the institution of 

American slavery has given rise, we know of none more striking, more characteristic and 

instructive, than that of Josiah Henson’.51 Using the word ‘records’ confirms that his account, and 

by extension her portrayal of Uncle Tom, are accurate descriptions of slavery. She then gives a 

brief commentary on Henson’s character and amplifies his Christian piety. She writes: 

To the great Christian doctrine of forgiveness of enemies and the returning of good 

for evil, he was by God's grace made a faithful witness, under circumstances that 

try men’s souls and make us all who read it say, “lead us not into such temptation.” 

We earnestly commend this portion of his narrative to those who, under much 

smaller temptations, think themselves entitled to render evil for evil.52 

Like Uncle Tom Cabin, Stowe uses the experience of the enslaved to weave her evangelical 

message of Christian morality. While her preface certainly acts as a continuation of her efforts to 

substantiate her account of the American South first expressed in her Key, her authorial presence 

creates an ongoing circular mode of interpretation through implicitly presenting Henson’s work as 

both a source text and a sequel of Uncle Tom’s Cabin. Consequently, the commercial potency 

 

50 Meer, p. 1. 
51 Henson, Truth Stranger Than Fiction, p. iii.  
52 Ibid., pp. iii-iv.  
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attached to Henson’s work doubled, being both part of the lucrative market of slave narratives and 

a real-life account authorised by Stowe popular character. 

The abundance of slave narrative publications in the antebellum literary market required 

publishers to use innovative techniques of advertising. Image-making was crucial to authenticate 

the narrative, mobilise public opinion, and most importantly ensure financial gain to support the 

abolitionist cause. Jewett was not the only publisher to borrow Stowe’s fame to advertise a book 

about the life of a formerly enslaved Black people. In 1854, four years before the publication of 

Truth Stranger than Fiction, the New York publisher George C. Holbrook issued the third edition 

of Thomas H. Jones’ autobiography with the title, Experience and Personal Narrative of Uncle 

Tom Jones: Who Was for Forty Years a Slave. This edition of Jones’ work replaced the ‘Thomas 

Jones’ of the 1850 and 1853 editions with ‘Uncle Tom’, even though the connection between the 

two was unclear and unestablished. Jones’ 1854 narrative also includes ‘Uncle Tom’s Portrait’ on 

its frontispiece with a picture of a cabin on the bottom of the page (see Figure 7).  
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Figure 7: Frontispiece to Thomas H. Jones’ Experience and Personal Narrative of Uncle Tom Jones: Who Was for 

Forty Years a Slave. (New York: George C. Holbrook, Publisher & Bookseller, 1854). 

The reference to Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin in Henson’s Truth Stranger than Fiction, like Jones’ 

Personal Narrative of Uncle Tom Jones, served to sensationalise and commercialise the narrative. 

Henson’s and Jones’ books, however, use Uncle Tom’s popularity in different ways. The 

caricature-like image in Jones’ book, captioned by ‘Uncle Tom’s portrait’, suggests that the work 

was attempting to exploit the minstrelesque stereotypes attached to Stowe’s character in popular 

culture. Consequently, Jones’ life account, at least in this edition, implicitly feeds into the racial 

stereotypes about Stowe’s character while attempting to capitalise on her fame.53  Henson’s work 

takes a different approach by referring to Stowe’s novel exclusively in the advertising campaign. 

 

53 The 1862 and 1885 editions of Jones’ work would retrieve his name on the title of the book and remove references 

to Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin. 
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In so doing, the Jewett edition’s use of Uncle Tom did not threaten to fictionalise Henson even as 

it worked toward commodifying him. After all, Henson’s association to Uncle Tom was 

commercially viable; nonetheless, it ran the risk of jeopardising the credibility of the text by 

referencing a work of fiction, especially in front of a sceptical audience. The elimination of any 

in-text reference to Stowe’s novel, along with the realistic model of the frontispiece portrait in 

Truth Stranger than Fiction, can be read as part of the verification methods. They reflect concerns 

about fictionalising Henson’s work while still recognising the commercial possibility embedded 

in his association to Stowe’s Uncle Tom.  

The omissions in the Jewett edition, however, extended beyond the intertextual references 

to Stowe’s novel to include important biographical information, as an examination of textual 

variations across different editions reveal. The 1876 Lobb edition reproduced the Jewett edition 

with several changes and expansions. I will elaborate on the significance of these changes in 

recontextualising Henson’s narrative for a British audience in the post-abolitionist era in the 

second section of this chapter. For now, I want to draw attention to an important textual variation 

between the two editions to demonstrate how both Henson and his publishers tailored his narrative 

to fit a certain literary market. The Lobb edition recounts a meeting between Henson and Stowe 

that occurred before the publication of Uncle Tom’s Cabin and was noticeably absent from the 

Jewett edition. If the editorial changes that Jewett had performed in Truth Stranger than Fiction 

were exclusively aimed towards defending the narrative against an accusation of fabrication, the 

inclusion of the meeting between Stowe and Henson would surely have helped strengthen this aim. 

I will first demonstrate how this meeting was represented in the Lobb edition before returning to 

explain why the Jewett edition omitted any reference to Stowe’s novel, and her meeting with 

Henson. 
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The Lobb edition includes a chapter titled ‘Mrs Stowe’s characters’, where Henson 

describes the impact of Stowe’s Key on his life. The commentary on his link to Uncle Tom suggests 

his enthusiasm towards the moniker, explaining that ‘from that time [Key’s publication] to the 

present, I have been called “Uncle Tom”, and I feel proud of the title’.54 This enthusiasm, however, 

was quickly undermined by Henson’s desire to assert himself against being defined by a fictional 

character. Contrary to what the title of the chapter promises, this part of Henson’s narrative only 

briefly references Stowe’s characters. Instead, it elaborately details his fame as an orator and 

preacher within the transatlantic abolitionist movement. He speaks about his ‘successful visit to 

England’—likely after his fundraising tour and his participation in the London Great Exhibition 

of 1851 with products manufactured at the Dawn settlement. This visit, Henson remarks, increased  

his popularity as an abolitionist lecturer in Canada and different parts of the United States where 

he ‘held many meetings, and discussed the subject of slavery in all its bearings on society’.55 In 

one of his many visits to ‘the vicinity of Andover, Mass’ to deliver another speech about slavery 

in the hope to ‘change the public sentiment at the North’, Stowe requested a meeting with him and 

his white patron George Clark.56 Upon his visit to her house, as Henson recalls, Stowe proved to 

be an attentive listener, who was ‘deeply interested in the story of my life and misfortunes, and 

had me narrate its details to her’.57 She, Henson asserts, ‘manifested so much interest in me’ and 

‘was glad it [his 1849 narrative] was published and hoped it … would open the eyes of the people 

to the enormity of the crime of holding men in bondage’.58 ‘Soon after’, he comments, ‘Mrs. 

 

54 Ibid., p. 158. 
55 Ibid., p. 156. 
56 Ibid., p.157.  
57 Ibid. 
58 Ibid.  



 

 

110 

Stowe’s remarkable book, “Uncle Tom’s Cabin”, was published’.59 Although Henson does not 

directly present his life story as the source of Stowe’s novel, he nonetheless implies that he was 

the inspiration for the character Uncle Tom, and that Eliza, Eva, and George were drawn from his 

own family and friends.  

Stowe only cites Henson’s 1849 work in Key—not a conversation with him. In fact, this 

part of Henson’s narrative contains so many inconsistencies that Robin W. Winks has convincingly 

argued that his alleged meeting with Stowe most likely never took place.60 Whether or not Henson 

met her at Andover, his connection to one of the most popular literary figures of the nineteenth 

century surely deserved more textual space than the Jewett edition allowed. The new chapters 

added to the Jewett edition, which provide an account of Henson’s life between 1849 and 1858, 

were primarily concerned with demonstrating his success abroad as a preacher and abolitionist 

orator. The titles of the new chapters emphasise this aim, recounting his ‘Visit to England’, his 

experience in ‘The World’s Fair in London’, and his multiple ‘Visits to the Ragged Schools’ in 

London and including an account of him ‘Closing Up My London Agency’ to return to his dying 

wife in Canada. They do not include any reference, no matter how brief, to the cultural 

representation of him as the so-called real Uncle Tom even as they cover the years during which 

his association with Stowe’s work becomes publicly known. Ostensibly, the new chapters added 

to the Jewett edition follow the chronological approach of slave narratives, being derivative of the 

 

59 Ibid.  
60 Robin W. Winks, ‘The Making of a Fugitive Slave Narrative: Josiah Henson and Uncle Tom –– a Case Study’, in 

The Slave’s Narrative, ed. by Charles T. Davis and Henry Louis Gates (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991), pp. 

112–47 (p. 124). 
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autobiography genre, aimed towards providing the reader with an up-to-date account of the book’s 

subject. 

Yet, new interpretative possibilities emerge when we read them while taking into 

consideration the specific cultural climate of the United States coupled with what the Jewett edition 

chose to leave out. Such examination demonstrates Henson’s narrative’s multidimensional role, 

which extended beyond disseminating abolitionist ideas to spreading specific political agenda. It 

reveals how factions within the American anti-slavery movement influenced and shaped the 

narratives of formerly enslaved Blacks. By 1850s, the American anti-slavery movement was 

divided into two distinctive factions: gradualists, who concentrated on stopping the spread of 

slavery, and immediatists, who demanded unconditional emancipation. The question remained, 

however, of what would become of recently freed individuals and the larger Black population in 

the United States in general. Some abolitionists called for Blacks’ integration by advocating for 

their civic participation; others offered suggestions of repatriation or relocation. Stowe’s 

abolitionist support, associated with the latter category, has already been established in the literary 

scholarship.61 Similarly, her publisher Jewett’s anti-slavery publications reiterate notions of 

Blacks’ relocation outside the United States as a solution to American slavery. In 1852, he 

published Uncle Tom’s Cabin, wherein most of Stowe’s surviving Black characters—George; 

Eliza; their children; George’s sister, Emily; and Eliza’s mother, Cassy—move to Africa, where 

George dreams of founding a Christian republic ‘formed of picked men, who, by energy and self-

educating force, have, in many cases, individually, raised themselves above a condition of 

 

61 See, for example, Amy Kaplan, The Anarchy of Empire in the Making of U.S. Culture (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 

University Press, 2002), p. 48. 
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slavery’.62 A few years later, specifically in 1856, Jewett issued a book by Benjamin Drew that 

disseminates similar ideas with its rather long title, A North-Side View of Slavery: The Refugee: or 

the Narratives of Fugitive Slaves in Canada. Related by Themselves, with an Account of the 

History and Condition of the Colored Population of Upper Canada. Drew’s book uses the success 

stories of people like Harriet Tubman to dispel prevailing stereotypes propagated by ‘the 

supporters of slavery’ who represented Blacks in Canada as ‘indolent, vicious, and debased; 

suffering and starving, because they have no kind masters to do the thinking for them, and urge 

them to the necessary labor, which their own laziness and want of forecast, lead them to avoid’.63 

While disputing pro-slavery assertions about Blacks’ inability to function as autonomous beings, 

Drew’s book implicitly supports emigration to Canada by portraying it as the land of opportunities.  

Jewett’s publications that directly addressed the issue of American slavery then implicitly 

pushed an agenda of Blacks’ emigration as a solution for American slavery. Africa and Canada, 

however, did not hold an equivalent place in nineteenth-century anti-slavery debates. Several 

abolitionists rejected schemes of repatriation to Africa while still advocating emigration to Canada. 

These seemingly conflicting views do not suggest contradiction. Canada not only offered asylum 

for fugitive Blacks, especially after the passing of the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850 in the United 

States, which criminalised assessing those who tried to acquire their freedom. It also provided a 

rhetorical device for abolitionists through making use of the ‘power of proximity’, presenting 

Canada as a place where Blacks could find more freedom under the British monarchy, compared 

 

62 Harriet Beecher Stowe, Uncle Tom’s Cabin: Or, Life Among the Lowly (Boston: John P. Jewett & Co., 1853), p. 

160. 
63 Benjamin Drew, A North-Side View of Slavery: The Refugee: Or, The Narratives of Fugitive Slaves in Canada. 

Related by Themselves, with an Account of the History and Condition of the Colored Population of Upper Canada 

(Boston: John P. Jewett & Co., 1856), p.v.  
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to the Republican United States.64 Jewett’s non-fiction abolitionist publications use similar 

methods in condemning American slavery by favouring emigration to British Canada over 

supporting American imperial expansion to Africa. One of Jewett’s publications, Giles Badger 

Stebbins’ Facts and Opinions Touching the Real Origin, Character, and Influence of the American 

Colonization Society (1853), explicitly denounces ‘the scheme of sending our free colored 

population to Africa, persecuted in the manner it is by the [American] Colonization Society’, 

describing it as ‘a disastrous influence on the prospective of the colored people’.65 Dew’s book 

also reflects similar ideas in A North-Side View of Slavery as he implicitly disseminates positive 

sentiments about Blacks’ emigration to Canada by using the successful stories of a number of 

formerly enslaved individuals living there.  

It is unsurprising then that Jewett would reissue an edition of Henson’s narrative because 

Henson’s life story pushes forward this political agenda about Blacks’ emigration to Canada, 

which are present in Jewett’s non-fiction abolitionist publications. First, the absence of any in-text 

reference to Uncle Tom’s Cabin can be read as an indirect protest against any solution that the 

novel offers for American slavery. Henson’s Stranger than Fiction implicitly undermines 

sentiments of repatriation expressed in Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin by hinting that the solutions 

that her novel offers can only work in ‘fiction’. This is done by the fact that the Jewett edition 

emphasises its narrator’s success outside the United States and deliberately eliminates any 

reference to his cultural representation as the inspiration for the character Uncle Tom. Furthermore, 

 

64 Dann J. Broyld, ‘The Power of Proximity: Frederick Douglass and His Transnational Relations with British Canada, 

1847-1861’, Afro-Americans in New York Life and History, 41.2 (2020), 3–25. 
65 Giles Badger Stebbins, Facts and Opinions Touching the Real Origin, Character and Influence of the American 

Colonization Society: Views of Wilberforce, Clarkson and Others and Opinions of the Free People of Color of the 

United States (Boston: John P. Jewett, 1853), p. iii. 
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the Jewett edition explicitly and openly urges Blacks to move to Canada in one of the new chapters 

that it incorporates, the ‘Closing Chapter’. Henson includes this part to comply with the requests 

of ‘many friends in this country to devote a chapter of my book to the fugitive slaves in Canada’.66 

His statement presents him as a public figure who is willing to cultivate for public interest by 

providing the type of information he believed would appeal to his readers. The ‘Closing Chapter’ 

has a dual function. It not only provides ‘an accurate account of the past and present condition of 

the fugitive slaves in Canada, with some remarks on their future prospects’ but also stresses the 

opportunities available to Blacks there. Henson presents Canada as the land of second chances—

the place where ‘the thousands’ of African Americans who are ‘waiting for a job’ and living in 

‘damp cellars in Boston, New York, and other larger cities’ would find a better life, ‘with a pleasant 

and profitable home and their children growing up around them with every advantage for a good 

education’ if they would ‘but come among us and bring their little ones’.67 He continues with 

emphasising ‘the conditions and prospects of a majority of the fugitive slaves in Canada is vastly 

superior to that of most of the free people of color in the Northern States’.68 His account perpetuates 

the myth of Canada as the ‘Promised Land’, presenting it as a haven for Blacks to escape the 

injustices of American social and legal systems.69 His assessment is partly true given that free 

African Americans were deprived of basic civil rights in the United States. Nonetheless, many 

Blacks continued to face racial discrimination in Canada, something that Henson is more open 

 

66 Henson, Truth Stranger Than Fiction: Father Henson’s Story of His Own Life, p. 209. 
67 Ibid., pp. 211–212.  
68 Ibid., p. 211.  
69 Relevant to this discussion is Cheryl Thompson’s article that shows how Uncle Tom’s Cabin historic site in Ontario, 

where Henson used to live, maintained ideas about Canada as the land of freedom and equal opportunity, notions that 

have continued well into the twenty-first century, as the site still operates. See Cheryl Thompson, ‘Uncle Tom’s Cabin 

Historic Site and Creolization: The Material and Visual Culture of Archival Memory,’ African and Black Diaspora: 

An International Journal, 12.3 (2019), 304–19.  
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about only in one of the Lobb editions published more than two decades later, The Young People’s 

Illustrated Edition of Uncle Tom’s Story of His Life (1877).70 Thus, the Jewett edition used 

Henson’s position as the ‘original’ Uncle Tom to propose Blacks’ emigration as a solution for 

American slavery. Next, I show how the British editions of Henson’s narrative appropriated the 

Jewett edition for the consumption of a post-abolitionist audience in England, disseminating a 

completely different message from the one I examined in this section. 

‘A Happy English Child’: The British White Redeemer in The Young People’s 

Illustrated Edition of Uncle Tom’s Story of His Life   

Only in the Jewett edition is Henson overly optimistic about the situation of African Americans in 

Canada. His attitude changes drastically with the editions published by Lobb where he is more 

outspoken about racial bias. His change of heart might appear to be the consequence of gaining 

more experience, having lived in Canada for more than forty-six years when the Lobb editions 

were released. Yet, an examination of the manner in which Henson approached the topic across 

different British editions suggests that his changing stance is not motivated only by years of living 

in Canada. It is also directed towards shaping his own narrative to ensure its positive reception in 

a literary market that differs greatly from the antebellum abolitionist market. As I will demonstrate 

in this section, Henson condemnation of racial prejudice in British Canada paradoxically 

strengthened Lobb’s purpose of promoting British civil pride. Through cooperatively revising the 

juvenile edition with Lobb, Henson was able to update his narrative’s message to discuss 

contemporary racial issues and make them still appeal to readers in England through feeding into 

 

70 For a discussion about the conditions of African Americans in Canada during the nineteenth century, see Sharon A. 

Roger Hepburn, ‘Following the North Star: Canada as a Haven for Nineteenth-Century American Blacks’, Michigan 

Historical Review, 25.2 (1999), 91–126. 
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the prevailing assumption of the British moral superiority. His association with Stowe’s Uncle 

Tom’s Cabin was of course pivotal to disseminating his message. It was not only because Stowe’s 

transatlantic celebrity provided Henson with a ready venue through which he could make use of 

his association with her popular character for commercial and ideological gains. It was also 

because her novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin was already enmeshed within ideologies of British moral 

superiority which helped and even facilitated transforming Henson’s narrative into a didactic tale 

for British white juvenile readers. Consequently, Henson’s narrative came to stand for something 

that was completely different from its pre-emancipation years.  

Henson takes a very different rhetorical approach to the topic of race in Canada in the Lobb 

editions. The ‘Closing Chapter’ was completely omitted from the Lobb 1876 edition even as it 

uses the Jewett edition. This deletion might seem at first like a normal occurrence within the 

editorial process of reissuing an updated autobiography. After all, the ‘Closing Chapter’ no longer 

appears at the end of the book with the inclusion of eight new chapters. Yet, a close textual analysis 

reveals that this omission was motivated by ideological reasons as much as editorial practices. To 

show this, I want to begin first with demonstrating the changes the Lobb edition had performed to 

the Jewett edition before explaining their significance.  

The deletion of the ‘Closing Chapter’ was not the only change performed to the Jewett 

1858 edition. The Lobb edition retained Stowe’s introduction from the Jewett edition. It 

nonetheless left out irrelevant parts, such as when she states that the sales of the Jewett edition will 

go toward purchasing Henson’s brother’s freedom, given that this purpose had long been achieved. 

To cover for the deleted parts, the Lobb edition provides the reader with an additional ‘introductory 

note’ written by British philanthropists George Sturge and Samuel Morley. They explain that the 

book’s revenue will help ‘the fund to liquidate the claims of [Henson’s] mortgagees’ at the Dawn 
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settlement in Canada along with money collected from Henson’s public talks in England.71 

Furthermore, Henson’s photograph in the frontispiece to the Jewett edition was replaced by two 

sketches, one of himself and one of Stowe (see Figure 8).  

  

Figure 8: The frontispieces to Josiah Henson’s Uncle Tom’s Story of His Life: An Autobiography of the Rev. Josiah 

Henson (Mrs. Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom). From 1789 to 1876, ed. by John Lobb (London: John Lobb, 

‘Christian Age’ Office, 1876) 

The obvious reason for including these sketches is to amplify Henson’s link to Stowe’s novel, 

exploiting this connection to publicise the book and support the charitable objective of 

reissuing this edition. These sketches then act as a continuation of a promotional strategy which 

was also deployed in the new titling of the edition, from Truth Stranger Than Fiction to Uncle 

Tom’s Story of His Life: An Autobiography of the Rev. Josiah Henson. Nonetheless, Henson’s 

posture in this sketch deserves critical attention because it demonstrates how the visual 

representation of Black people acted as a strategy to actively engage in contemporary racial 

 

71 Henson, Uncle Tom’s Story of His Life, p. 8. 
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discourses. It is unclear whether it was Henson or Lobb who determined how exactly he would be 

featured in the sketch. What is clear is that the differences between the way he was featured in the 

frontispieces to his published works before and after the emancipation years parallel other Black 

authors, Douglass being an example. This shift in representations built on an existing visual trend 

that was already in circulation.72 The photography of the defiant formerly enslaved African 

American of the Jewett edition who is gazing directly at the reader was substituted with the 

dignified Black old man whose averting gaze and three-quarter pose resembles the portrait of a 

highly esteemed public figure (Stowe’s sketch in Figure 8 is an example). The confrontational 

gaze of Henson in the frontispiece to the Jewett edition, which called for immediate public support 

to espouse the abolitionist movement cause, is no longer required in the postbellum era. Instead, it 

was replaced with the composed face of a religious man, as Henson was a reverend.  

Another difference between the Lobb and Jewett editions was at the level of word and 

sentence. The text in the Lobb 1876 edition was converted into the British spelling system, 

changing words like ‘colors’ and ‘brutalized’ in the Jewett edition to ‘colours’ and ‘brutalised’. 

Furthermore, a few parts were shortened. An example is this wordy sentence in the Jewett edition: 

The every-day life of a slave on one of our southern plantations, 

however frequently it may have been described, is generally little 

understood at the north; and must be mentioned as a necessary 

illustration of the character and habits of the slave and the slaveholder, 

created and perpetuated by their relative position.73 

 

 

72 For a full discussion of Douglass’ use of his photographs to disseminate racial resistance, refer to  Stauffer, Trodd, 

and Bernier, Picturing Frederick Douglass : an Illustrated Biography of the Nineteenth Century’s Most Photographed 

American. 
73 Henson, Truth Stranger Than Fiction: Father Henson’s Story of His Own Life, p. 17. 
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In the Lobb edition, the sentence was cut down to ‘A description of the everyday life of a slave on 

a southern plantation illustrates the character and habits of the slave and the slaveholder, created 

and perpetuated by their relative position’, decreasing the word count by approximately forty 

percent.74 These types of revisions, in addition to using a relatively smaller font, allowed for space 

to add eight new chapters without considerably increasing the page count (the Jewett edition 

consisted of 212 pages while the Lobb edition increased slightly to incorporate 224 pages, even 

with the additional eight chapters). These textual compressions may have been motivated by a 

desire to reduce printing costs. The 1876 edition, after all, did not emerge from the commercial 

orientation that usually governed other publications. Instead, it was produced to support a 

philanthropic campaign. Lobb initially issued this edition out of courtesy, responding to the 

‘surpris[ing]’ requests from ‘Revs. W. H. Tilley and T. Hughes’ to assist Henson with his 

fundraising in England.75 He later advertised the book alongside the multiple ‘report[s] of “Uncle 

Tom’s” progress’ where he published details of Henson’s tour in his paper, The Christian Age.76 

This supports my earlier comment that Lobb did not anticipate the success the edition would 

receive. He would follow slightly different publishing and editorial strategies with the juvenile 

edition, as I will elaborate shortly. Furthermore, the subtle changes in the 1876 edition expanded 

the targeted audiences of Henson’s narrative. Henson is no longer exclusively addressing the 

people of the Northern states of the US who ‘generally little understood’ the living conditions of 

‘a slave on one of our southern plantations’, as was the case with the Jewett edition. Instead, the 

 

74 Henson, ‘Uncle Tom’s Story of His Life’, p. 22. 
75 John Lobb, ‘“Uncle Tom” in London’, The Christian Age (London, 9 August 1876), p. 385. 
76 See, for instance, the issue of The Christian Age published on 20 September 1876, p. 33.  
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elimination of any part where the intended reader is implied in the 1876 Lobb edition allows for a 

broader readership, including post-emancipation British audiences.  

The 1876 Lobb edition does more than providing an updated version of Henson’s 

autobiography that bridges the eighteen-year gap since the Jewett edition was published. It also 

gives a relatively more comprehensive account of his life. It covers a few things that were left out 

in the Jewett edition. In so doing, it presents itself as a more authoritative autobiography. One 

omission that the Lobb edition recovers is, of course, the elimination of any reference to Henson’s 

association with Uncle Tom, which I have already discussed in the previous section. Furthermore, 

the manner in which the new chapters were organised shows that this edition is relatively more 

thorough compared to the Jewett edition. The new chapters did not cover Henson’s life 

chronologically, as it was the conventional organisation of autobiographies. Instead, they captured 

a number of events that occurred during the period by which the Jewett edition was meant to record 

and inserting these parts at the end of the book. The chapter that follows on the Jewett edition 

recounts how Henson was able to secure ‘My Brother’s Freedom’ in 1858 through the sales of 

Truth Stranger Than Fiction.77 The chapter ‘Mrs. Stowe’s Characters’ appears next, discussing 

two important dates: Henson meeting Stowe in person in 1851, and how her 1853 book Key 

affected his life. The next chapter jumps back to 1851. It narrates the difficulties Henson faced in 

managing ‘The Manual Labour School at Dawn’ and how he was able to resolve the debts that the 

enterprise had accumulated by visiting England to ‘raise a fund for the benefit of the school’ at the 

Dawn settlement.78 The next chapter jumps forward to a ‘few years’ after 1853 (date unspecified) 

to recount ‘the fate of the sawmill’ that was ‘erected on our school-premises’, recalling how the 

 

77 Henson, Uncle Tom’s Story of His Life, p. 154. 
78 Ibid., p. 165.  
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enterprise collapsed due to poor management of Henson’s white partner, John Scoble.79 The 

following chapter narrates Henson’s role in the American Civil War (1861-1865), and how he 

encouraged formerly enslaved Blacks in Canada to enlist with the Union Army, stating that ‘if I 

could have carried a gun, I would have gone personally, but I thought it was my duty to talk to the 

people’.80 The chapter that comes after moves back many years prior to Henson’s freedom, 

recounting his futile attempts to acquire literacy. The final two chapters take place in 1876 and 

describe ‘My Family’ and moving to list the names of those who assisted him in his fund collection 

in ‘My Third and Last Visit to London’ with a note of appreciation.  

Even with the attentive editorial revisions that both Lobb and Henson had made to the 1876 

edition, it is not the source we should be looking at to determine what Henson’s public image as 

the ‘original’ Uncle Tom came to mean to post-emancipation British audiences. The 1876 edition, 

no matter how carefully it was edited, was originally issued to be sold alongside Henson’s public 

talks in England to aid in his fundraising. The in-textual modifications in the 1876 edition were 

then made in favour of this cause. With the last chapter, ‘My Third and Last Visit to London’, it 

is quickly clear that this edition acts as a supplementary text to support Henson’s public tour by 

listing ‘influential names’ like ‘Sir Thomas Fowell Buxton’, the High Sheriff of Norfolk.81 Thus, 

given the function of the 1876 edition, Lobb did not have much liberty to reshape Henson’s 

narrative to serve his ideological agenda as he would do with the juvenile edition that he published 

shortly after, The Young People’s Illustrated Edition of ‘Uncle Tom’s’ Story of His Life.  

 

79 Ibid., p. 174.  
80 Ibid., p. 176-7. 
81 Ibid., p. 204.  
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The generic form of juvenile literature provided Lobb with the necessary rhetorical tools 

to explicitly construct and spread his vision of British white identity. It is already well established 

that juvenile literature is instrumental in the dissemination and perpetuation of ideologies. As 

Jeffery Richards has correctly noted, it functions as ‘both to entertain and to instruct, to inculcate 

approved value systems, to spread useful knowledge, [and] to provide acceptable role models’.82 

Lobb’s motivation to adapt Henson’s narrative into a juvenile edition was not just because of the 

ideological power attached to this type of literary form; it was also because of the cultural value 

that juvenile literature came to hold in the 1870s in England. The last quarter of the nineteenth 

century witnessed a dramatic growth in juvenile literature publications emerging partly from 

contemporary educational reforms in England. The Elementary Education Act of 1870, which set 

the framework for schooling all children between the ages of 5 and 12 in England and Wales, had 

influenced juvenile publishing in England because the expansion of schools provided a large, new, 

and untapped source of readers.83 Consequently, school and Sunday prizes were a particular area 

of growth, their content and approach carefully supervised to appeal to parents, schools, and church 

authorities. Lobb had this type of juvenile readership in mind when he advertised The Young 

People’s Illustrated Edition of Uncle Tom’s Story of His Life as an ideal pick by ‘Superintendents, 

for the Library. Parents, a Welcome Reward for Good Conducts. Fathers, a Training Book for 

Boys. Mothers, an Attraction for Girls’.84 Lobb thus realised the ideological and commercial power 

of juvenile literature and attempted to make use of Henson’s newly found celebrity as ‘Uncle Tom’ 

in England to inculcate morality in younger readers.  

 

82 Jeffrey Richards, ‘Introduction’, in Imperialism and Juvenile Literature, ed. by Jeffrey Richards (Manchester: 

Manchester University Press, 1989), p. 3. 
83 Alan J. Lee, The Origins of the Popular Press in England, 1855-1914 (London: Croom Helm, 1976), p. 29. 
84 John Lobb, ‘“Uncle Tom’s” New Book’, The Christian Age (London, 13 June 1877), p. iv. 
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Lobb’s juvenile edition, then, is where we need to turn to determine his ideological 

intentions because it is where his editorial voice is more visible. He has rightly described The 

Young People’s illustrated Edition of Uncle Tom’s Story of His Life as ‘a new book’ in his ‘author’s 

note’, advertised it as being authored by himself, and Henson’s words were reduced to an 

introduction and occasional block quotations.85 Surprisingly, Henson was not deprived of agency 

over his narrative despite Lobb’s intensive edits and questionable claim of authorship. To explain 

this, I want to examine Henson’s introduction, entitled ‘Uncle Tom’s Address to the Young People 

of Great Britain’, before moving to discuss Lobb’s ideological purposes. Henson’s introduction 

demonstrates the purpose of his narrative as he specifically addresses the British juvenile audience 

of the 1870s. His introduction shows that he was far from being oblivious about how Lobb was 

adapting his position as the ‘original’ Uncle Tom within a British context, giving him some degree 

of agency over his narrative as it changed and evolved. He realised that his work was being 

transformed into a British context, so he tried to push it in the direction of what he thought would 

help Black people. He does this by using a complicated rhetorical approach, deploying a reversed 

version of the ‘power of proximity’ to draw his readers’ attention to contemporary racial issues. 

Unlike the Jewett edition, Henson openly condemns racial prejudice in Canada. He addresses ‘the 

young people of Great Britain’ (and by implication, their caretaker who mediates the reading 

process), saying: 

You will hardly believe it, but even in Canada, my home, which is a part of the 

British empire, and under the mild rule of our good and beloved Queen Victoria, 

black children––my own grandchildren amongst the number––are scorned and 

despised, and otherwise treated unkindly, simply because God has made them 

black.86 

 

85 Lobb, The Young People’s illustrated Edition of Uncle Tom’s Story of His Life, p. 7. 
86 Ibid., p. 15. 
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Unlike his earlier approach where he used it as an antithesis of the republican United States, 

Henson blames Canada’s social shortcomings on its proximity to the United States. Canada, 

‘which is part of the British empire’, suffers from the same moral disease that condemns the United 

States where people ‘are scorned and despised, and otherwise treated unkindly, simply because 

God has made them black’. This is something that is hard for the English child (and the adult 

reader) to fathom because Canada is governed by ‘the mild rule of our good and beloved Queen 

Victoria’, and by implication should be more tolerant towards people of colour. The use of ‘our’ 

instead of ‘your’ is worth noting. Henson does not project himself as a fugitive African American, 

as was the case in the Jewett edition. Instead, he sees himself as a full-fledged Canadian citizen 

whose position is endangered by the lingering traces of racism from a neighbouring country.  

Henson’s assessment of racial tolerance in England is debatable. His introductory note 

nonetheless establishes the function of the Lobb juvenile edition as to shed light on racial issues 

that continued well after the abolition of slavery. This function was not unique nor unsurprising 

for slave narratives published in the post-emancipation era, as William L. Andrews’ study has 

shown.87 What is unique about the Lobb juvenile edition is its promotion of British civic pride 

even as it criticises racism in one of the British empire domains. Henson’s assessment of 

contemporary Canada appears only after his recognition of the white privileges of his readers. This 

recognition, however, is not meant to condemn these privileges. Instead, it attributes a certain 

power to the British Christian child who would eventually grow older and be able to transform the 

world into a better place. Henson uses a complex rhetorical oscillation to stress the philanthropic 

 

87 William L. Andrews, Slave Narratives after Slavery (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), p. xxv. 
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potentiality of his young (presumably white and British) audience. First, he borrows from a popular 

school verse that celebrates the British Anglican identity:   

“I thank the goodness and the grace 

That on my birth have smiled,  

And made me in these Christian days 

A happy English child”88 

Second, he stresses that the ‘happy English child’ is oblivious to the inhumanity of the slavery 

system because they ‘have never known what a bitter thing it is to be born in slavery; to be torn 

from all your relatives . . . [and] sold away from even your father and mother into the hand of cruel 

masters’.89 Despite the fact that slavery was formally abolished with the American Emancipation 

Proclamation, Henson demonstrates its persistence in the legacy it left behind. This legacy is 

manifested in widespread racial prejudices that extend well beyond the borders of the United States 

(hence, his use of the reversed ‘power of proximity’ discussed above). He then invites his young 

readers to use the ‘many privileges’ they have ‘on the ground of their colour’ for their ‘own welfare 

and that of others, and for the glory of the Giver’.90 He specifies exactly how his readers are meant 

to use these ‘privileges’ when they ‘grow up to be men and women’—to continue the efforts of 

‘your noble country’ towards ‘the African race’ and ‘provide them with Bibles and minsters and 

teachers’.91 In this sense, Henson’s narrative is aimed toward inspiring missionary zeal in his 

readers.  

 

88 Lobb, The Young People’s illustrated Edition of Uncle Tom’s Story of His Life, p. 15. This verse is taken from Third 

Book of Lessons (1835), a textbook in use in British national schools during the period. 
89 Lobb, The Young People’s Illustrated Edition, p. 15.  
90 Ibid.  
91 Ibid., p.16.  
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Henson then represents the ‘happy English child’ as a redeemer, a person that is able to 

transform the world into a better place with their Christian piety who only need but guidance to 

put their ‘many privileges’ into good use, which this edition implicitly aims to provide. This 

representation of the white child redeemer aligns with antebellum abolitionist juvenile literature, 

such as little Eva from Uncle Tom’s Cabin. As Deborah C. De Rose notes, the character of little 

Eva functioned as not only a ‘sanity child’ but also ‘a young abolitionist grounded in political and 

gender politics’ and thus represented the child as an active participant in contemporary political 

discourses.92 Henson’s familiarity with Stowe’s text helped him to adapt the model of little Eva 

into British context of the 1870s. Instead of the gender-specific model of Stowe’s young female 

character, Henson attributes political power to both ‘men and women’ and thus provides a 

relatively more inclusive model. He also contemporises the abolitionist debate concerns by 

addressing current racial issues in British territories and directing philanthropic efforts towards 

supporting missionary projects in Africa. The role of the white child redeemer in Henson’s 

introduction is, of course, conditioned by national and racial affiliations, even as it is not limited 

to specific gender. After all, Henson exclusively addresses the children of the ‘noble country’ of 

England. The heading of his introduction, titled ‘Uncle Tom’s Address to the Young People of 

Great Britain’, further emphasises the nationalistic specificity of Henson’s message and implicitly 

perpetuates ideas about British superior moral character. It presents British empire as the ideal 

vehicle to the spread of Christian civilisation.  

The British Empire is an important context for understanding the function of this edition 

of Henson’s work. Henson’s introduction clearly situates the Lobb edition within a specific type 

 

92 Deborah C De Rosa, Domestic Abolitionism and Juvenile Literature, 1830-1865 (New York: State University of 

New York Press, 2003), p. 11. 
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of imperial juvenile literature. After all, juvenile literature was an important tool for inculcating 

imperial mentalities that justified and encouraged British expansion as part of a supposed 

humanitarian project of civilising the world.93 But to understand the imperial implication of 

Henson’s work, we must consider the connection between contemporary anti-slavery discourses 

and British Empire. Richard Huzzey’s Freedom Burning: Anti-Slavery and Empire in Victorian 

Britain (2012) is especially useful in demonstrating the entanglement of anti-slavery and British 

imperial ideology in Victorian society. He argues that anti-slavery beliefs were a ‘hegemonic 

ideology’ that shaped Victorian society in various ways.94 He explains that Britain’s past role in 

abolishing slavery in its domain, as well as its later participation in assisting American anti-slavery 

campaigns, positions Great Britain as a humanitarian global power against human bondage. This 

rhetoric, as Huzzey’s study interestingly demonstrates, contributed to the brutal expansion of the 

British Empire in Africa.  

Henson would use similar rhetoric in his preface to the juvenile edition of his work. He 

encourages British children to carry on the legacy of their country in the anti-slavery cause by 

urging them to extend it to the spiritual emancipation of the African people through participating 

in British missionaries to Africa. Henson’s, or rather ‘Uncle Tom’s’, lengthy ‘Address to the 

Young People of Great Britain’ then contributes to shaping Britain’s romantic perception of itself 

as a humane power overseas and inherently morally superior nation, even though the reality of its 

 

93 There are several critical examinations of the role of juvenile literature in sustaining, disseminating and even creating 

imperial mentalities among British citizens. Examples include Richards' Imperialism and Juvenile Literature (1989) 

cited above; Kathryn Castle, Britannia’s Children: Reading Colonialism through Children’s Books and Magazines 

(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1996); and M. Daphne Kutzer, Empire’s Children: Empire and 

Imperialism in Classic British Children’s Books (New York: Routledge, 2001). 
94 Richard Huzzey, Freedom Burning: Anti-Slavery and Empire in Victorian Britain (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 

2012), p. 208. 



 

 

128 

colonial project fell far short of this. In so doing, he was shaping this new edition of his work for 

what he believed to be best not only for the Black population in Canada but also in Africa.  

Henson then no longer advocates for Blacks’ mass emigration to Canada as he did in the 

Jewett edition. Instead, the story of his life takes a completely different function as it was rewritten 

for juvenile audiences in England post emancipation era. He presents it as a guide to educate his 

readers about their missionary power and implicitly helped in constructing the character of the 

white British redeemer. This nationalistic tone conveniently aligns with Lobb’s own reformist 

agendas. The name John Lobb, as I have mentioned in the introduction to this chapter, occupies a 

place of obscurity in literary scholarship. The little biographical information we have about Lobb 

comes from two sources, a book he published later in life titled Talks with the Dead (1907) and 

his editing of the weekly paper The Christian Age from 1872 to 1899. In ‘Sketch of the Editor’ 

that he had included in Talks with the Dead, Lobb provides an account of his editorial career taken 

from sources such as Men and Women of the Times (1899) published by George Routledge and 

Sons. We can gather that Lobb worked initially as a preacher for ‘the Primitive Methodist Ministry’ 

and then left his position there for an editorial position in the newly founded paper The Christian 

Age, preferring the ‘commercial sphere’.95 His religious interests continued as he edited the paper 

where he ‘remain[ed] a lay preacher’.96 He was also ‘a member of the School Board for London’.97 

The ‘Sketch of the Editor’ did not specify the years when he was involved in the British education 

sector. However, the fact that columns like ‘Sermons for Children’ and ‘Sunday-School Lessons’ 

were featured in The Christian Age during his editorship suggest that he had an interest in 

 

95 Lobb, Talks with the Dead: Illustrated with Spirit Photographs, p. xix. 
96 Ibid., p. xv.  
97 Ibid., p. xxv.  
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children’s religious education when he published the juvenile edition of Henson’s work. This 

explains Henson’s strange reference to the British school verse in his introduction. As my analysis 

of the previous section has shown, Henson cannily shaped his narrative in accordance with his 

publisher’s interests with the aim to achieve what he believed to be best for his community.  

Lobb juvenile edition differs from any major work on Henson’s life in two aspects. First, 

it uses a joint authorial voice which replaces the usual first-person narrator of previous editions. 

Second, the book is not only autobiography of Henson. It is also a literary biography of ‘Uncle 

Tom’ and a didactic tale for British children. The innovative authorial voice and multi-genre used 

in the Lobb juvenile edition do not undermine Henson’s agency. Instead, they work toward 

strengthening the message he expresses in his introductory note regarding promoting England’s 

missionary role in Africa. Even though the book was advertised as being authored by Lobb, the 

revised text and illustrations included were all completed ‘under [Henson’s] own supervision’, 

stressing Henson’s agency over his work.98 Therefore, the Lobb juvenile edition is a work of 

cooperation where both Henson and Lobb make use of Henson’s link to Uncle Tom for both 

commercial and ideological reasons. The frontispiece to this edition further emphasises this type 

of joint authorship.  

 

98 Lobb, The Young People’s Illustrated Edition, p. 7. 
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Figure 9: The frontispiece to John Lobb, The Young People’s Illustrated Edition of Uncle Tom’s Story of His Life: 

From 1789 to 1877 (London: ‘Christian Age’ Office, 1877) 

  

The defiant formerly enslaved man of the 1858 Jewett edition and the dignified public figure of 

the 1876 Lobb edition were replaced by a sketch that features Henson with his British publisher, 

Lobb (see Figure 9). Henson’s seated position with Lobb standing behind him preforms several 

functions. For one, it represents this ‘new book’, borrowing Lobb’s categorising, as an authorised 
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version of Henson’s life that he himself has approved.99 It also gives the impression that this book 

is a work of cooperation between Lobb and Henson. Thus, concerns about authorship, which 

normally condemned nineteenth-century slave narratives, were partially resolved. This was 

accomplished by adopting this form of collaborative authorship as each person’s part, and 

implicitly message, is clearly distinguishable by using signposting and typographical clues.  

The textual distinction between Henson’s own words and his publisher’s does not present 

conflicting messages. Instead, they both work toward reinforcing each other’s objectives. For 

example, Henson recollects his childhood with his mother and his siblings on Dr McPherson’s 

plantation ‘who was a kind-hearted man and sought to make his slaves as happy as possible’.100 

This part of Henson’s story has typically emphasised the vulnerability of the enslaved position. 

Even with a kind enslaver, Henson and his brothers would eventually be sold in a slave auction 

when Dr McPherson dies of intoxication. In the juvenile edition, Lobb amplified Dr McPherson’s 

intemperance, devoting a chapter to the dangers of ‘tobacco smok[ing]’ and ‘intoxicating 

liquors’.101 He then advises ‘all lads and young men [to] avoid smoking, for it is not only useless, 

but positively pernicious, and is filthy and expensive into the bargain, and often leads to the habit 

of drinking’.102 Lobb expanded this part of Henson’s life (as the details of the slave auction were 

moved to a separate chapter), consequently transforming the narrative into a cautionary tale that 

warns against intemperance. Ostensibly, this use of Henson’s life story seems at first a liberal 

appropriation to serve white identity formation rather than transparently delivering the Black 

experience. Yet, Lobb’s repurposing contributed to the establishment of the British white 

 

99 Lobb, The Young People’s Illustrated Edition, p. 7.  
100 Ibid., p. 21.  
101 Ibid, p. 22.  
102 Ibid, p. 22.  
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redeemer, who Henson presented as a pivotal figure in the missionary projects he had identified in 

his introductory note.  

The juvenile edition then is no longer only an autobiography of Henson. It is also a didactic 

narrative aimed at establishing the identity of the white British child. Lobb depends heavily on 

Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin to disseminate a nationalistic message, which is apparent from the 

first chapter, entitled ‘Why Called “Uncle Tom”’. Lobb informs his young readers about how 

Henson acquired the moniker Uncle Tom. He begins by giving an overview of the American 

slavery system and then describes the impact Stowe’s novel had on mobilising public abolitionist 

efforts and how Henson’s 1848 autobiography inspired her book. Lobb’s discussion abruptly 

changes to elucidating the implications embedded in the appellation ‘Uncle Tom’, steering the 

topic toward an assessment of American and British moral characters. He explains that the name 

of ‘Uncle Tom’ reflects a common naming practice among US enslavers. He explains that is a 

practice that aimed towards objectifying Blacks by depriving them of being ‘called by Christian 

or surnames like white people’ in an effort to ‘destroy all sense of family life, such as we enjoy 

and prize greatly’.103 Lobb’s assessment of the role of slavery in the dehumanisation of Blacks is 

accurate because they were, as he rightly pointed out, treated as ‘property’.104 He, however, uses 

Stowe’s novel rather than Henson’s own life to demonstrate this point. In fact, the opening chapter 

of the Lobb juvenile edition departs from previous editions because it starts by explaining the 

genesis of the name ‘Uncle Tom’ rather than beginning with an account of Henson’s parentage. In 

so doing, the conventional order that the previous editions of Henson’s narrative had used, opening 

the narrative with the phrase ‘I was born’, was sacrificed in favour of amplifying the text’s relation 

 

103 Ibid., p. 17.  
104 Ibid.  
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to Uncle Tom’s Cabin. This new structure establishes Stowe’s novel as an interpretive lens through 

which the British reader could approach Henson’s life story. In so doing, it makes the message that 

Lobb wanted to deliver more accessible by adapting a familiar text, given that Uncle Tom's Cabin 

was a popular read among British children.105 

After all, Stowe’s novel, a text that seemingly deals exclusively with American issues, was 

closely entangled with ideological notions of British moral character since its publication in 1852. 

Audrey Fisch examines the reception of the novel in England and argues that Stowe’s novel came 

to demonstrate the ‘English national superiority’ for its readers across the Atlantic.106 Sarah Meer 

records similar use of Stowe’s text in the British theatrical adaptations as it spreads ideas about 

‘the superiority of British laws and attitudes’.107 The scope of the work of Fisch and Meer covered 

the years prior to 1865. The fact that Lobb made use of Uncle Tom’s Cabin in a similar fashion 

suggests that Stowe’s novel continued to be firmly embedded within British nationalistic ideology 

even after emancipation.  

In fact, the abolition of American slavery provided Lobb with a rhetorical opportunity to 

further emphasise this idea of British moral superiority. Lobb does this by using a highly didactic 

authorial voice, a common tone deployed in juvenile literature. After his explanation of the 

fragility of family within the slavery system, Lobb directly addresses the adult reader mediator, 

determining exactly how the topic of slavery should be discussed with younger readers:  

 

105 Alec Ellis, A History of Children’s Reading and Literature (Oxford: Pergamon Press, 1968), p. 31. 
106 Audrey Fisch, American Slaves in Victorian England, p. 9.  
107 Sarah Meer, Uncle Tom Mania, p. 158. 
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British children who feel indignant at the mention of such horrors must be told 

that slavery was formerly sanctioned and practiced by our own country, and for 

a long time scarcely any one appeared to have thought it wrong.108 

This acknowledgement is at some level a condemnation of England’s past involvement with the 

Atlantic slave trade. It nonetheless highlights a certain type of morality exists in the British 

character who, unlike its American counterpart, is able to transcend its horrific past through 

having a superior conscience. Lobb tells his readers that ‘Great Britain’ was able to get rid of its 

‘vile and hateful’ slavery system not through ‘war’, referencing the bloody American Civil War. 

Instead, it was through ‘many years of self-sacrifice and toil’ where ‘her everlasting honour, set 

all her slaves at liberty at a cost of twenty millions sterling’, with no indication that this money 

was given to enslavers rather than compensating the formerly enslaved.109 Lobb then recycled the 

topic of American slavery in Henson’s and Stowe’s texts to reflect sentiments of British civil 

pride. Nonetheless, these appropriations contribute, in one way or another, to the formation of 

Henson’s white redeemer. 

In this chapter, I demonstrated how Henson collaboratively worked with the different 

publishers of his slave narrative to appropriate his designation as the ‘original Uncle Tom’ for the 

American antebellum and British post-emancipation literary markets. In the next chapter, I look at 

specific British responses to American literary celebrities and continue to demonstrate how 

American celebrities were used to disseminate specific ideologies in England. I examine how and 

to what end the British poet William Cox Bennett used Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s celebrity 

 

108 Lobb, The Young People’s Illustrated Edition of Uncle Tom’s Story of His Life: From 1789-1877, p. 19. 
109 Ibid., p. 20.  
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to construct an idea of transatlantic Anglo-Saxon connectedness that links the two imperial powers 

together based on whiteness, a common language and a shared history.  
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Chapter Three: ‘A Ballad History of England’: William Cox Bennett’s 

Commemorations of Henry Wadsworth Longfellow 

Henry Wadsworth Longfellow is the only American poet to be commemorated in Westminster 

Abbey’s famous Poets’ Corner.1 A bust of Longfellow was erected in 1884 after an arduous 

approval process that started a few months after his death in 1882. The English-based Longfellow 

Memorial Committee collected a petition containing more than four hundred names to support the 

case for the inclusion of an American poet in what was otherwise an exclusively national 

commemorative site. This Committee’s aspiration was not uncommon. During the second half of 

the nineteenth century, commemorative practices swept Europe and the United States as statues, 

busts, plaques and memorial ceremonies honouring authors became commonplace. These 

exemplify the various contemporaneous manifestations of the active cultivation of cultural 

memory in order to establish social cohesion.2 These commemorative objects serve nostalgic 

discourses and act as what Pierre Nora calls lieux de mémoire or ‘sites of memory’ that purport to 

testify to a nation’s continuity across time.3 Nineteenth-century commemorative practices were 

 

1 Westminster Abbey includes the names of several nineteenth-century American people such as politician Robert 

Lowe, author James Russell Lowell and philanthropist George Peabody. These memorials however were not located 

inside Poets’ Corner. Westminster Abbey website enlists two ‘American poets’ other than Longfellow who were 

commemorated there. These are Henry James and T.S. Eliot. Yet, referring to them as American poets is problematic. 

James was granted British nationality a year before his death, and Eliot renounced his American citizenship in 

favourite of a British one in 1927. ‘Famous People / Organisations’, Westminster Abbey <https://www.westminster-

abbey.org/about-the-abbey/history/famous-people-organisations> [accessed 27 April 2021]. 
2 Several critics argued that these practices were aimed toward fostering cultural consensus which was needed due to 

the unrest resulting from the many social, economic, cultural and political transformations. Jeop Leerssen and Ann 

Rigney, ‘Fanning out from Shakespeare’, in Commemorating Writers in Nineteenth-Century Europe: Nation-Building 

and Centenary Fever, ed. by Jeop Leerssen and Ann Rigney (London: Palgrave Macmillan UK, 2014); Christopher 

A. Whatley, ‘Transatlantic Reception and Commemoration of the “Poet of the Scotch”, Robert Burns’, in 

Transatlantic Literature and Author Love in the Nineteenth Century, ed. by Paul Westover and Ann Rowland (London: 

Palgrave Macmillan, 2016), pp. 237–66; Tom Mole, What the Victorians Made of Romanticism: Material Artifacts, 

Cultural Practices, and Reception History (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 2017); Katherine H. Grenier and 

Amanda R. Mushal, Cultures of Memory in the Nineteenth Century: Consuming Commemoration (New York: 

Springer International Publishing, 2020). 
3 Pierre Nora, ‘Between Memory and History: Les Lieux de Mémoire’, Representations, 26, 1989, 7–24 (p. 7). 
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celebratory, affirmative and even triumphalist. Monuments being built for foreign authors such as 

Longfellow suggests a broader shift in cultural perception of individual heroism. Personal 

achievements were no longer limited to national definitions of excellence, though such definitions 

were still important. While the history and advocacy of the English Longfellow Memorial 

Committee demonstrates the transnational aspect of nineteenth-century commemorations of 

authors, it simultaneously reveals the national significance of such memorial practices. After all, 

it was the Committee’s desire to install a bust for a celebrated American in a location steeped with 

nationalistic importance, that sparked lively debates. For this and other reasons, several British 

and American newspapers questioned the propriety of including an American poet in a place that 

exclusively celebrates British poets.4 Furthermore, many US writers were advocating for a 

distinctive body of American literature that was stylistically and thematically independent from 

the literary traditions of Great Britain. The English Longfellow bust campaign therefore challenges 

this conceptualisation of a distinctly American literature by conjuring up the rhetoric of a shared 

literary heritage between Britain and the United States. Thus, Longfellow’s bust, located on a pillar 

near the tomb of Geoffrey Chaucer, came to represent an expansionist conception of Englishness.  

The inclusion of Longfellow’s bust in Poets’ Corner redefines the boundaries of the nation 

state and of English and American literature itself.  It therefore is a significant event for literary 

critics to investigate. Nonetheless, few have pursued this topic; even when discussed, it receives 

uneven treatment. Thomas A. Prendergast’s Poetical Dust: Poets’ Corner and the Making of 

Britain (2015), for instance, reduces any discussion of Longfellow’s bust by placing it in the 

footnotes, acknowledging it as an ‘exception’ to the overall function of Poet’s Corner as a national 

 

4 For more on this debate, see David Haven Blake, ‘“Among the English Worthies”: Longfellow and the Campaign 

for Poets’ Corner’, Critical Survey, 27.3 (2015), 82–104.  
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literary shrine.5 By contrast, though Edward Connery Lathem’s England’s Homage to Longfellow 

(2007) provides accounts of the Longfellow Memorial Committee’s campaign practices and 

includes excerpts from British and American newspapers, his approach is anecdotal.6 Only David 

H. Blake and Sharon Estes critically explore the Longfellow bust campaign by turning to recent 

theories and methodologies of the transatlantic turn in literary studies. Blake examines the 

controversy the bust campaign had created in the British and American newspapers, and contends 

that it had established a discursive space for expressing ‘conflicting ideas about cosmopolitanism 

and national identity’.7 Consequently, the debate over the Longfellow bust paradoxically paved 

the way for constructing what Blake terms a transatlantic ‘ethnocentric fraternity’ among 

American and British ‘elites’ who advocated for the inclusion of the bust in Poets’ Corner.8 Estes’ 

approach to the subject is concerned with explaining what motivated readers to commemorate 

popular poets in such an elaborate way. She focuses on the transatlantic receptions of Longfellow 

in England and Alfred Tennyson in the United States. She attributes the existence of what she calls 

‘inverted audiences’ of popular Anglophone poets to material concerns, arguing that lax 

international copyright laws made these poets more available and, therefore, more popular.9 Their 

popularity contributed to the process of their ‘renationalization’, making them ‘adopted laureates, 

 

5 Thomas A. Prendergast, Poetical Dust: Poets’ Corner and the Making of Britain, Haney Foundation Series 

(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, Inc, 2015), p. 189. 
6 The lack of any analytical examination in Lathem’s book is attributed to the nature of his work. His book is part of 

a larger project funded by the Maine Historical Society to keep account of Longfellow’s impact beyond his hometown. 

Thus, this book is a compilation of multiple sources (e.g. newspaper reports and meeting minutes) rather than a critical 

appraisal. Edward Connery Lathem, England’s Homage to Longfellow: The Westminster Abbey Bust of Henry 

Wadsworth Longfellow, 1884 (Portland: Maine Historical Society, 2007). 
7 Blake, ‘Among the English Worthies’, pp. 99–100. 
8 Ibid. 
9 Sharon Estes, ‘“The American Tennyson” and “The English Longfellow”: Inverted Audiences and Popular Poetry’, 

in Transatlantic Literature and Author Love in the Nineteenth Century, ed. by Paul Westover and Ann Rowland 

(London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016), pp. 75–98 (pp. 75, 92). 
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who inspire affection as the “people’s poets” of a people not their own’.10 The work of both Blake 

and Estes share the understanding that the English Longfellow Memorial Committee embodies a 

transatlantic network of like-minded readers who appreciated Longfellow’s poetry.  

In this chapter, I turn my attention to the role of William Cox Bennett, the little-known 

social reformer, patriotic poet and art critic of the Weekly Dispatch, who spearheaded the 

campaign. Quite simply, the Longfellow bust campaign would not have happened without him. 

He tirelessly managed the campaign for two years but also assembled an intriguing volume when 

the bust project faced major delays and possible cancellation. This incorporates letters from ‘the 

English Longfellow Memorial Committee to “The Longfellow Memorial Association” of 

Cambridge’, Massachusetts, as its title indicates. The US Longfellow Memorial Association, just 

like its British counterpart, was campaigning for a bust for Longfellow to be placed in Cambridge, 

Mass. The volume contains the letters that he had received from public figures who advocated on 

behalf of the Longfellow bust campaign at Poets’ Corner. He assembled it, by gluing the letters in 

a beautifully bound album, a year after he had initiated the Longfellow bust campaign. I suggest 

that this volume is the object he uses to drive an argument that there is both a need, and a desire 

for, the bust. His compilation of multiple scribal texts is one of his tools as well as a key evidentiary 

source. But its existence, though fascinating, does not answer why Bennett so keen to 

commemorate Longfellow. I suggest that he wanted to establish a transatlantic fraternity between 

England and the United States by presenting Longfellow as an object of admiration and respect 

for his British readers. But as a keen reader of Longfellow and patriot, he also wanted to use 

Longfellow strategically to push his own patriotic agenda. Specifically, then, Bennett’s acts of 

 

10 Ibid., pp. 93, 77.  
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commemorations were material manifestations of his own vision of a transatlantic national poetry 

predicated on white masculinity.  

To understand Bennett’s poetic vision, I first turn to his published poetry. Though his work 

is largely forgotten today, he published several volumes throughout his life. I focus on one 

publication in particular, Proposals to and Contributions for a Ballad History of England and the 

States Sprung from Her (1868). This is important for two reasons. First, Bennett sent a copy of the 

book to Longfellow in 1868 as an act of fraternal bonding intimating that Bennett clearly sees 

himself as a fellow poet (see Figure 10).  

 

Figure 10: The title page of Bennett’s Proposals for and Contributions to A Ballad History of England and the States 

Sprung from Her (1868), signed to Longfellow. 

Second, in this volume he lays out the way well-known writers should use their poetical talents 

and literary reputation towards constructing, disseminating and even promoting a cohesive 

collective identity that connects England and the United States. He provides demonstrations using 
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his own poetry to clarify how to best promote this idea. By examining these poems and reflecting 

upon who Bennett chose as recipients of his book, I show that Bennett’s understanding of a 

national identity is founded on an expanded conception of Englishness. This transcends the 

geographies of the British Empire to suggest instead a transatlantic Anglo-Saxon unity. He uses 

literature and constructs an Anglophone literary tradition of Anglophilia to connect seemingly 

different people over ideologies of a shared whiteness, the English language and a common past 

allowing for the inclusion of US white citizens.  

In this chapter, I examine the various positions that Bennett adapted to promote his own 

ideological agenda: a poet, a compiler, and a campaigner. The one thing that these different roles 

have in common is Bennett’s use of Longfellow’s name (and literal face) in strengthening his 

message. I focus specifically on Ballad History and the volume of letters to guide my argument. I 

contend that he pursued the bust campaign because of what Longfellow represented as an 

American literary celebrity in England. As I will explain in this chapter, Longfellow’s public 

image in England reflected a sense of kinship between England and the United States. This 

reception aligned with Bennett’s nationalistic vision expressed in A Ballad History of England. 

His commemorative practices then were the embodiments of a literary tradition of a transatlantic 

Anglo-Saxon fraternity, where he borrowed the influence of the celebrity poet Longfellow to 

promote it. 

My examination of nineteenth-century celebrity in the previous two chapters demonstrated 

its subversive power. The celebrity of Fern and Henson enabled them to overcome racial and 

gendered limitations to gain financially, though both faced many challenges. So far, then, I have 

been examining mid-nineteenth century celebrity culture in relation to the print market. For this 

chapter, I want to investigate the cultural power that celebrity generates not only for the famous 
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individual, as was the case with Fern and Henson, but also for audiences. Bennett’s refashioning 

of Longfellow’s public image does not directly relate to the commercialisation of the literary 

figure, but it certainly responds to it. His use of Longfellow’s name, and later his literal face, 

amplified the meanings associated with Longfellow’s celebrity in England. In so doing, Bennett’s 

use of Longfellow’s public image facilitated, promoted, and even perpetuated pervasive beliefs of 

the superiority of white English-speaking people. In this respect, celebrity functioned to reinforce, 

rather than challenge, established ideologies.   

‘An Appeal to the Poets of England and America’: Constructing a ‘Saxon 

English’ Literature  

I begin my discussion with an examination of Bennett’s literary contributions to demonstrate how 

his later commemorations of Longfellow derived from his own nationalistic vision. I pay particular 

attention to his conceptualisation of a ‘Saxon English’ poetry, a term he frequently uses in his own 

writing. As I have stated, my primary focus is on Ballad History. However, I will also briefly 

examine a poetry volume that he published just over a decade later, Songs for Soldiers (1879). 

Bennett interweaves the words ‘Saxon’ and ‘English’ in many of his poems. However, it is only 

in the prefaces to Ballad History and Songs for Soldiers that he explains what he means in using 

these words, providing a definition of what he calls a ‘Saxon English’ poetry. His understanding 

of this term aims towards establishing national identity. Yet, the two books represent contradictory 

ideas about the basis of this national identity; Ballad History advocates for a transatlantic link 

between England and the United States, while as Songs for Soldiers articulates an extremely 

jingoistic sentiment. What seems like a contradiction is but a reinterpretation of Englishness to 

establish a collective identity among white, English-speaking people. I will discuss his use of the 

term in more detail below. 
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Bennett’s appropriation of Englishness is not surprising. It is already well established in 

literary scholarship that Englishness is not a fixed characterisation and thus is open for 

repurposing. Krishan Kumar, for instance, refers to it as an ‘enigma’, and David Higgins 

acknowledges that it is an ‘unstable’ and ‘heterogenous’ category.11 The racial and cultural 

hybridity of British society, however, made it quite challenging (but not impossible) to base 

Englishness exclusively on ideas of racial purity. Ian Baucom’s examination of the other forms 

that Englishness could take in the nineteenth century is very useful here. He argues that the need 

to find ‘a principle of Englishness that was not racial’ encouraged authors like John Ruskin to turn 

to particular places to invoke a sense of collective English identity.12 He explains that these authors 

used specific spaces to ‘envision Englishness as an unbound seriality, as something that was not 

immanent in the blood but was sort of “second nature”, as something that could be acquired, or 

lost’.13 These ‘English places’ could be constructed ‘not only in England but in the colonies’ to 

‘secure the cultural identity of the colonist and Anglicize, reform, and civilize the colonized’.14 

Baucom’s interpretation demonstrates how Englishness can become a tool for the British Empire’s 

colonising project by constructing a myth of belonging that can be obtained rather than inherited.  

Bennett’s understanding of Englishness does not indicate a spatial theory of identity, nor 

does it suggest racial purity. Rather, it follows a pseudo-genealogical approach that makes use of 

the Anglo-Saxon ideology to establish a collective identity based upon whiteness, the English 

 

11 Krishan Kumar, The Making of English National Identity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), p. ix; 

David Higgins, Romantic Englishness: Local, National and Global Selves, 1780-1850 (London: Palgrave Macmillan 

UK, 2014), p. 9.  
12 Ian Baucom, Out of Place: Englishness, Empire, and the Locations of Identity (Princeton, N.J: Princeton University 

Press, 1999), p. 20. 
13 Ibid.  
14 Ibid., p.17.  
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language and a common past. In this respect, Bennett’s understanding of Englishness resembles 

what Robert Young has identified as the outcome of the exigencies of empire, which forced the 

English to establish an identity that would strengthen the sympathetic bonds between the expatriate 

and domestic communities.15 By the end of the nineteenth century, Englishness is often defined 

alongside (and against) Britishness, because both gained significant importance with the territorial 

expansion of the British Empire. The desire to define oneself against the Other who constitutes the 

British subject then reinvigorated the cultural importance of Englishness. Under these 

circumstances, as Young argues, ‘Englishness was created for the diaspora – an ethnic identity 

designed for those who were precisely not English, but rather of English descent – the peoples of 

the English diaspora moving around the world’.16 Therefore, as Young stresses, Englishness 

became ‘a translatable identity that could be adopted or appropriated anywhere by anyone who 

cultivated the right language, looks, and culture’.17 This particular transferability of ‘Englishness’ 

as a constructed identity made it especially appealing to Bennett. As I will show in this section, he 

uses it as a concept that is able to encapsulate the racial hybridity of the British and include other 

constituents of British society like the Scottish, Welsh and Irish. His conceptualisation of 

Englishness can also expand beyond national borders, traveling across the Atlantic, to include 

white U.S. citizens who were once considered ‘English’ before the independence of the American 

colonies from the British Empire. This approach towards Englishness explains Bennett’s tendency 

to return to the past and to use the ballad genre, history and Anglo-Saxonism. It also anticipates 

 

15 Robert Young, The Idea of English Ethnicity (Malden, MA; Blackwell, 2008), p. 1.  
16 Ibid.  
17 Ibid., pp.1–2. 
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the continuity of ‘Saxon English’ by advocating for present and future unity between England and 

the United States.  

This interpretation of Englishness underlies Bennett’s Longfellow campaign and the 

volume he compiled.  However, it is at odds with his conceptualisation of a ‘Saxon English’ poetry 

expressed in Songs for Solders, a book that he published only three years before launching the 

campaign. In Songs for Soldiers, his use of the term moves in two directions. On the one hand, it 

refers to the linguistic components of the poetical tradition that he proposes. On the other hand, it 

demonstrates its function in establishing a national identity. In terms of its language, he insists that 

poetry must be written in the ‘language of the People, in everyday Saxon English’.18 In so doing, 

he believes, poetry would be free from being ‘the toy of the rich and the luxury of the educated’ 

and thus be more accessible to people across social classes.19 Bennett’s statement implicitly 

recognises the power of poetry in influencing people. This desire of democratising poetry is 

consistent across all of his publications.  

The phrase ‘Saxon English’ deliberately evokes patriotic sentiments, and Songs for 

Soldiers is centred around communicating and developing such feelings. This is not only because 

his volume is addressed to soldiers, a pivotal element of any nation’s continuation, with the aim to 

increase the patriotic zeal in ‘the very class that [the book] takes [its] name from’, and inspire them 

to do ‘their work’.20 It is also because Bennett’s preface to Songs for Soldiers professes the 

dominance of the British Empire through celebrating, and even anticipating, its military success. 

Yet, this optimistic view was not articulated without an underlying anxiety towards the empire’s 

 

18 William Cox Bennett, Songs for Soldiers (London: Diprose & Bateman, 1879), p. 2. 
19 Ibid. 
20 Ibid.  
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possible decline. Bennett claims that even though ‘I love peace – I hate war’, nevertheless the fact 

that ‘all Europe is armed to the teeth’ required immediate military action.21 He addresses his 

readers, ‘is it for us to be Quakers yet? I say “No”, and the mass of Englishmen will echo that 

answer’.22 He then foretells that ‘if we are driven into war, I know well “will fight and will conquer 

again and again [sic]”’, quoting from the patriotic eighteenth-century song ‘Heart of Oak’.23 By 

the nineteenth century, the song ‘Heart of Oak’ was deeply rooted in popular conceptions about 

Britain’s military and naval power and national character.24 It is understandable that Bennett would 

make a reference to it in Songs for Soldiers, given the thematic preoccupation of his book.  

His preface gives the incorrect impression that the poems included in his volume 

demonstrate the specific threat that Europe poses to the British Empire’s destiny to ‘conquer again 

and again’. Yet, Songs of Soldiers was actually addressing the Anglo–Zulu war, as the volume was 

published at the onset of the conflict and the poems included there explicitly refer to it. The Zulu 

kingdom’s efforts to prevent the British from extending their control over Southern Africa was 

one of the key causes of the Anglo-Zulu struggle. The juxtaposition between what Bennett’s 

preface expresses and what his poems deliver suggests that he views European imperial powers 

and African resistance as equal threats to the British Empire’s territorial expansion. Songs for 

Soldiers then situates itself within a general concern about the rise of Continental European powers 

after 1870.25 Bennett, after all, singles out ‘Englishmen’ as the only ones who are able to ‘secure 

 

21 Ibid.  
22 Ibid.  
23 Ibid. The song was composed by David Garrick.  
24 Sylvie Nail, Forest Policies and Social Change in England (Heidelberg: Springer, 2008), pp. 25–34. 
25 For more details, refer to Streets’ chapter ‘The European Threat, Recruiting, and the Development of Martial Race 

Ideology After 1870’ in Heather Streets, Martial Races: The Military, Race, and Masculinity in British Imperial 

Culture, 1857-1914 (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2004), pp. 87–115. 
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peace’ given that the people of ‘all other nations’ are unfit because they are ‘unchristian and so 

barbarous’.26 He thus insists that the ‘Saxon English’ of the British Empire, with their moral and 

intellectual superiority, undertake the ‘sad’ and unwanted burden to be ‘the police of nations’.27 

His attitude is influenced by pseudoscientific racism – by how the social Darwinist theory of 

evolution manifested itself in contemporary global relationships.  

The poems in Songs for Soldiers shape and define an imperial masculinity which is 

essential for Bennett’s conception of a distinct ‘Saxon English’ Empire. We can take the poem 

‘Isandula – Jan 22nd, 1879’ as the prototype for the type of poems featured in the volume. Like the 

other poems, it picks a specific moment of the Anglo–Zulu conflict and saturates it with patriotic 

sentiment. Even in portraying the empire’s loss, Bennett promises eventual triumph, not just 

because of the presumed military strength of British imperial forces but also because Britain’s 

destiny was to rule over the world. The poem features the Battle of Isandlwana, which marks the 

first major encounter between the British Empire and the Zulu Kingdom after the British declared 

their invasion of Zululand in Southern Africa. It ended with a decisive victory for the Zulus as they 

outnumbered the British and managed to kill over 1,300 British troops (out of a force of 1,800). 

The poem opens by referencing the British Empire’s loss:  

A shudder through England, 

The fierce flush we know 

When the cheek burns with shame 

From a foul sudden blow; 28 

 

26 Bennett, Songs for Soldiers, p. 2. 
27 Ibid.  
28 Ibid., p.3  
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This feeling of ‘shame’ as the ‘fell savage slaughtered, and mangled our dead’ is erased by the 

knowledge of British soldiers’ bravery:  

Yet one though lights our darkness, 

Yes–well, well we know 

They fell to a man,  

With their fronts to the foe 29 

The poem continues to inscribe certain characteristics to British soldiers that are often associated 

with hegemonic masculinity. The ‘hearts’ of soldiers are described as ones ‘to which weakness 

and fear cannot come’.30 Even in narrating British defeat that is a ‘proud tale to tell’, the speaker 

believes, because the Zulus would have never won without ‘outnumber[ing]’ the British.31 

Eventually, the speaker promises, 

Victory steam out: 

South, South, England’s succours, 

With fierce gladness go;  

Let Zululand wail 

For the swift coming woe;32 

The poem’s use of racial and gendered language then has a very specific imperial goal as it 

anticipates the expansion of ‘England’ to different parts of Africa.  

Even with the thematic preoccupation of Songs for Soldiers, Bennett reveals the 

Eurocentric concern he had expressed in his preface. To explain this, I will analyse one poem in 

particular: ‘My Faith’. This poem is of particular interest because it differs from others featured in 

 

29 Ibid.  
30 Ibid.  
31 Ibid.  
32 Ibid.   
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the volume in that it does not depict nor respond to a particular historical moment. Instead, it 

expresses a general conviction, a ‘faith’, which is presumably deeply rooted within Bennett’s 

targeted audience. The poem begins with a quote, ‘Peace and good will to all men’, taken from 

Charles Larrabee’s Thoughts on Peace and War (1845). In the original source, Larrabee 

emphasises that national ‘accomplishment and grandeur’ must be measured through a nation’s 

ability to bring about ‘universal peace and good will to all men and to all nations’.33 Even though 

the speaker of ‘My Faith’ agrees with this statement (‘who wills it more that I?’), he nonetheless 

identifies one problem that prevents fulfilling this vision:34 

But yet while Europe lives in arms,  

While marshalled millions are,  

For England’s safety, I’ve alarms,  

Unless she’s braced for war.35 

And for this potential threat that Europe poses to ‘England’s safety’, the speaker stresses, ‘No 

Quakers, men, are we’. 36 The reference to Quakers here is of particular interest, since Quakers are 

pacifists. By distinguishing himself and his audience from Quakers, the speaker stresses upon that 

they desire peace but they are willing to fight for it–– ‘to hold it well to strike for right, Howe’er 

we thirst for peace’.37 The poem ‘My faith’ reiterates almost everything that Bennett expresses in 

his preface with one notable distinction. The speaker is not Bennett but instead, the poem is 

narrated from a soldier’s point of view. Bennett then performs a complex process of deploying the 

speaker’s voice to express his patriotic agenda. In so doing, he does not only write poems for 

 

33 Charles Larrabee, Thoughts on Peace and War (Hartford: Press of Case, Tiffany and Burnham, 1845), p. 10. 
34 Bennett, Songs for Soldiers, p. 4.  
35 Ibid.  
36 Ibid.  
37 Ibid.  
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soldiers but also writes soldiers by construing a model of imperial masculinity that ought to be 

followed.  

Ostensibly, his patriotic views in Songs for Soldiers are at odds with what the Longfellow 

bust campaign seemed to memorialise—that is, the literary achievement of a non-British poet in a 

place synonymous with national symbolism. However, this contradiction is explained in the phrase 

‘Saxon English’ which clearly draws upon the contemporary understanding (and use) of Anglo-

Saxonism. Consequently, it does not exclusively rely on national borders as the primary 

determining factor of national identity. Donald Scragg has helpfully noted that by the nineteenth 

century, Anglo-Saxonism had reached a ‘cultural significance higher than at any time before or 

since’ in both England and the United States.38 Many factors motivated this increasing interest. 

One is the combination of aggressive British imperial expansion and US Manifest Destiny that 

brought many Euro-Americans and white Britons into contact, and conflict, with racial Others. 

Another is that the nineteenth century was a period of the dominance of the science of race on the 

one hand, and increasing scholarly interest in the medieval age on the other. Anglo-Saxonism then 

provided many individuals with a framework to interpret the past and, by implication, to make 

sense of the present.  

Anglo-Saxonism appeared with two distinctive strands in the nineteenth century: racial and 

cultural. Victorian views of racialised Anglo-Saxonism were coated with pseudoscientific 

interpretations that insisted on the inherited superiority of the Anglo-Saxon race in terms of 

 

38 Donald Scragg, ‘The Anglo-Saxons: Fact and Fiction’, in Literary Appropriations of the Anglo-Saxons from the 

Thirteenth to the Twentieth Century, ed. by Donald Scragg and Carole Weinberg (Cambridge, England: Cambridge 

University Press, 2006), pp. 1–21 (p. 20). 
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physicality, morality, and intellect.39 This racialised attitude explained the presumed dominance 

of Great Britain and the United States in the world and would be pervasive in colonial writings by 

the end of the century, most notably in Rudyard Kipling’s ‘The white Man’s Burden’ (1899). The 

cultural strand of nineteenth-century Anglo-Saxonism idealised the political system of the Anglo-

Saxons, conceptualising it as an early representative of freedom, one able to protect liberty against 

any form of authoritarianism. Frederick Douglass, for instance, repeatedly turned to the political 

culture of Anglo-Saxonism, as Elisa Tamarkin has convincingly argued.40 He particularly used the 

Magna Carta to condemn slavery and portrayed the governmental system of the United States as a 

disoriented version of the more equitable Anglo-Saxon jurisprudence.41  

At times, the cultural and racial strands of Anglo-Saxonism overlapped, as Owen Clayton 

shows in his analysis of Tennyson’s poetry.42 At other times, they took shape as two distinctive 

entities. Thomas Carlyle, for instance, had famously described the governmental system in the 

United States as a ‘formless’ Saxon tribal order. The implication of this analogy is that the Norman 

invasion aided the Anglo-Saxons in improving their governmental structures.43 He nonetheless 

believed in the superiority of the Anglo-Saxons.44 Like other Victorians, Carlyle came to see 

Anglo-Saxonism as encapsulating a collective English identity that was simply ‘the best-known 

 

39 Reginald Horsman, Race and Manifest Destiny: The Origins of American Racial Anglo Saxonism (Cambridge, MA: 

Harvard University Press, 1981), pp. 25–77. 
40 Elisa Tamarkin has examined the implication of Douglass, and other African Americans, turning to Anglo-Saxonism 

in establishing what she has termed ‘black Anglophilia’ with England. Elisa Tamarkin, Anglophilia: Deference, 

Devotion, and Antebellum America (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2008), pp. 231–46. 
41 Ibid.  
42 Owen Clayton, ‘We’re All Anglo-Saxons Now: Alfred Tennyson and the United States’, Victorian Review, 43.1 

(2017), 87–110 (p. 89). 
43 Quoted in Michael Modarelli, The Transatlantic Genealogy of American Anglo-Saxonism (New York: Taylor & 

Francis, 2018), p. 198. 
44 Reginald Horsman, ‘Origins of Racial Anglo-Saxonism in Great Britain before 1850’, Journal of the History of 

Ideas, 37.3 (1976), 387–410 (pp. 399–401). 
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term to denote that mix of Celtic, Saxon, Norse and Norman blood which now flows in united 

stream in the veins of the Anglo-Saxon peoples’.45 Anglo-Saxonism can also extend to express a 

kind of connection with Euro-Americans in the United States, as Reginald Horsman has shown in 

discussing the pervasiveness of a rhetoric of transatlantic kinship after the 1850s on both sides of 

the Atlantic.46  

Bennett’s referencing of Anglo-Saxonism in establishing a cohesive national identity, then, 

is neither unique nor uncommon. He uses it to imagine a unique ‘English’ Empire that justifies the 

expansion of British Empire while simultaneously destabilising it by forging a transatlantic 

national identity with people from the United States. This understanding was implied in Songs for 

Soldiers because Bennett’s motivation for publishing it was to establish a clear sense of the ‘Saxon 

English’ imperial presence. However, it was in Ballad History that he fully developed his 

theorisation of an imperial identity despite the fact that it was published about a decade before 

Songs for Soldiers. In Ballad History Bennett uses the term ‘Saxon English’ to refer to the 

linguistic elements and the nationalist function of the literary tradition that he proposes. Ballad 

History, however, differs from Songs for Soldiers by including two important additions. First, it 

demonstrates that his understanding of a national identity is in fact transatlantic in its scope. 

Second, he explicitly establishes the role of well-known literary figures in disseminating the 

literary tradition that he proposes. 

Ballad History contains over thirty poems prefaced by a long introduction. His reference 

to the ballad genre aligns with his project of making poetry accessible to readers across social 

 

45 Paul B. Rich, Race and Empire in British Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), p. 25. 
46 Horsman, Race and Manifest Destiny, pp. 94–96. 
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classes. After all, the ballad is traditionally a popular form of oral poetry. Since Wordsworth and 

Coleridge’s publication of the Lyrical Ballads in 1790, however, it had been associated with 

accessible printed poetry. Therefore, it fits Bennett’s aim to create poetry ‘for the people’.47 

Furthermore, his choice of a literary tradition that was also popular in Scotland, Wales and Ireland 

suggests that his conceptualisation of a ‘Saxon English’ poetry encapsulates the cultural and racial 

hybridity of the United Kingdom. Therefore, his use of the ballad genre sets him within the national 

literary tradition that he aims to establish. As Michael Cohen shows, ballads came to function as a 

‘literary nation building’ device for several American and British authors.48 Cohen focuses on 

Francis James Child’s anthology of English and Scottish Popular Ballads (1882–98) and its 

relation to Thomas Percy’s Reliques of Ancient English Poetry (1765). His main concern is 

examining the implications of transmitting the oral tradition of the ballad into writing (with many 

revisions) and therefore aligning it with certain nationalistic values. He explains that ballads, as 

‘cultural institutions in the era of nation building’, had the ability to offer ‘the prospect of 

materializing the vanishing traditions of antiquity, thereby stabilising the folk past and making it 

immanent to the present’.49 Bennett uses the genre not to anthologise but to construct. In the 

preface to Ballad History, he ‘appeal[s] to the poets of England and America’ to compose a 

‘national ballad history for the people’.50 Therefore, he proposes a literary tradition that is yet to 

be written. In so doing, he repurposes the Romantic tradition of the ballad popularised by Coleridge 

and Wordsworth to forge a national identity. Bennett urges poets to use the past as a source of 

 

47 William Cox Bennett, Proposals for and Contributions to a Ballad History of England and the States Sprung from 

Her (London: Hamilton, Adams & Co., 1868), p. ix. 
48 Michael Cohen, ‘Popular Ballad: Rhythmic Remediations in the Nineteenth Century’, in Meter Matters: Verse 

Cultures of the Long Nineteenth Century, ed. by Jason David Hall (Athens: Ohio University Press, 2011), pp. 196–

216 (p. 206). 
49 Ibid., p. 207.  
50 Bennett, Ballad History, p. ix.  
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inspiration, to make ‘English history’ known ‘to the English people’ by utilizing the ‘measureless 

power’ of the ballad to ‘weave through the existence of the many, nobility of the knowledge of the 

achievements of our noblest’.51 His statement proposes to construct a collective form of memory, 

to familiarise the masses with ‘the achievements of our noblest’ which makes the present, the 

‘existence’ of the ‘English people’, more comprehendible.  

His ‘appeal’ also demonstrates the transatlantic scope of his project. It is not only because 

he was exhorting the poets of ‘America’ to join him in composing a specific ‘national ballad 

history of England [emphasis mine]’.52 It is also because he deliberately uses an extended form of 

‘English’ identity in his reference to people from the United States. Bennett begins his ‘appeal’ by 

identifying two distinct recipients of his message, poets of ‘England’ and of ‘America’. This 

distinction, however, quickly collapses into ‘English poets’ as he proceeds to explain his literary 

proposal. This was not a slip of the pen. Indeed, he acknowledges that his use of a single label to 

refer to two distinctive people is intentional because ‘in the word English I include rejoicingly 

those of the mighty States beyond the Atlantic’.53 His expansive usage of the term emphasises that 

his understanding of a national identity is in fact an extended version of Englishness. This is also 

implied by the target readers he imagines for his proposed literary tradition. He declares that he 

wanted poets to ‘aid me in giving the English-speaking peoples of to-day and of the future the 

blessing and the treasure of such a National Ballad and Song literature’.54 The use of the plural 

form ‘English-speaking peoples’ demonstrates his broad interpretation of an ‘English’ identity.  

 

51 Ibid., pp. ix, x.  
52 Ibid., p. xi.  
53 Ibid.  
54 Ibid. 
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His purpose for reaching out to the ‘English poets’ of England and the United States is 

solely ideological. He explains that he wanted to educate ‘the millions of the English race’ about 

‘the great deeds of their fathers’.55 Such an education is necessary, he stresses, because the ‘Saxon’ 

race will inevitably be ‘the all-ruling one’—an explicit linking of nationalism with concepts of 

Anglo-Saxon supremacy.56 His ‘appeal’ to ‘English poets’ to construct a ‘national ballad history 

of England’ then indicates a process of writing a cultural history. It is aimed towards establishing 

a transatlantic national identity of Englishness that creates a distinctive ‘English’ Empire which 

redefines nineteenth-century political geographies.  

His proposal for a transatlantic yet national Anglophone literary tradition is possible, then, 

because it is racially and linguistically oriented instead of defined by national frontiers. It is a 

literature of a pseudo-genealogical Englishness, rather than imperial Britishness. It celebrates the 

success of Anglo-Saxon men, with all the racial and cultural hybridity that this term encapsulates, 

and is for the consumption of white, English-speaking audiences. It is aimed towards establishing 

a transatlantic fraternity merging two countries that are seemingly at political odds through 

hegemonic discourses of a shared bloodline, the English language, and common feelings. The 

poems included in the book are significant because they act as Bennett’s own ‘contributions to a 

ballad history of England and the states sprung from her’, quoting part of the long title. Thus, they 

function as the literary paradigm through which the transatlantic ‘Saxon English’ fraternity is best 

expressed. The thirty-three poems included in the book—some of them original, others reprinted 

from previous publications—are organised chronologically according to the historical events they 

depict. They feature several major moments in the history of England and the United States. Ballad 

 

55 Ibid.  
56 Ibid.  
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History opens with a poem, beginning with ‘the Fall of Harald Hardrada’ after the Norwegian king 

Harald Sigurdsson unsuccessfully attempted to claim the English throne in 1066 immediately 

before the Battle of Hastings, and ending with a forged political and cultural alliance with the 

United States in a poem entitled ‘Our Great England Over the Water’, dated 1868. The only poems 

that lack dates as subtitles are ‘Our Glory Roll’ and ‘O My Land, Motherland’. The absence of any 

specific dates evokes a sense of patriotism that celebrates the unity of the ‘Saxon blood’ across 

time.57 Bennett’s consistency of citing specific dates as subtitles of his poems demonstrates how 

crucial it is for him to appropriate historical events to express his patriotic message. He uses it to 

ground his argument about the progress of ‘Saxon English’ firmly in reality through using a 

seemingly authoritative source –– history.  

What all of this shows is that Bennett’s approach to history is teleological. He uses the past 

to experiment with present possibilities. Yet, any act of remembrance involves selective forgetting. 

Examining how Bennett represents historical events in his poetry is important to determine how 

he forges a transatlantic ‘Saxon English’ national identity. Beginning with the year 1066 is not 

arbitrary; it is the year historically associated with the violent end of the Anglo–Saxon rule of 

England with the Norman invasion. In his reference to this historical moment, Bennett implicitly 

aligns himself with popular English writers of the time whose appropriation of Anglo-Saxon 

culture had been pivotal in shaping a collective national identity. His reference to this historical 

moment draws upon the myth of a ‘Norman Yoke’ imposed on the native Anglo-Saxon liberties 

and political institutions, which was popularised throughout most of the nineteenth century by the 

opening chapter of Walter Scott’s Ivanhoe (1819).  

 

57 Ibid., p. 126. 
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Scott’s use of Anglo-Saxonism in Ivanhoe, as Andrew Sanders argues, paved the way for 

establishing a sense of Britishness through its ‘favour[ing] of the political advantages of 

amalgamation’ with the Normans.58 Scott’s conceptualisation of a ‘British’ identity envisions ‘the 

modern British class system as a consequence of this racial transference’ embodied in the Anglo-

Norman union.59 Similar to Scott, Bennett returns to the early history of England to construct a 

contemporary national identity. Unlike Scott, however, Bennett uses the Anglo-Saxon past in 

favour of a specific formulation of Englishness over Britishness. This preference is implied in what 

Bennett chooses to amplify in Ballad History. The first poem in his collection, ‘The Fall of Harald 

Hardrada’, depicts a historical moment slightly preceding the Norman Conquest and celebrates the 

victory of the Anglo-Saxons against the Vikings in the Battle of Stamford Bridge. Choosing to 

begin with an Anglo-Saxon triumph instead of depicting the Norman–Saxon conflict ostensibly 

sets England’s history within a very specific ‘Saxon’ moment. Yet, the fact that this victory is 

pyrrhic—as it contributed to the defeat at the Battle of Hastings— implies that Bennett, like Scott, 

appropriated Anglo-Saxonism in support of the Anglo-Norman polity. 

This specification of a ‘Saxon’ beginning paves the way for a genealogical formulation of 

a collective English identity. This can be seen in the poem ‘Our Great England Over the Water’. 

This poem is subtitled with the same date that corresponds with the publication of Ballad History 

and thus makes a commentary about current Anglo-American relations. The poem explicitly 

expresses an idea of England’s political and cultural oneness with the United States. Its opening 

 

58 For more about Scott’s use of the Anglo-Saxon culture in his Waverley novels, see Andrew Sanders, ‘“Utter 

Indifference?”: The Anglo-Saxons in the Nineteenth-Century Novel’, in Literary Appropriations of the Anglo-Saxons 

from the Thirteenth to the Twentieth Century, ed. by Donald Scragg and Carole Weinberg (Cambridge, England: 

Cambridge University Press, 2006), pp. 157–73 (p. 160). 
59 Ibid., p. 159.  
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lines eliminate the differences between the two countries: ‘Two nations? pshaw! nonsense! two 

peoples? we’re one’.60 It proceeds to specify how England and the United States form a single 

nation through the rhetoric of kinship. The speaker refers to the United States as ‘[o]ur 

motherland’s mightiest daughter!’61 Using a maternal metaphor, which drastically differs from the 

language of masculinity that Bennett deployed elsewhere in his poems, implies that the 

relationship between England and its former colony is based on harmony, unity, and love. 

Bennett’s consistency in using dates as subtitles for most of the poems, beginning with 1066 and 

ending with 1868, suggests both the continuity of the Anglo-Saxon legacy and the opportunity to 

extend it beyond the spatial limits of contemporary England by including the modern United 

States.  

This transatlantic Anglo-Saxon unity embedded in Bennett’s use of ‘Saxon English’ poetry 

is further woven by what he chooses to exclude. His treatment of the history of England, covering 

over eight hundred years, has two major omissions. First, there is no reference to the American 

Revolution. Second, there is no indication, no matter how brief, of the non-white subjects of the 

British Empire. Instead, his poems are more Eurocentric in that they are preoccupied with 

celebrating the heroism of the English military against other European forces. Examples include 

poems that depict England’s naval battles against the French (‘Nelson’s Bridge’, ‘The False 

Alarm’ and ‘Trafalgar’) and the Crimean War (‘Cossack We Will Never Be’, ‘Hark! The Wolves 

Are on the Track’, ‘Balaclava’ and ‘Inkermann’).  

 

60 Ibid., p. 117.  
61 Ibid. 
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Bennett’s poems, therefore, are more concerned with defining Saxon English against other 

forms of European whiteness. This concern is also apparent in the poems that address Britain’s 

collaboration with non-English countries. I will demonstrate my point by analysing the poem 

‘Cossack We Will Never Be’. Like most of the poems featured in Ballad History, the poem is 

subtitled with a date and thus responds to a specific historical moment. The year 1853 marked the 

start of the Crimean War, in which Britain and France took up arms together to defend the Ottoman 

Empire against the encroaching Russian forces. The war received unprecedented media coverage 

in British papers, including from war correspondents stationed at the front, who played an 

influential role in raising public awareness of bureaucratic incompetence.62 Tennyson, the Poet 

Laureate, was inspired to write his influential poem ‘The Charge of the Light Brigade’ in 1854. 

As Stefanie Markovits has argued, Tennyson’s poem accommodates ‘a complex negotiation of the 

terrain of patriotic martial poetry from the midst of a war that was notoriously marked more by 

dissonance than by harmony’.63 The Crimean War was thus deeply associated with the British 

popular imagination and national literature when Bennett wrote the poem in 1868.  

Bennett’s poem, however, is not a poetic response to a current conflict. It is, instead, an 

interpretation of the legacy that the war left to situate its meaning in the present moment. The poem 

emphasises that the Crimean War was, in fact, not a general ‘blunder’ (as in Tennyson’s ‘The 

 

62 For a discussion on the propagandising role that British newspaper had undertook during the Crimean War, refer to 

Stefanie Markovits, The Crimean War in the British Imagination (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 

pp. 12–62. 
63 Stefanie Markovits, ‘Giving Voice to the Crimean War: Tennyson’s “Charge” and Maud’s Battle-Song’, Victorian 

Poetry, 47.3 (2009), 481–503 (p. 481). 
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Charge of the Light Brigade’, where he picked up the word from a Times account).64 Without this 

war, the speaker insists, Russia would march . . . 

. . . from wrong to wrong;  

Bolder—year by year, more nigh,  

All our danger now we see;65 

 

The word ‘now’ in the last line makes the war more relevant to the present moment. It emphasises 

that the Crimean war was imperative to prevent the future ‘danger’ that Russia poses. ‘Soon or 

late’, the speaker insists, the British will be ‘forced to fling them [the Russians] back with war’.66 

Otherwise, Russia would put Europe’s ‘freedom’ in jeopardy.67  

The poem continues to emphasise the inevitability of the war against Russia to secure 

Europe’s liberty by downplaying its implication in helping a declining Ottoman Empire. The 

reference to ‘Turkey’ is reduced to two lines in a long poem that consists of forty.  

More than wishes—Europe’s swords  

Turkey needs to foil the Czar 68 

 

 ‘Europe’s swords’, of course, refers to the British–French political alliance. The phrase ‘to foil 

the Czar’ does not fully capture the role of the war in defending the Ottoman Empire against an 

encroaching Russia. Instead, it represents the war as the outcome of continuous efforts to purge 

Europe from a tyranny: 

 

64 Kathryn Ledbetter, Tennyson and Victorian Periodicals: Commodities in Context (London: Taylor & Francis, 2016), 

p. 124. 
65 Bennett, Ballad History, p. 101.  
66 Ibid.  
67 Ibid.  
68 Ibid.  
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Boldly Poland fought our fight; 

Poland had our hopes and fears;  

Hungary stood for Europe’s right;  

Europe helped her but with tears; 69 

 

This representation of Russia’s imperial relation with Poland and Hungary becomes even more 

significant when the poem is read as part of a more extended project of shaping history. Ballad 

History depicts different European imperial powers in contrasting ways. ‘Cossack We Will Never 

Be’ represents Russia as a totalitarian regime that gains control through ‘nations’ blood and 

tears’.70 Conversely, ‘Our Great England Over the Water’ portrays Britain as a benevolent, even 

motherly, imperial power. These representations are predictable given the patriotic focus of Ballad 

History. They also work towards strengthening the book’s message about the destiny of a ‘Saxon 

English’ Empire to be the ‘all-ruling’ one as a Christian and civilised power.71  

 Yet, the poem’s assertion of the ability of ‘Europe’s swords’— the Anglo–French 

alliance—to suppress the ‘danger’ that Russia imposes momentarily sabotages the establishment 

of an exclusive ‘Saxon English’ unity. Bennett uses poetic devices, specifically the epigraph and 

refrains, to ensure that the poem’s depiction of ‘Europe’s swords’ does not translate into equal 

imperial standing. The poem opens with an epigraph quoting Napoleon Bonaparte: ‘In fifty years, 

Europe will be Republican or Cossack’.72 Bennett attributes the epigraph to Bonaparte, eliminating 

 

69 Ibid.  
70 Ibid. 
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any doubt about the person who uttered it. This epigraph does not only set the poem’s mode but 

also shapes it. The poem begins with the following:   

Hark! I hear a warning voice;  

St. Helena sends it forth:73  

 

This opening is not the first example of how the poem breaks its temporal dimension to make a 

statement. The speaker ‘hear[s]’ in 1853 a ‘warning voice’ from the exiled Bonaparte in St. Helena. 

This voice speaks the following lines,  

“Fated Europe, make thy choice,  

Chains or freedom–West or North;  

Choose; ere fifty years are by, 

Europe shall be wholly free,  

Or in fetter doomed to lie,  

Cossack Europe, though shalt be”74 

 

The rest of the poem uses refrains to challenge Bonaparte’s prediction as every stanza ends with 

these two lines: 

Free we’ll live, and free we’ll die;  

Cossack, we will never be.75  

 

By beginning a poem about the Crimean War by referencing the Battle of Waterloo, Bennett 

presents both Russia and France as tyrannical European forces despite current (and by implication 

 

73 Ibid.  
74 Ibid.  
75 Ibid., pp. 100-2 
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future) alliances. Furthermore, what the Crimean War and Battle of Waterloo have in common is 

the proactive role the British took in fighting back against an encroaching European empire. This 

complex usage of poetic devices presents Britain as a power that can preserve liberty.  

My discussion of Songs for Soldiers and Ballad History has demonstrated the imperial 

implication that underlines Bennett’s formulation of a transatlantic ‘Saxon English’ national 

identity. I now turn to its connection with nineteenth-century celebrity. His ‘appeal’ in the preface 

to Ballad History tells ‘poets of England and America’ the qualities he feels they must need to 

maintain. He appeals ‘to pens, both in England and America, immeasurably more powerful than 

my own’, to join him in a transatlantic project to establish a ‘national ballad history for the people’ 

that express ‘our national progress’.76 From the outset, he acknowledges that certain people are 

more capable of disseminating certain ideas. His reference to ‘powerful pens’ suggests he chooses 

his candidates based on their literary merits. However, examining the specific recipients to whom 

he chose to send his book reveals another layer of meaning of his use of ‘powerful pens’. Bennett 

sent copies of his Ballad History to three influential and highly esteemed writers, Alfred Tennyson, 

Charles Dickens and Henry Wadsworth Longfellow. The inclusion of Dickens suggests that his 

proposal of a ballad history of England corresponds to other articulations of Englishness such as 

those characterising Dickens’ highly popular works. Indeed, Bennett recognises the power of all 

forms of literature to disseminate ideas, preferring the literary over nonfiction forms of textual 

production. He stresses that ‘it is due to the literature of fiction, not to that of fact, that any living 

knowledge of their forefathers reaches nine-tenths of the Englishmen of today’.77 His statement 

implies his awareness of a general preference for fiction among his targeted audience, which he 

 

76 Ibid., p. xi. 
77 Ibid.  
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aims to exploit to disseminate his ideological agenda by urging popular Anglophone fiction writers 

to become participants. I move next to examine Longfellow’s position as a literary celebrity in 

England better to understand how he became a suitable candidate to promote Bennett’s idea of 

transatlantic Anglo-Saxon unity.  

‘The Glorious Bede-roll of Our Saxon Song’: Longfellow’s Celebrity in 

England  

What did Bennett see in Longfellow that prompted him to send a signed copy of Ballad History as 

a silent invitation to join him in his pursuit to establish ‘Saxon English’ literature? To start to 

answer this I turn to Longfellow’s own writing. Since he wrote several poems using the ballad 

form, such as his collection Ballads and Other Poems (1842), it might have been his expertise in 

balladry that motivated Bennett to reach out to him. However, Bennett’s decision to send a copy 

of his work to Dickens implies that writing in a certain literary genre was not a deciding factor for 

him. Furthermore, the manner by which his commemorations made use of Longfellow permits 

another interpretation. Bennett either used Longfellow’s literal face (the bust) or his name (the 

volume of letters) to make his campaign, but never his poems. Although Bennett undoubtedly had 

the opportunity, he chose not to include any of Longfellow’s poems in the volume he compiled 

nor held public reading for fundraising, as I will elaborate in the next section. This suggests that 

Bennett was working with Longfellow’s public image as an American literary celebrity in 

England, rather than the author of specific poems. This is because Longfellow’s reception in 

England corresponded with Bennett’s vision of a transatlantic Anglo-American unity. This section, 

then, explains how the cultural representations of Longfellow in England as an American literary 

celebrity would influence Bennett’s later commemorations of him.  
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By the time Bennett published Ballad History Longfellow was already in England on a 

well-publicised tour, and was an established writer who had been publishing for almost forty-three 

years. For at least twenty-five of them, he had enjoyed a luminous reputation across social classes 

in England.78 His transatlantic popularity was not only the result of his literary works. It was also 

the product of a complex process of commodifying his books for the British literary marketplace, 

which helped to increase his cultural capital and shape his public image.  Inadequate international 

copyright laws contributed to Longfellow’s fame in England. On 17 June 1868, Essex Standard 

published an article acknowledging that Longfellow’s ‘words are in the mouths of thousands to 

whom our Tennyson is only partially familiar’ because of how ‘the unsatisfactory state of the 

copyright law has promoted the great circulation’ of his works.79 In comparing Longfellow and 

Tennyson, the Essex Standard bestows the American poet with a cultural and economic value 

exceeding that of the poet laureate of Britain. His name was ‘a household word’, and he had 

become a ‘companion’ to ‘the English people’ because his books were available in various prices, 

making them more affordable for people across social classes.80 Simultaneously, the existence of 

different editions of Longfellow’s works attests to his commercial worth for British publishers.  

Transatlantic literary circulations, however, do not occur without some level of revisions. 

At times, these were subtle, for instance the simple insertion of a new title page with the British 

publisher’s details. But they could involve significant textual or paratextual modifications, creating 

another layer of interpretation. We can also determine how reprints shape the public image of a 

particular author, as my chapters on Fern and Henson have demonstrated. Critical examinations of 

 

78 Christoph Irmscher, Longfellow Redux (Champagne-Urban: University of Illinois Press, 2007), p. 23. 
79 ‘Longfellow in England’, Essex Standard (Colchester, 17 June 1868). 
80 Ibid.  
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the British editions of Longfellow’s work do not fully explain how reprints influenced the 

construction of his public image as an American celebrity in England. Clarence Gohdes examines 

the authorised British editions of Longfellow’s work covering a long period from 1835 to 1878. 

His article, however, was primarily concerned with business exchanges between Longfellow and 

British publishers to demonstrate ‘the devices’ publishers used ‘to solve the problem presented by 

the lack of a proper international copyright law’.81 Gohdes does not provide any information about 

the textual and paratextual conditions of the British editions of Longfellow’s works and their 

implications for shaping his reception in England. Furthermore, his preoccupation with authorised 

works captures only a fraction of how Longfellow’s books appeared to the British reader, as cheap, 

pirated editions of his works saturated the British literary marketplace. Another critic that 

examines British editions of Longfellow’s work is Katie McGettigan. She focuses on unauthorised 

British reprints, taking into consideration the material conditions of Longfellow’s work in 

England. Her examination of Bogue’s editions of Evangeline (1850) and Hyperion (1853) 

demonstrates how these editions deployed illustrations to insist on presenting ‘both text and book 

as American artefacts’.82 She notes that ‘this symbiosis between American poem and British book 

articulated Longfellow’s cosmopolitan vision for US national culture’.83 McGettigan’s analysis 

implies that there was at least some level of interpretation of Longfellow’s poetry in its 

transatlantic circulation even if it did not undergo the extreme recontextualising that some other 

works went through, such as those of Josiah Henson.  

 

81 Clarence Gohdes, ‘Longfellow and His Authorized British Publishers’, PMLA, 55.4 (1940), 1165–79 (p. 1178). 
82 McGettigan, p. 741. 
83 Ibid., pp. 742-3.  
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By 1868, Longfellow’s public image had become deeply entangled within the rhetoric of 

transatlantic kinship. The intense media coverage that followed his British tour that year 

demonstrated his position as a transatlantic celebrity. The press provided details about how he was 

received by his British readers upon his arrival to Liverpool (he was ‘cheered by a large crowd’); 

by the family members who accompanied him (his ‘three daughters and Mr. Appleton, the poet’s 

brother-in-law’); the places he visited (‘Carlisle at half-past nine on Thursday night’); and the 

famous people he met (the poet Charles Kent and Charles Dickens).84 These reports suggest a 

general interest in Longfellow not only as a poet but also as a celebrity whose private life might 

intrigue readers. Some reports went beyond providing specific details of the poet’s journey and 

were saturated with Anglophilic sentiments. They frequently deployed the language of love and 

friendship between England and the United States. An article published in The Times on 15 June 

warmly welcomed Longfellow, asserting the ‘old country beats with genuine affection towards the 

people of the great American republic’.85 The use of ‘old country’ to describe England’s tie to a 

former colony is telling because it suggests a relationship between an experienced, even parental, 

party to a youthful one. It further implies a kinship-based connection built upon love and ‘genuine 

affection’. Likewise, the Pall Mall Gazette comments on Longfellow’s enthusiastic reception by 

his British readers in an article published on 27 July, noting it is ‘more than a simple compliment 

to the poet; there is evidence of friendship for the poet’s country’.86 The Times and Pall Mall 

Gazette were only two examples of several publications that viewed Longfellow as an American 

representative whose presence in England elicited feelings of transatlantic mutual appreciation, 

 

84 ‘Morning Express’, Manchester Times (Manchester, 13 June 1868); ‘Mr. Longfellow’, Morning Post (London, 15 

June 1868); ‘Multiple News Items’, The Standard (London, 13 June 1868); ‘Mr. Longfellow’, Sheffield Independent 

(Sheffield, 21 July 1868); ‘Local and General’, Leeds Mercury (Leeds, 20 July 1868).  
85 ‘The Poet Longfellow in England’, The Times (London, 15 June 1868). 
86 ‘This Evening’s News’, Pall Mall Gazette (London, 27 July 1868). 
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sympathy and, above all, familial ties. One implication of this reception is that Longfellow was no 

longer only a poet. As a celebrity in England, his name came to represent an affinity that went 

beyond the literary sphere and included a cultural unity and kinship between the two countries.   

The responses to Longfellow’s British visit inspired similar sentiments. His fame had long 

stimulated various reactions in England, including satirical parodies of his poems.87 I will focus 

on two texts, one written and one visual, which together provide valuable insights into what 

Longfellow came to represent in England. They depict him as a key celebrity who exerted an 

influence on his British readers. The first is a widely circulated welcome poem entitled 

‘Longfellow in England’ signed by ‘C. K.’, which was published in The Times on 3 July 1868. 

The second is Julia Margaret Cameron’s famous photograph of Longfellow taken during his tour. 

Cameron’s photographic text requires a complex process of reading Longfellow’s image to grasp 

the meanings both she and Longfellow wanted to communicate. 

The poem ‘Longfellow in England’ became popular in (supposedly) capturing how 

Longfellow’s British readers felt about him. Octavius B. Frothingham eventually included the 

poem in his book The Complete Prose Works of Henry Wadsworth Longfellow (1883) to attest to 

the poet’s popularity across the Atlantic.88 The significance of the poem is in its indication of what 

 

87 Hamilton collects the satirical poems of Longfellow’s poems, in addition to other American and British poets, in 

British papers including Punch magazine. Walter Hamilton, Parodies of the Works of English and American Authors, 

Collected and Annotated by W. Hamilton (London: Reeves & Turner, 1885), II. 
88 The wide circulation of ‘Longfellow in England’ was partly due to the literary reputation of the person who 

composed it. It was generally attributed to Charles Kingsley, but Frothingham claims it was written by Charles Kent. 

Octavius B. Frothingham, The Complete Prose Works of Henry Wadsworth Longfellow with His Later Poems 

Illustrated with a Biographical Sketch by Octavius B. Frothingham (Boston: Houghton Mifflin and Company, 1883), 

p. 1374. 
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Longfellow came to symbolise there. Its opening lines forge a transatlantic unity which 

Longfellow engenders: 

 Welcome to England, thou whose strains prolong  

 The glorious bede-roll of our Saxon song: 

 Ambassador and Pilgrim-Bard in one,  

 Fresh from your home – the home of WASHINGTON.  

 On hearths as sacred as thine own, here stands 

 The loving welcome that thy name commands.89 

 

The poem begins by suggesting a form of continuity that Longfellow’s presence in England 

evoked. This is articulated not only in terms of a literary tradition but also in how the poem 

suggests a cultural and linguistic unity and shared origin. The phrase ‘bede-roll of our Saxon song’ 

brings these together and includes the myth of a common past to establish a contemporary 

transatlantic connection by deploying a medieval term. According to the Oxford English 

Dictionary, ‘bede-roll’, appearing under the forms ‘bead-roll’ and ‘bed-roll’, was originally used 

in the 1500s and referred to the list of names that would receive special prayers during Sunday 

services. The list usually included parish donors and eventually came to convey social prestige. 

As Eamon Duffy notes, the contributors ‘saw themselves, and were seen by others, as benefactors 

bestowing a spiritual amenity on their parish, and such benefactions earned one an honoured place 

in the parish bede-roll’.90 Therefore, having one’s name on this list granted social esteem by 

publicising their good qualities because donors’ names would be read out loud after Sunday 

prayers, often with a detailed description of their contributions. By the nineteenth century, the 

 

89 C. K., ‘Longfellow in England.’, The Times (London, 3 July 1868), p. 12.  
90 Eamon Duffy, The Stripping of the Altars: Traditional Religion in England, C.1400-c.1580 (New Haven: Yale 

University Press, 2005), p. 116. 
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meaning of ‘bede-roll’ had evolved to indicate a shared lineage, often appearing as ‘bead-roll’ and 

was, at times, unhyphenated. Walter Scott, for instance, used it in his journal dated 8 April 1826, 

to suggest blood ties in reference to his father’s tendency to keep ‘a whole bead-roll of cousins 

merely for the pleasure of being at their funerals’.91 This shift in meaning and spelling was also 

documented in a dictionary which Thomas Wright published in 1857.92 Noting the etymology of 

the term and evolution of its orthography, the meaning behind the poet’s choice of the older 

spelling in ‘Longfellow in England’ is twofold. It combines the two meanings by suggesting a 

common origin between England and the United States while simultaneously acknowledging the 

high esteem in which Longfellow was held. This is further emphasised in the third line of the poem 

that describes Longfellow as an ‘ambassador’ and ‘bard’. The use of a word that was common 

before the foundation of the United States implicitly suggests that the ties the Anglo-Americans 

and English shared—which were based on imagined ancestral origin—were more powerful than 

their political differences, which would allow them to overcome their past and––by implication––

present conflicts.  

This racial affinity that was stronger than political rivalry and which Longfellow’s 

influence in England engendered is further emphasised in the poem’s use of domestic language. 

Most obviously, the word ‘hearth’ suggests a type of readerly experience that Longfellow’s ‘Saxon 

song’ invites. It implies a communal, familial and cross-age reading during leisure time. This 

reader-friendly setting was one of the bases on which Longfellow built his reputation at home and 

abroad as a ‘fireside poet’, along with other American poets such as John Greenleaf Whittier, 

 

91 John Gibson Lockhart, Memoirs of Sir Walter Scott, 10 vols (A. and C. Black, 1837), VI, p. 322. 
92 Thomas Wright, Dictionary of Obsolete and Provincial English: Containing Words from the English Writers 

Previous to the Nineteenth Century Which Are No Longer in Use, Or Are Not Used in the Same Sense; and Words 

Which Are Now Used Only in the Provincial Dialects (London: Henry G. Bohn, 1857), I, p. 181. 
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Oliver Wendell Holmes, James Russell Lowell and William Cullen Bryant. But the poem also 

depends on its readers’ biographical knowledge of Longfellow and the history of the United States 

to suggest strong British–American racial ties. Its reference to ‘the home of WASHINGTON’ 

literally refers to Longfellow’s house in Cambridge, where George Washington had previously 

lived. Longfellow’s house was also Washington’s base of operations during the Siege of Boston 

in 1775, which marked the opening phase of the American Revolutionary War. The poet’s use of 

‘the house of WASHINGTON’ rather than ‘Longfellow’s Cambridge house’ suggests an affinity 

that persisted well into the mid-nineteenth century despite the impact of the war. The poem thus 

fuses the nation, home and poet in its depiction of ‘Longfellow in England’ to present him as a 

figure whose function was to ‘link the two worlds’ that were seemingly different yet actually one 

based on notions of racial, linguistic and cultural unity.  

While ‘Longfellow in England’ was being widely reprinted in British newspapers, so was 

Cameron’s photograph, taken when Longfellow was visiting her famous neighbour Tennyson, on 

the Isle of Wight. Tennyson introduced him to her by saying: ‘I have brought to you a great man, 

who will let you immortalise him. This is Longfellow; you know him by name, now you know 

him in the flesh’.93 Tennyson’s comment attributes some degree of agency to Longfellow in 

controlling how he would be represented in Cameron’s photo because he would ‘let her 

immortalise him [emphasis added]’. This suggests that Longfellow was actively involved in the 

creation of his public image not only in the United States, as Irmscher’s study has already 

demonstrated, but also in England.94 This was not the only time Longfellow attempted to control 

 

93 Quoted in ‘How Longfellow Was Photographed’, in The British Journal of Photography (London: Henry 

Greenwood & Co., 1895), XLII, p. 778. 
94 Irmscher, Longfellow Redux, pp. 7–71. 
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how he was represented to his British audience. McGettigan’s examination of the poet’s 

correspondence with the British publishers who issued unauthorised editions of his books in the 

1850s shows a similar endeavour.95 Cameron’s photography then provided him with another 

opportunity of, to borrow McGettigan’s phrasing, ‘authoring’ his fame in England with one 

important difference—it allowed him to extend his control from his literary oeuvre to determine 

how his literal image is presented.96  

This shift from text to image situates Longfellow’s picture within the prolific market of 

celebrities’ photographs that emerged in the 1860s, which Cameron was capitalising upon.97 It 

permitted a relatively more intimate experience for readers because the photograph attached a face 

to the name of the popular poet, something implied by Tennyson’s introduction of Longfellow. 

Longfellow’s image was already in circulation before 1868. Several British editions of his works 

included frontispieces that featured his face, such as Routledge’s The Poetical Works of Henry 

Wadsworth Longfellow (1862). But none of these photographs were as popular as Cameron’s 

photograph would become.  

Cameron’s photograph plays with subjectivity by creating a sense of imagined intimacy. 

Like ‘Longfellow in England’, her photograph establishes a connection between the American 

literary celebrity and his British readers by relying on the readers’ knowledge of the poet’s personal 

 

95 She stresses that Longfellow’s main concern was ‘authoring and authorizing literary fame’, as implied by the various 

editorial suggestions he provided on those unsanctioned copies, rather than indicating the potential financial harm they 

could cause by reducing sales of authorised British editions. McGettigan, ‘Henry Wadsworth Longfellow and the 

Transatlantic Materials of American Literature’, p. 732. 
96 Ibid.  
97 For a discussion on the rise of celebrity photography in the 1860s, refers to John Plunkett, ‘Celebrity and 

Community: The Poetics of the Carte- de-Visite’, Journal of Victorian Culture, 8.1 (2003), 55–79; Teukolsky. 
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life or, rather, personal tragedies. The image shows Longfellow at his most poet-like (see Figure 

11).  

 

Figure 11: Julia Margaret Cameron, Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, 1868, Royal Collection Trust, RCIN 2941859 

The composition of the photograph is intriguing because it simultaneously causes the spectator to 

glance in two different directions: the face, shown entirely in profile, is turned to the left whereas 

the hand points the viewer’s eye to the right. The loose, unkempt-looking white beard serves as a 

light frame for the seemingly darker skin and, by way of contrast, calls attention to the wrinkles 

on Longfellow’s face. The emphasis on the beard and the hand is not arbitrary. They reference the 

tragic 1862 fire at his Cambridge house that killed his wife, Fanny, and left him with burns on his 

face and hand, making it difficult to shave.98 Cameron’s image, thus, presents Longfellow as a sort 

 

98 Irmscher, Longfellow Redux, p. 14. 
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of puzzle. She depicts him as an aloof, yet popular poet with the promise of unlocking his private 

life through a complex process of looking, reading and interpreting his image.  

Cameron’s photograph of Longfellow gains another layer of meaning when we compare it 

with the other pictures featured in her collection, particularly that of Tennyson (see Figure 12). 

Tennyson’s photograph was taken three years prior to Longfellow’s. The two images, however, 

look almost as pairs. Both poets are depicted wearing cloaks. Their positions in their chairs are 

also similar although they are looking in opposite directions. Longfellow’s white hair and beard 

against a dark background contrast that of Tennyson’s dark hair and beard against a brighter 

background. Cameron’s manipulation of lighting and colour in these images provides a 

commentary about the poets’ cultural currency in addition to serving aesthetic purpose. By placing 

them together, these images present Longfellow as the US poet laureate by extension.  

 

Figure 12: Julia Margaret Cameron, Alfred Tennyson, 1865, Royal Collection Trust, RCIN 2941863  
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Both photographs were commercially disseminated. Longfellow’s picture could be 

purchased for only ten shillings, making it cheaper than the photograph of Tennyson’s, which cost 

twenty shillings.99 Sylvia Wolf explains that the discrepancy in the costs of the two pictures implies 

that Longfellow ‘must not have been as well-known’ because his photo is valued at ‘half that of 

his British colleague’.100 However, Wolf is mistaken in equating a lower price with less popularity, 

especially if we consider Longfellow’s reception in England. Cameron’s pricing implies her target 

audience for Longfellow’s photograph is different from that of her photograph of Tennyson. 

Because Longfellow’s readership in England crossed social classes, the typical reader of 

Tennyson, at least those who could purchase a personal copy of his work, had a somewhat higher 

income.101 After all, books issued by British authors that were protected under intellectual property 

laws were relatively more expensive than those written by non-British authors. The difference in 

the pricing suggests an effort on Cameron’s part to capitalise on Longfellow’s popularity among 

readers across the social spectrum. Therefore, Cameron’s photograph of Longfellow reveals the 

interplay between the literary market and other forms of commodities.  

Cameron’s photography of Longfellow successfully ‘immortalise[d]’ his face in British 

popular imagination. It was successful because The Windsor Magazine’s use of the image twenty-

seven years later in its 1895 issue as praiseworthy and exemplary of ‘How Celebrities Have Been 

Photographed’.102 But what do we make of the photograph’s dissemination in tandem with the 

cultural representation of Longfellow that saturated his 1868 British tour replete with the rhetoric 

 

99 Sylvia Wolf, ‘“Mrs Cameron’s Photographs, Priced Catalogue”: A Note on Her Sales and Process’, in Julia 

Margaret Cameron’s Women, ed. by Sylvia Wolf (London: Yale University Press, 1999), p. 212. 
100 Ibid.  
101 John Morton, ‘Longfellow, Tennyson, and Transatlantic Celebrity’, Critical Survey, 27.3 (2015), 6–23 (p. 18). 
102 Raymond Blathwayt, ‘How Celebrities Have Been Photographed’, in The Windsor Magazine: An Illustrated 

Monthly for Men and Women (Ward, Lock and Bowden, Limited, 1895), pp. 639–48. 
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of kinship between England and the United States? One implication is that it solidified the 

sentiments of a transatlantic Anglo-Saxon connectedness in which Longfellow’s literal face was 

increasingly becoming its emblem. These complex textual and visual representations of 

Longfellow in 1868 motivated Bennett to engage the popular American poet with his nationalistic 

endeavour. It would also inspire his later commemorations for which he extensively used 

Longfellow’s celebrity status in England to construct the type of transatlantic ‘Saxon English’ 

connectedness articulated in his literary works. 

Although Bennett’s use of Longfellow’s celebrity was solely ideological, it was a response 

to the intricate process of commodifying Longfellow in the transatlantic literary market. I move 

next to explain how Bennett amplified the meanings associated with Longfellow’s reception in 

England. I explain how he used aspects of material culture to reframe Longfellow’s public image 

within his conceptualisation of a transatlantic connectedness between England and the United 

States.  

‘People of Note’: Bennett’s Volume of Letters and Crafting a Transatlantic 

Saxon English Fraternity   

The idea that Longfellow’s celebrity in England represented a kind of transatlantic kinship 

persisted even after the poet’s death on 24 March 1882. British newspapers published many 

eulogies and tributes, usually supplemented with Longfellow’s photograph.103 The Globe and 

Traveller considered his death ‘a national loss to England’ and The Dundee Courier proclaimed 

that ‘not only America, his native country, but the whole civilised world has lost a sweet singer, a 

 

103 See, for example, ‘Henry W. Longfellow’, The Illustrated London News (London, 1 April 1882).  
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most pleasant poet, and an instructive teacher and a man of letters’.104 The media attention that 

Longfellow’s death received gave impetus to Bennett and provided an opportunity that he 

exploited to promote his ideological stance. Instead of using poetry, however, Bennett turns to 

commemorative objects. This transition from the literary to the material is not surprising. After all, 

in his preface to Ballad History, Bennett demonstrates the importance of publicly recognising ‘the 

achievements of our noblest’ to sustain a coherent national identity.105 His use of the bust and later 

the volume of letters to pay respect to Longfellow fits within this understanding. It also reveals 

that his idea of a national identity can be articulated using different expressive forms. It is not 

limited to literature but can also be marked in public spaces and signalled using aspects of material 

culture. What remains consistent among these different modes of expression is the pivotal role that 

Longfellow’s name, as an American celebrity in England, has undertaken in disseminating this 

ideology.  

What I now turn to is how Bennett’s commemorative practices function as a physical 

manifestation of his conception of a transatlantic ‘Saxon English’ national identity. In doing so, I 

extend Blake’s study of the Longfellow bust campaign by taking into consideration Bennett’s 

ideological motivation. Blake has already demonstrated how the Longfellow memorial at Poets’ 

Corner became a ‘means to honour a virtuous and beloved poet and at the same time promote a 

notion of Anglo-American harmony that would extend for decades’.106 The bust, I argue, is a 

continuation of Bennett’s effort to draft an expansionist, essentially transatlantic English national 

 

104 Cited in Lathem, England’s Homage to Longfellow, p. 3; ‘Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’, Dundee Courier 

(Dundee, 25 March 1882). 
105 Bennett, Ballad History, p. x.  
106 Blake, ‘“Among the English Worthies”: Longfellow and the Campaign for Poets’ Corner’, p. 99. 
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identity. Therefore, it is only through examining Bennett’s literary and non-literary works that we 

can fully understand the meanings associated with commemorating Longfellow at Poets’ Corner.   

I want first to give a summary of the bust campaign before moving to examine Bennett’s 

volume of letters. The bust, after all, is a key material embodiment of Longfellow’s constructed 

celebrity. The words inscribed on the bust are significant because they guide spectators’ 

interpretations (see Figure 13). The phrase ‘[t]his bust was placed amongst the memorials of the 

poets of England by the English admirers of an American Poet’ demonstrates the complex position 

that the figure of Longfellow came to hold. The reiteration of national affiliations: ‘the poets of 

England’, ‘the English admirers’ and ‘an American poet’ further stresses how Longfellow came 

to embody a sense of Anglo-American unity. But the installation of the bust at Poets’ Corner, as I 

have mentioned elsewhere, faced many objections. It was only with the campaign that Bennett had 

managed that the project was finally approved. Blake’s article ‘“Among the English Worthies”: 

Longfellow and the Campaign for Poets’ Corner’ (2015) gives a detailed account about the nature 

of the campaign. The committee held several meetings which were reported by the press.107 

Bennett’s fundraising depended mainly on members’ contributions rather than money raised 

through public readings. His ‘zeal’, as Blake notes, succeeded in convincing ‘prominent ladies and 

gentlemen’ to get involved in the campaign by ‘offer[ing] donations and agree[ing] to lend their 

names to the subscription effort’.108 These included Tennyson and the Archbishops of York and 

Dublin. Blake’s account does not make it clear whether the people that Bennett had first contacted 

to join the campaign knew him personally. There is also not enough information to help us 

establish the relationship that Bennett had with the members of the English Longfellow committee 

 

107 Ibid.,  
108 Ibid., p.91.  
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prior to its formation. It is clear, however, that Bennett made an extensive use of the names of 

those who first joined the committee. He refers to them to convince others to join and he quoted 

their names in newspapers’ reports to stir public attention, as I will elaborate shortly. Overall, he 

relied significantly on public exposure to make his campaign effective. 

 

Figure 13: Longfellow’s Bust at Poets’ Corner. < https://victorianweb.org/sculpture/brock/51.html >. 

Bennett compiled the volume for Longfellow in 1883 following a period of growing 

frustration over delays and uncertainties related to his bust project. Bennett saw the bust and the 

volume of letters as complementary in purpose. Yet, Blake’s discussion is preoccupied with the 
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Longfellow memorial and the debates it initiated. He only briefly refers to Bennett’s volume as a 

‘scrapbook… [that] offers remarkable insight into how fame operated among transatlantic elites at 

the end of the nineteenth century’ without providing further explaining of what he means.109 

Instead, his discussion abruptly moves to demonstrate how ‘many subscribers responded with 

heartfelt appreciation for Longfellow both as a poet and as a human being’.110 Blake, for instance, 

does not ask why Bennett saw a scrapbook, a completely different type of material object compared 

to the bust, as a suitable medium for expressing ‘Anglo-American harmony’, nor does he consider 

how this ‘notion’ relates to Bennett’s own ideological stance. After all, Bennett’s commemorations 

of Longfellow contrast in function; erecting monuments is a public, enduring form of 

commemoration, whereas the generic form of the scrapbook is more personal and ephemeral. If 

the bust memorial, as Blake notes, worked towards expressing an ‘Anglo-American harmony that 

would extend for decades [emphasis added]’, how does this reconcile with the scrapbook as a type 

of ephemera? I argue that the idiosyncrasies embedded in the generic form of the volume permitted 

Bennett to craft a transatlantic Saxon English fraternity between England and the United States 

that was threatened by the institutionalised nature of commemorative campaigns. I deliberately 

use the word ‘craft’ to emphasise the agency that Bennett derived from assembling, organising, 

and circulating the volume. Through a close analysis of the volume, I demonstrate how Bennett 

amplified the meanings associated with Longfellow’s celebrity in England to disseminate his 

ideology not only in England, but across the Atlantic. 

 

109 Ibid., p. 91.   
110 Ibid.  
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Bennett’s scrapbook is rather hefty (see Figure 14). The ‘Processor Note’ pinned inside 

describes it as a ‘large’ volume containing letters from ‘people of note’.111 I will explain the 

implication of this exclusive grouping shortly. For now, I focus on the physical properties of the 

volume to give a precise sense of its materiality. The volume of letters is 34 cm long, 34 cm wide 

and 22 cm high. It is an extravagantly bound in red leather, with the title Letters given by the 

English Longfellow Memorial Committee to the “Longfellow Memorial Association” of 

Cambridge stamped in gold (see Figure 15). It contains 441 letters. These letters were not 

themselves addressed to the US Longfellow Memorial Association, which the title suggests. 

Instead, the scrapbook consisted of letters that Bennett had received over the course of a year and 

a half from people he had personally approached and requested support from. He shipped the 

scrapbook to the United States with the help of the publisher Henry Oscar Houghton.112 

Houghton’s involvement did not go unnoticed by the British press –– reports noted that ‘the 

presentation [of the scrapbook to the US] has been made through the American publisher of the 

works of the late poet’.113 The media attention that accompanied the scrapbook’s transatlantic 

journey shows how crucial public exposure was for Bennett. It enabled him to garner interest 

among the general population.114 Furthermore, the involvement of Houghton emphasises the 

importance of networking in fostering transatlantic circulation. 

 

111 Jennifer Quinn, ‘Processor’s Note’, 27 January 1991, Longfellow House-Washington’s Headquarters National 

Historic Site, Cambridge, MA. 
112 There is not enough biographical information to specify in what way was Houghton involved in the Longfellow 

bus campaign. His biography did not mention anything about the topic. Horace E. Scudder, Henry Oscar Houghton: 

A Biographical Outline (Cambridge [Mass.]: Riverside Press, 1897). 
113 ‘Editorial’, Western Daily Press (Yeovil, 19 June 1883); ‘Notes from London’, Sheffield Daily Telegraph 

(Sheffield, 23 June 1883). 
114 On Bennett’s use of the press to garner national support, see Blake’s article, ‘Among the English Worthies’, p. 93.  
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Figure 14: Bennett’s volume. Photograph 

courtesy of Longfellow House-Washington’s 

Headquarters National Historic Site.  

 

 

Figure 15: the cover page of Bennett’s volume, titled 

Letters Given by the English Longfellow Memorial 

Committee to “The Longfellow Memorial Association” of 

Cambridge. Photograph courtesy of Longfellow House-

Washington’s Headquarters National Historic Site. 

 

Another misleading message derived from the title is that Bennett did not intend the scrapbook to 

be kept by members of ‘the Longfellow Memorial Association of Cambridge’ and privately 

circulated. Instead, he wanted it to be publicly displayed as a ‘souvenir of English respect … in 

some public institution in Boston or its neighbourhoods for the inspection of any Americans’.115 

The scrapbook is therefore an object of spectacle: a ‘souvenir’ or book (because it certainty looks 

like one) to be gazed at rather than read carefully with attention.  

Understanding Bennett’s scrapbook requires us to contextualise it within nineteenth-

century practices. His decision to compile a scrapbook was not arbitrary; it was a way to exploit a 

 

115 ‘Editorial’, Western Daily Press (Yeovil, 19 June 1883); ‘Notes from London’, Sheffield Daily Telegraph 

(Sheffield, 23 June 1883). 
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prevalent reading practice to establish his ideological agenda. Scrapbooks evolved from (and 

coexisted with) the more popular commonplace books and emerged as a response to the abundance 

of information in the second half of the nineteenth century. They repurposed the ephemerality of 

print into a relatively more permanent form through acts of cutting and pasting. The fact that 

nineteenth-century compilers usually used recycled items – such as farm ledgers or unused sermon 

books – made scrapbooking a more accessible practice among readers across social classes. 

Scrapbooking was also encouraged and supported by commercial enterprises. Albums like Mark 

Twain’s self-adhesive scrapbook (patented in 1872) made the process of collecting and pasting 

materials easier. Such commercialisation enabled the scrapbook to appear in different forms, either 

as a recycled item or a bound book-like volume. Several contemporary sources also provided 

advice on how to use them. E.W. Gurley’s Scrap-books and How to Make Them (1880), for 

example, suggests scrapbooking as a means to preserve useful information, stimulate critical 

reading and, when practiced as a family, make a ‘pleasanter’ home.116 Gurley’s recommendation 

acknowledges, albeit implicitly, that scrapbooks are a form of active reading and, if used correctly, 

can aid in educational and even domestic ends. None of these applications, however, corresponded 

with Bennett’s use of the scrapbook.   

Current scholarship on nineteenth-century scrapbooks offers a framework to understand 

his practice. Susan Tucker, Katherine Ott and Patricia Buckler’s edited volume The Scrapbook in 

American Life (2006) argues that the popularity of scrapbooks across class, gender, and age in the 

nineteenth century is attributed to their educational potentiality.117 The presumption of scrapbooks 

 

116 E. W. Gurley, Scrap-Books and How to Make Them: Containing Full Instructions for Making a Complete and 

Systematic Set of Useful Books (New York: Authors’ Publishing Company, 1880), p. 13.  
117 The Scrapbook in American Life, ed. by Susan Tucker, Katherine. Ott, and Patricia. Buckler (Philadelphia, PA: 

Temple University Press, 2006), p.9. 



 

 

184 

as tools that facilitate learning; hence, carers advised and even encouraged children to use them.118 

Alexis Easley’s study on white Victorian women of the middle and upper classes reveals a twofold 

function of scrapbooks. The practice of scrapbooking and circulation articulated a sense of social 

networking among friends and families. It was also a means of self-expression, as many compilers 

reorganised and amended the literary texts they collected.119 The accessibility of scrapbooks and 

their nonthreatening presence eventually made them available tools for dissent. Ellen Gruber 

Garvey examines the subversive potentiality of scrapbooks, tracing how marginalised groups used 

them in Writing with Scissors: American Scrapbooks from the Civil War to the Harlem 

Renaissance (2013). She explains how disenfranchised individuals derived power from the 

personalised form of the scrapbook through inscribing their social history. Through tactical 

selections and clippings, she argues, these individuals were able to resist racial and civic erasure.120 

We can conclude that compilers were able to personalise scrapbooks according to their 

educational, aesthetic or even ideological needs. Its customisability was what made the scrapbook 

appealing to Bennett when the bust project was not proceeding as planned.  

In fact, Bennett’s volume resembles celebrities’ autograph album rather than a scrapbook 

per se. In fact, it is only in Blake’s study that the volume is referred to as a ‘scrapbook’.121 In other 

sources, namely in contemporary newspapers, it was simply referred to as a ‘volume of letters’ 

without labelling it as a scrapbook or an autograph album.122 Describing Bennett’s volume as an 

 

118 Ibid.  
119 Alexis Easley, ‘Scrapbooks and Women’s Leisure Reading Practices, 1825–60’, Nineteenth-Century Gender 

Studies, 2.15 (2019). 
120 Ellen Gruber Garvey, Writing with Scissors: American Scrapbooks from the Civil War to the Harlem Renaissance, 

(New York: Oxford University Press, 2013). 
121 Blake, ‘Among the English Worthies’, p. 91.  
122 ‘Editorial’, Western Daily Press (Yeovil, 19 June 1883); ‘Notes from London’, Sheffield Daily Telegraph 

(Sheffield, 23 June 1883). 
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autograph album is also problematic. Autograph albums, whether containing signatures of 

celebrities or friends and families, imply some degree of awareness from the part of the senders 

about the possibility of including their letters in an album.123 As aforementioned, Bennett compiled 

this volume a year after the initiation of the campaign. Therefore, it is very unlikely that those who 

wrote to Bennett at the outset of the campaign knew, let alone approved, that he would later collect 

their letters into a single volume to be presented to the US Longfellow Memorial Association. This 

is suggested in his inclusion of Christina G. Rossetti’s letter even though she explicitly expressed 

her desire ‘to withhold … [her] name from the Longfellow Memorial Committee’ for reasons she 

did not reveal.124 In a similar manner, he had also included Coventry Patmore’s letter even though 

he flatly ‘decline[d] the honour’ to partake in any role in the committee although he was 

‘sympathetic’ to its cause.125 The inclusion of these letters suggests a deliberate attempt to centre 

his volume around the amplification of the names of celebrities. In so doing, Bennett forges a sense 

of network through making use of the level of customisation and personification that are available 

in forms like scrapbooks. Thus, Bennett’s volume resembles both a scrapbook and an autograph 

album. As a result, I refer to it as a ‘volume’ while being mindful that my use of such categorisation 

is intended to guide my investigation of an object that was not properly labelled. 

Bennett’s volume includes a large number of letters supposedly addressed to another 

committee across the Atlantic that shared a common interest in commemorating the dead poet. 

 

123 The awareness of the autograph sender is implied in de Blaquière’s articles about celebrities autographs. Dora de 

Blaquière, ‘Autographs, and Their Use. Autograph-Furniture, Quilts, Tablecloths, Etc.’, Girl’s Own Paper, 1897, pp. 

500–501. 
124 ‘Christina G. Rossetti to W. C. Bennett’, 19 September 1882, Letters Given by the English Longfellow Memorial 

Committee, Longfellow House-Washington’s Headquarters National Historic Site, Cambridge, MA. 
125 ‘Coventry Patmore to W. C. Bennett’, 11 October 1882, Letters Given by the English Longfellow Memorial 

Committee, Longfellow House-Washington’s Headquarters National Historic Site, Cambridge, MA. 
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None of these letters, however, cite any of Longfellow’s poems. Accordingly, Bennett’s volume 

not only emphasises Longfellow’s personal cultural capital but also foregrounds the other 

noteworthy figures named as participants in the campaign. The letters were written by individuals, 

chiefly British men, who can all be rightfully described as either intellectual or members of the 

social elite. They included celebrities such as the renowned actor Edwin Booth, writers with 

national significance and transatlantic reputation such as Thomas Hardy and Alfred Tennyson, 

people who were important by virtue of their birth including the Prince of Wales and several other 

members of the aristocracy. There were also several American authors such as Henry James and 

women writers such as Christina Rossetti. Likewise, the members of the US Longfellow Memorial 

Association were also celebrated literary figures such as James Russell Lowell, William Dean 

Howells and John Greenleaf Whitter. The volume then represents itself as a material manifestation 

of a transatlantic Anglophone network predicated on whiteness. 

The members of the English Longfellow committee were already aware they were 

engaging in public performances in their attempt to commemorate a popular dead poet. Bennett’s 

letters to potential members highlight the cultural significance received from participation, as he 

informed the potential members that the campaign consisted of a ‘befitting list of names’ that 

included ‘Mr Tennyson, Mr Gladstone in Greenwich, Sir Fredrick Leighton, Mr [James Russell] 

Lowell, Mr Matthew Arnold & others’.126 Lowell was  the president of the American ‘Longfellow 

Memorial Association’ rather than having a connection to the English Committee, and Bennett 

may have been using his reputation for leverage and prestige. Some of the letters that Bennett 

received acknowledges the cultural capital deprived from engaging in the campaign. Hallam 

 

126 ‘W. C. Bennett’, 23 August 1883, Letters Given by the English Longfellow Memorial Committee, Longfellow 

House-Washington’s Headquarters National Historic Site, Cambridge, MA. 
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Tennyson spoke of the ‘social worth’ from being a member in the committee.127 Similarly, the 

phrenologist, S. T. Hall, expressed his pride in his association with distinguished names.128 

Furthermore, G. Thurston Baker gave precise instructions about how his name was to appear and 

with what profession he was aligned in enlisting his name in the committee.129 Those letters 

suggest that the campaign had generated new modes of social worthiness and visibility through 

proactively engaging in a celebrity culture to which Longfellow undoubtedly belonged.  

The locations Bennett specifies for displaying his commemorations evoke a sense of 

national progress, reflecting his pseudo-genealogical formulation of a ‘Saxon English’ racial 

continuity. The strategic location of the Longfellow bust at Poets’ Corner in Westminster Abbey 

neatly encapsulates the idea of an expanded definition of a national identity. The place where the 

volume was supposed to be kept also prompts similar meanings. Bennett intended for it to be 

displayed ‘in some public institution in Boston or its neighbourhoods for the inspection of any 

Americans’.130 No particular location was mentioned. Yet, reading between the lines suggests 

Bennett wanted the volume to be exhibited in a museum, which is the only ‘public institution’ that 

can accommodate the fragility of the volume as a material object and still make it available for 

‘the inspection of any Americans’. Making the volume an object of public display further 

emphasises its function as a ceremonial tool. The actual circulation of the volume, however, did 

not meet that objective, as it was initially stored at Harvard College for two years upon its arrival 

 

127 ‘Hallam Tennyson to W. C. Bennett’, September 1882, Letters Given by the English Longfellow Memorial 

Committee, Longfellow House-Washington’s Headquarters National Historic Site, Cambridge, MA. 
128 ‘S.T. Hall to W.C. Bennett’, 2 September 1882, Letters Given by the English Longfellow Memorial Committee, 

Longfellow House-Washington’s Headquarters National Historic Site, Cambridge, MA. 
129 ‘G. Thurston Baker to W.C. Bennett’, 23 October 1882, Letters Given by the English Longfellow Memorial 

Committee, Longfellow House-Washington’s Headquarters National Historic Site, Cambridge, MA. 
130 ‘Editorial’, Western Daily Press (Yeovil, 19 June 1883); ‘Notes from London’, Sheffield Daily Telegraph 

(Sheffield, 23 June 1883). 
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in the United States. In 1885, the US Longfellow Memorial Association (with the approval of 

Longfellow’s immediate family) agreed to integrate it into Maine Historical Society (which also 

manages Longfellow’s house), where the volume was kept as part of stored archives away from 

the public eye. Only recently, on 7 October 2021, did the volume receive a public spot, albeit 

virtually, and was featured as part of #FatBooks on a Facebook post published by the Longfellow 

House––Washington’s Headquarters National Historic Site.131 The ironic interest in the volume’s 

physical properties obscure its intended function as the manifestation of an expanded 

understanding of Englishness. 

Bennett’s commemorations of Longfellow raise a question about how celebrity differs 

from eminence and fame. One important distinction is that celebrity increases the visibility of the 

famous figure’s personality. As I have shown in this chapter, Bennett amplified the meanings 

attached to Longfellow’s public image in England in his use of material objects. Yet, Bennett’s 

commemorative practices make claim of immortality – a characteristic often associated with fame. 

It is, after all, Bennett’s exploiting of Longfellow’s celebrity to push forward his campaign that 

facilitated the memorialisation of an American poet at Poets’ Corner. In this way, celebrity and 

fame appear to complement each other rather than standing as binary oppositions. It is worth 

noting, however, how the different ways the English Longfellow committee operated compared to 

the US Longfellow memorial association reveals interesting views about celebrity and fame. 

Whereas the English campaign sought to include a bust for Longfellow as soon as the poet died 

and, thus, to exploit Longfellow’s popularity at the time to make his campaign successful, the US 

 

131 ‘#FatBooks Competition’, Longfellow House - Washington’s Headquarters National Historic Site, 2021 

<https://www.facebook.com/plugins/post.php?href=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.facebook.com%2FLONGNPS%2Fpos

ts%2Fpfbid02vPknoCZjU6CMZ3f6Yyq9heKfPhCk1qAWKzPEvJQY3U6CrWSGpTSCoiUBqLVHJ9bPl&show_te

xt=true&width=500 >. 

https://www.facebook.com/plugins/post.php?href=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.facebook.com%2FLONGNPS%2Fposts%2Fpfbid02vPknoCZjU6CMZ3f6Yyq9heKfPhCk1qAWKzPEvJQY3U6CrWSGpTSCoiUBqLVHJ9bPl&show_text=true&width=500
https://www.facebook.com/plugins/post.php?href=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.facebook.com%2FLONGNPS%2Fposts%2Fpfbid02vPknoCZjU6CMZ3f6Yyq9heKfPhCk1qAWKzPEvJQY3U6CrWSGpTSCoiUBqLVHJ9bPl&show_text=true&width=500
https://www.facebook.com/plugins/post.php?href=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.facebook.com%2FLONGNPS%2Fposts%2Fpfbid02vPknoCZjU6CMZ3f6Yyq9heKfPhCk1qAWKzPEvJQY3U6CrWSGpTSCoiUBqLVHJ9bPl&show_text=true&width=500
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memorial campaign preferred to wait. As one member, Winthrop S. Scudder, recalls, it was only 

in 1922 that a monument for the poet was erected because the members of the Longfellow 

Memorial Association wanted to ensure ‘that the fame of Longfellow would endure without any 

local monument, and that an adequate monument would be appropriate and welcome after the 

lapse of a whole generation, or of many generations’.132 Scudder’s statement makes a claim about 

literary value in relation to public commemorations of authors. He establishes the differences 

between celebrity and eminence because one suggests fleeting renown, whereas the other suggests 

something more lasting. His remark is also a criticism of the nineteenth century’s tendency of 

commemorating contemporary authors without first ensuring their work would stand the test of 

time. Scudder’s statement, therefore, draws from the Romantic idea that literary genius lives on in 

posterity.  

Overall, the importance of Longfellow’s name in the several roles that Bennett occupied 

(a poet, a campaigner, and a complier) demonstrates that celebrity is a collaborative form of 

identity. Bennett’s refashioning of Longfellow’s public image reveals the cultural power that 

readers can extract from using the names of literary celebrities. Likewise, Bennett’s case shows 

how the transatlantic circulation of an American celebrity’s public image shapes their reception in 

ways that are not exclusively limited to their literary works but acts as a combination of different 

representational modes. Throughout this chapter, I examined the ideological possibilities that the 

figure of the American celebrity in Britain has generated. For the following chapter, I want to focus 

 

132 Winthrop S. Scudder, The Longfellow Memorial Association 1882-1922: A Historical Sketch (Cambridge, 

Massachusetts: The Longfellow Memorial Association, 1922), p. 18. 
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on how the public image of another American literary celebrity, Walt Whitman, is refashioned by 

the members of Eagle Street College to strengthen personal connection among its members.
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Chapter Four: ‘The Love of Comrades’:  Walt Whitman and his British 

Fans from Eagle Street College  

In July 1891, Canadian physician and psychiatrist Richard Maurice Bucke visited England. With 

him he carried a special and unusual gift from his close friend the American poet Walt Whitman, 

to a circle of Whitman’s British readers who went by the name of the Eagle Street College. 

Founded by James Wallace, an architectural draughtsman, the College was a made up of a group 

of lower-middle-class and working-class men who lived in the Lancashire mill town of Bolton. 

Whitman’s unique gift to these male fans was his stuffed canary, the favourite pet he had 

immortalised in the poem ‘My Canary Bird’ first published in New York Herald on 2 March 1888 

(see Figure 16).1 Whitman’s gift is symbolic. It conveys the impact that his Bolton readers had on 

him. The Bolton men’s letters and gifts ‘[f]ill[ed] the air, the lonesome room, the long forenoon’ 

with ‘joyous warble’ just as the canary itself once did for the old poet.2 The members of the College 

received Whitman’s gift in an elaborate celebration. They welcomed Bucke with the following 

poem:  

Comrade-stranger! Glad we greet you,  

One and all are pleased to meet you,  

Cordial friendship here shall treat you,  

  Whilst with us you stay.3 

 

1 It was then reprinted in the ‘Sands at Seventy’ annex to Leaves of Grass (1888) and later included in the so-called 

deathbed edition of 1891-92.  
2 Walt Whitman, Leaves of Grass (Philadelphia: David McKay, 1891), p. 386. 
3 ‘In Merrie England’, The Morning Post (Camden, New Jersey, 5 September 1891), p. 1. The poem was written by 

one of the College members, the lawyer’s clerk, Wentworth Dixon.  



 

 

192 

This poem, along with several speeches delivered by the members of the College, were reported 

by The Morning Post exemplifying, according to the headline, ‘Walt Whitman’s fame abroad’.4 

The poem suggests that the Bolton group was attracted to Whitman’s comradeship and to the 

possibility of establishing a ‘cordial friendship’ with a complete ‘stranger’, an idea that 

reverberates throughout Whitman’s Leaves of Grass. It also demonstrates the poetical inspiration 

that they found in his book, which facilitated writing poetry of their own.  

 

Figure 16: Whitman’s stuffed canary, from the Collection of Bolton Library and Museum Services  

 

4 ‘Over-Sea Greeting: Walt Whitman’s Fame Abroad’, The Morning Post (Camden, New Jersey, 1 August 1891), p.1; 

‘Walt Whitman Abroad’, The Morning Post (Camden, New Jersey, 7 August 1891); ‘In Merrie England’. 
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The College members, however, were not only interested in Leaves of Grass as a literary 

text. They were also fascinated by the man who composed it. Their fondness for Whitman as poet 

and man was apparent in the way they collected memorabilia associated with him and celebrated 

his birthday by putting on elaborate performances, reading his poetry, wearing sprigs of lilacs (his 

favourite flower) and circulating the ‘loving cup’ that had once belonged to him. Two of them, 

John Johnston and Wallace, visited Whitman in (respectively) 1890 and 1891 and documented 

their journey in a pamphlet entitled Visits to Walt Whitman in 1890 and 1891, By Two Lancashire 

Friends (1917). They maintained regular correspondence with him from 1887 until his death in 

1892. They also exchanged letters with other Whitman admirers in the United States, Canada, 

Britain and Australia,  participating in an international network centred around a shared admiration. 

Around the time the College’s members were explicitly showing their enthusiasm for Whitman, 

he was already receiving notable attention from both Americans and Europeans. This attention 

made him, in David S. Reynolds’s words, a ‘real celebrity’ whose growing fame drew people 

across the world to visit his house in Camden, New Jersey.5  

In this chapter, I examine a type of nineteenth-century author–reader interaction that was 

facilitated and sustained through a proactive engagement with celebrity culture. Several scholars 

argue that the connection that readers establish with literary celebrities is based upon an imagined 

intimacy. It is a mediated and one-sided relationship that readers assume with authors. It is 

characterised as mediated because it does not carry the one-to-one interaction that governs other 

 

5 Along with the literary pilgrimages made to Whitman’s house in Camden, Reynolds notes that Whitman’s rising 

‘celebrity status’ was also evident in the invitation he received to deliver several lectures on Abraham Lincoln. He 

was also considered the unofficial poet laureate of the United States by one of the country’s leading newspapers, the 

New York Herald, in 1888. David S Reynolds, Walt Whitman’s America: A Cultural Biography (New York: Knopf, 

1995), pp. 653–56. 
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forms of social communication. It is one-sided because the celebrity is often oblivious to specific 

individuals’ interests although they are aware of the general curiosity about their public 

personalities. Several literary scholars have demonstrated the indispensability of intimacy in 

sustaining nineteenth-century celebrity culture.6 Consequently, the literary celebrity, as Eric Eisner 

has argued, becomes ‘the product and sign of impersonal systems’ that ‘work through essentially 

impersonal mechanisms to create forms of [authorial] presence that are at once compelling and 

ephemeral, and that exercise power by virtue of being, in fact, mere system-effects’.7 It this through 

this imagined intimacy that the author’s symbolic presence in different media invokes that makes 

readers interested in the author’s personality.  

What happens when this parasocial relationship becomes reciprocal? This question can be 

partly answered in examining Whitman’s relation with his British readers of Eagle Street College. 

I argue in this chapter that Whitman’s interaction with Eagle Street College functions as a 

continuation of his well-known self-fashioning, which extends in this instance from his literary 

work to include his literal readers. At the same time, the figure of Whitman provided the members 

of the College with an outlet for self-expression to create personal and comradely bonds among 

themselves. My approach to Whitman’s relation with the College is twofold. On the one hand, I 

examine how Whitman deployed the skills he had acquired not only as a popular poet but also as 

 

6 A discussion of imagined intimacy is generally inseparable from any examination of celebrity culture. The following 

studies are only a few examples of how intimacy operated within nineteenth century celebrity culture. Richard Salmon, 

‘Signs of Intimacy: The Literary Celebrity in the “Age of Interviewing”’, Victorian Literature and Culture, 25.1 

(1997), 159–77; David Haven Blake, ‘When Readers Become Fans: Nineteenth-Century American Poetry as a Fan 

Activity’, American Studies, 52.1 (2012), 99–122; Alexis Easley, Literary Celebrity, Gender, and Victorian 

Authorship, 1850-1914 (Newark: University of Delaware Press, 2013). Easley’s examination of gossip columns in 

British weekly papers of the 1870s is especially relevant to this idea of establishing an illusion of intimacy, see page 

137. 
7 Eric Eisner, Nineteenth-Century Poetry and Literary Celebrity (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009), p. 13. 
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an editor and a printer to cultivate a fan base for himself in England. On the other hand, I analyse 

a type of intimate reading that would eventually result in practices that can only be described as 

fan activities. First, though, I will review my terms. The word ‘fan’ is anachronistic in this context, 

and indeed few scholarly works examined the nineteenth-century author–reader relationship 

through the lens of fan studies.8 However, I use the word ‘fan’ because the College consumed 

Whitman’s celebrity to establish a strong sense of community among themselves. In so doing, their 

practices resembled that of fandom in so far that fandom offers ‘a community not defined in 

traditional terms of race, religion, gender, region, politics, or profession, but rather a community 

of consumers defined through their common relationship with shared texts’.9 Indeed, the College 

members interpreted Whitman and Leaves of Grass in several ways. One notable way is to 

establish a masculine bond that at times extended to embody what Whitman called adhesiveness, 

a term he borrowed from phrenology to denote a physical and spiritual union. I will shortly explain 

how the terms fan, and fan studies, can aid us in examining nineteenth-century reading practices. 

For now, it is worth noting that critical reluctance in turning to fan studies is due, as Cornel 

Sandvoss explains, to a prevailing presumption that literary readers are so immersed in aesthetic 

value that their practices would largely be irrelevant to cultural studies.10 However, as Lawrence 

Levine showed more than three decades ago, many nineteenth-century audiences saw literature as 

 

8 Blake, ‘When Readers Become Fans: Nineteenth-Century American Poetry as a Fan Activity’ (2012); Mark Frost, 

‘A Disciple of Whitman and Ruskin: William Harrison Riley, Transatlantic Celebrity, and the Perils of Working-Class 

Fandom’, Critical Survey, 27.3 (2015), 63–81; Gerard Holmes, ‘Emily Dickinson, Jenny Lind, and Rural Nineteenth-

Century Fandom’, Reception: Texts, Readers, Audiences, History, 12.1 (2020), 38–53. 
9 The Adoring Audience: Fan Culture and Popular Media, ed. by Lisa A Lewis (Abingdon: Taylor & Francis, 1992), 

p. 213. 
10 Cornel Sandvoss, ‘The Death of the Reader? Literary Theory and the Study of Texts in Popular Culture’, in Fandom: 

Identities and Communities in a Mediated World, ed. by Jonathan Gray, Cornel Sandvoss, and C. Lee Harrington 

(London: New York University Press, 2007), pp. 19–32 (p. 19). 
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an integral component of popular culture rather than the exclusive preserve of the elite.11 Through 

examining the way that Whitman had cultivated, and at times even controlled, the College’s fan 

practices, I argue that he was able to exploit aspects of celebrity culture (often characterised for its 

ephemerality) to create a legacy for himself as America’s poet. This chapter, then, reinforces an 

argument that I have been making throughout this thesis with regard to fame and celebrity. What 

it reveals is that fame and celebrity at times appeared in overlapping forms, meaning that 

distinctions between them cannot be firmly established.  

Before I go further, I will also clarify some details that might otherwise be confusing. For 

the sake of coherence, references to College members will be preceded by the occupations of the 

members. Establishing a single name for the group is complicated, since the Bolton circle was 

known by a variety of names. The physician Dr John Johnston dubbed them the Eagle Street 

College to suggest not just the venue in which they met (Wallace’s house on 14 Eagle Street) but 

their self-identification as autodidact readers – a College, as it were.12 Although the majority of 

the members were working-class, the fact that Johnston was a doctor does not neatly align him 

with this idea of an autodidact reader. Nonetheless, in his poems that I examine in this chapter he 

presents himself as such – and advocates for self-learning, preferring it over institutionalised forms 

of traditional education and training. Other names for the group also circulated. Newspapers 

referred to them variously as ‘Comrades’, ‘Devotees’, ‘Disciples’, and the ‘Bolton Circle’ of 

Whitman. Indeed, the venue in which they met was sometimes called ‘Whitman Bolton Shrine’ in 

 

11 Lawrence W. Levine, Highbrow/Lowbrow: The Emergence of Cultural Hierarchy in America (Cambridge, MA: 

Harvard University Press, 1988). Especially relevant to this point is his chapter on Shakespeare’s reception in the 

United States during the nineteenth century, pp. 11-81.  
12 Wentworth Dixon, ‘An Old Friend: An Address in Memory of the Late J. W. Wallace’, 1926, p. 2, Bolton Archive 

and Local Studies, J.W. Wallace correspondence and associated items (Unpublished Biographies, Feb 1926 - Oct 1932 

Ref: zwn06-03-003). 
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newspapers.13 They were also known on occasion as the Bolton Whitman Fellowship, though it is 

unclear when this name was coined. The earliest record comes from the journals of the poet and 

socialist-feminist Alice Collinge, who herself joined the College in the 1920s, once women were 

admitted. She recalls:  

As a counter-attraction to those hectic days [in reference her work at Bolton Labour 

Church], there was the restful contemplative influence of the Whitman Fellowship 

behind it all, and in that influence alone, I owe an eternal debt to Bolton. To hear 

the late J W. Wallace read a paper on Whitman… was a perfect inspiration, and one 

of those special privileges that one cannot account for [emphasis added]’.14  

The Bolton Archives and the John Rylands Special Collection in Manchester also use this name to 

refer to the group’s materials. Because I will be primarily focusing on the first generation of those 

who had direct communication with Whitman, I find it appropriate to use a derivative form of the 

name with which they self-identified. Throughout this chapter, then, I will be referring to them as 

the ‘College’.  

The group was comprised of two assistant architects (including Wallace), ‘a doctor, a 

clergyman, two lawyers’ clerks, two bank clerks, a cotton-waste dealer, a hosiery manufacturer . . 

. a newspaper editor, an accountant, and one or two artisans’.15 They were neither a metropolitan 

intelligentsia nor representative of Bolton’s industrial working class. Many members later became 

involved in British socialist movements and joined the Independent Labour Party and Bolton 

 

13 Different members collected newspapers’ clippings that reported their activities. These cuttings often did not include 

name nor date of publication. Charles Sixsmith, a later member, was more systematic in his assembling strategy as he 

kept headlines pasted next to reports he collected. We know that some of these reports were featured in The Bolton 

Evening News on 26th of July, 1931, Daily Chronicle on 30th of May, 1936, and The Southport Announcer on 13th 

of April 1938. ‘News Cuttings, Offprints and Journals (from 1891 to 1957)’, John Rylands Special Collection at the 

University of Manchester, Papers relating to J.W. Wallace and the Bolton Whitman Fellowship (Items relating to the 

Bolton Whitman Group ref: GB 133 Eng 1186/9). 
14 ‘Alice Collinge: Autobiographical Notes, Press Cuttings 1931-1946 and Obituary’, 1957, Bolton Archive and Local 

Studies, (ref: 1358110). 
15 John Johnston and James William Wallace, Visits to Walt Whitman in 1890-1891 (London: G. Allen & Unwin, ltd, 

1917), p. 18.  
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Labour Church. They eventually became known as a Whitman fellowship in Bolton that conflated 

Whitman’s ideas with socialism. They welcomed new members (such as Collinge) through 

connections with the Independent Labour Party. This is not surprising: Whitman was frequently 

described as a socialist prophet in British newspapers.16 However, the members were not involved 

with any political movement, let alone socialism, when they first encountered Whitman. This 

suggests that, at least initially, they did not interpret Whitman through the lens of British socialism. 

This chapter differs from previous chapters in the sense that I do not focus on a particular 

literary text. Instead, I analyse poems composed by members of the College that were either printed 

in newspapers or kept in members’ diaries. I also examine practices documented in letters, reports, 

pamphlets and memoirs written by members of the College to determine how they interpreted 

Whitman. Archival research has been central to writing the chapter. I make extensive use of 

College materials currently held in three locations: the University of Manchester, the Bolton 

Archives and Local Studies and the Bolton Library and Museum. Whitman scholar Ed Folsom has 

described these archival materials as ‘the major Whitman Collection outside the United States’, in 

a statement that demonstrates not just the importance that archives outside of the US can have on 

American studies more broadly, but also the huge impact Whitman had among the College 

members.17 The ‘Papers Relating to J. W. Wallace and the Bolton Whitman Fellowship’ and the 

C. F. Sixsmith Collections are held at the John Rylands University Library at the University of 

 

16 For a discussion on how Whitman was featured in British socialist newspapers, refer to Kirsten Harris, Walt 

Whitman and British Socialism (London: Taylor & Francis, 2016), pp. 104–49. Relevant to this discussion is also 

Jessica DeSpain’s examination of how British publishers were recontextualising another text by Whitman, Democratic 

Vistas (1871) by incorporating it into a cheap series of socialist reprints intended for British working-class readers. 

DeSpain, pp. 143–74.  
17 Ed Folsom, ‘Whitman’s Disciples: Editor’s Note’, Walt Whitman Quarterly Review, 14 (1996), 53–55 (p. 54). 
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Manchester. The rest of the College materials are held in the Walt Whitman Collection at Bolton 

Archives and Local Studies Service and Bolton Library and Museum.  

In addition to analysing the writings of College members, I also examine Whitman’s 

Leaves of Grass to understand how the College members read and interpreted his work. My textual 

analysis, however, does not include Whitman’s celebrated ‘Song of Myself’, with which he 

launched his poetical career, because (remarkably) the College members did not come across any 

editions that contained it, at least initially. I am careful about which edition of Leaves of Grass the 

College members read. This is not only because Whitman published several editions with great 

alternations. It is also because Eagle Street College encountered Leaves of Grass within the 

complex dissemination of American texts in Britain. To explain this, I want to briefly gives an 

account of the circulation of Whitman’s book in Britain. To begin with, there were several pirated 

editions of Leaves of Grass in England, but they, as Edward Whitley notes, had limited 

circulation.18 Although Wallace owned several American editions, the conditions of these books 

suggest that he acquired them from Whitman himself or his biographer, Horace Traubel.19 Those 

editions were signed by Whitman (the 1855, 1856 and 1871 editions), Traubel (the 1860–61 

edition), or both Whitman and Traubel (the 1891–92 edition). The fact that they were inscribed by 

either Whitman or Traubel suggests that Wallace obtained them as part of the vast number of 

transatlantic items circulating between the College and Whitman during the peak of their 

communications between 1890 and 1892. Thus, they were not the editions in which the College 

initially encountered Whitman’s Leaves of Grass in 1887.  

 

18 Edward Whitley, ‘Introduction to the British Editions of Leaves of Grass’, The Walt Whitman Archive. 
19 ‘A List of Books Kept by Wallace’, John Rylands Special Collection at the University of Manchester, Miscellaneous 

papers of J.W. Wallace (ref: GB 133 Eng 1186/4). 
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That leaves us with the two major British editions of Whitman’s work: Poems by Walt 

Whitman, Selected and Edited by William Michael Rossetti (1868) and Leaves of Grass: The 

Poems of Walt Whitman, Selected, with Introduction by Ernest Rhys (1886). Both editions were 

widely circulated in England. They were highly abridged, as both deleted several original poems 

that their editors perceived as controversial, including Whitman’s ‘Song of Myself’. The College 

poems I discuss in this chapter show an influence of Whitman’s idea of male camaraderie, which 

he elaborately explored in his ‘Calamus’ cluster poems. Unlike Rossetti, Rhys kept those poems, 

which suggests that the College had access to that particular edition. Another reason that hints at 

the College’s familiarity with Rhys’ edition emerges from a conversation Johnston reported in his 

notes of his visits to Whitman in 1890. He recorded ‘speaking of Walter Scott’s edition’ of Leaves 

of Grass with Whitman.20 Scott was the publisher of the Canterbury Poets Series, which featured 

Rhys’ selection of Whitman’s poems. For these reasons, I will use Rhys’ selection of Whitman’s 

poems in my discussion of how and to what end Leaves of Grass impacted the College members. 

‘I am Coming with Growing Force to Recognize you as My Master’: James 

William Wallace and the Demand for Intimacy  

In this section, I want to primarily focus on Wallace because he was the centre of the group. That 

Whitman himself recognised Wallace as the nucleus of the College is implied by his canary gift, 

which he specifically sent to Wallace. Furthermore, the College interest in Whitman was in fact 

an extension of their interest in Wallace. Although all the members of the College participated in 

elaborate performances to honour the American poet, only three can be truly described as 

 

20 Johnston and Wallace, Visits to Walt Whitman, p. 46. 



 

 

201 

enthusiasts for Whitman’s poetry. In addition to Wallace, the cotton waste merchant Fred Wild 

recalls that ‘not one of them [the College members] except Dr Johnston and myself could be called 

“Whitmanites”’.21 He then explains that the others’ motivation for participation in acts to honour 

Whitman was because they were ‘attracted to Wallace by his personality and intellectual powers . 

. . It was Wallace himself who was the attraction’.22 If Wild is correct, some College members 

were more drawn to Wallace and his charismatic personality than to Whitman and his poetic vision. 

This implies that Whitman provided them with an imaginative connection by which they could 

express some kind of manly bond, one that did not also require them to be personally invested in 

(or even interested in) his literary oeuvre.  

When the members of the College encountered Whitman’s Leaves of Grass, they were 

already established as a reading group. The origins of the College can be traced to a specific 

traumatic episode – the death in 1885 of Wallace’s mother. Wallace was thirty-one years old, close 

to his mother, and worked as an assistant architect at the firm of Bradshaw and Grass. Following 

his bereavement his friends started to visit him regularly. Their weekly visits led to the institution 

of an informal reading group. In the beginning, they were not an author-oriented reading society; 

rather, they discussed general topics of ‘permanent interest and value’, including literature and 

religion.23 Their meetings eventually turned to discussions of Whitman, of whom some members 

were ‘admirers and students’, perceiving him as ‘the greatest epochal figure in all literature’.24 Her 

death was mentioned only briefly in Wallace’s preface to Visits to Walt Whitman as part of his 

 

21 Fred Wild, ‘Sketch of Life of J. W. Wallace of Bolton’, 1932, p. 7, Bolton Archive and Local Studies, J.W. Wallace 

correspondence and associated items (Unpublished Biographies, Feb 1926 - Oct 1932 Ref: zwn06-03-003). 
22 Ibid. 
23 Johnston and Wallace, Visits to Walt Whitman, p. 18. 
24 Ibid., pp.19, 20. 
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narration of ‘the circumstances’ that led into the formation of ‘the little group of friends in 

Lancashire with whom Walt Whitman corresponded, near the close of his life’.25 However, several 

members noted that her death caused a profound spiritual crisis in Wallace. This was recorded 

both in Wild’s unpublished biography of Wallace, written in 1932, and in Wentworth Dixon’s 

account of him in a letter to the men’s class at Bank Street School in 1926.26  

Dixon elaborates on how reading Leaves of Grass helped ease Wallace’s pain upon losing 

his mother. To understand this, I turn to the poetry itself.  Leaves of Grass offers the necessary 

solace that a mourner seeks when losing a loved one. In ‘Whispers of Heavenly Death’, for 

instance, the speaker says, 

WHISPERS of heavenly death murmur’d I hear, 

Labial gossip of night, sibilant chorals, 

Footsteps gently ascending, mystical breezes wafted soft 

and low, 

Ripples of unseen rivers, tides of a current flowing, 

forever flowing, 

(Or is it the plashing of tears? the measureless waters of 

human tears?) 27 

 

 

25 Ibid., p. 17.  
26 Fred Wild, ‘Sketch of Life of J. W. Wallace of Bolton’, 1932, p. 5, Bolton Archive and Local Studies, J.W. Wallace 

correspondence and associated items (Unpublished Biographies, Feb 1926 - Oct 1932 Ref: zwn06-03-003); 

Wentworth Dixon, ‘Wentworth Dixon to the Men’s Class at Bank Street School’, 7 February 1926, p. 7, Bolton 

Archive and Local Studies, Papers relating to the Bolton Whitman Fellowship revival and recent deposits (reference: 

zwn03-04). 
27 Walt Whitman, Leaves of Grass: The Poems of Walt Whitman [Selected] With Introduction by Ernest Rhys, ed. by 

Ernest Rhys (London: Walter Scott Publishing Co, 1886), p. 279. 
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The speaker cannot fully comprehend death because it is not completely heard, it is simply 

‘murmur’d’. Nonetheless, associating its approach with sounds like ‘sibilant chorals’, ‘footsteps 

gently ascending’, ‘soft and low’ ‘breezes’, and ‘tides of a current flowing’ suggest that the 

speaker’s view of death is far from being fearful. The last line of the first stanza acknowledges the 

sorrow associated with death in its reference to ‘the measureless waters of human tears’. The 

second stanza continues on this sober note, recognising the sadness of death as the speaker ‘see[s], 

just see[s] skyward, great cloud-masses, / Mournfully slowly they roll, silently swelling 

and/mixing’. The tone of the last stanza shifts to a more optimistic one as the speaker views death 

as a rebirth, as: 

(Some parturition rather, some solemn immortal birth; 

On the frontiers to eyes impenetrable, 

Some soul is passing over). 

 

The poem then represents death not as an inglorious closure of life but as a normal, even calming, 

transition of the immortal soul that transcends, and even is freed from, the mortal body. It is 

understandable then that Wallace would find comfort in reading Leaves of Grass during the 

difficult times of his mother’s death. 

However, the consolation he found in written texts developed into a need for sympathy 

from the person who composed them. His memoir stated that he was an avid reader of Whitman, 

Ruskin, Carlyle, and Emerson.28 Two years after his mother’s death, he would reach out for his 

 

28 Richard Maurice Bucke, Cosmic Consciousness: A Study in the Evolution of the Human Mind (Philadelphia: Innes 

& Sons, 1905), p. 278. 
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favourite authors, or at least those who were still alive, sending them letters of admiration. He first 

sent a birthday greeting to Ruskin on 7 February 1887, writing: 

Dear sir, I trust you will pardon me—though a total stranger—for presuming 

to add my congratulations and best wishes to those which you will receive 

along with this, and briefly expressing the love and gratitude which I owe 

you. I am coming with growing force to recognise you as my master.29 

 

He received no reply from Ruskin, probably because the decline of Ruskin’s mental health 

prevented him from pursuing much writing activity. Wallace was not openly rejected by Ruskin. 

He never knew — and history has not recorded — what Ruskin did with that letter, if he ever 

received it. Yet, when he did not hear from him, he shifted his devotion to Whitman. That Wallace 

would turn to Whitman is not surprising. Several British readers viewed Ruskin and Whitman as 

having connected ideas. As Mark Frost puts it, both authors ‘subsumed literature to the cause of 

social change and, following Thomas Carlyle and Ralph Waldo Emerson, pursued the status of 

lofty interpreters of present ills and heralds of the future’.30 Three months after writing to Ruskin, 

Wallace and Johnston sent a similar letter to Whitman.31 It was also a birthday greeting, but it was 

noticeably longer and more intimate than the letter to Ruskin. They write,  

            Dear Walt, 

In no less familiar or colder terms can we bring ourselves to address you, 

the most loved of friends, though such a salutation from strangers to anyone 

but yourself would seem an impertinence. We, two friends chiefly united 

by our common love of you, wish to congratulate you on your birthday and 

express to you personally our very best wishes and love … The writer in 

many obstructions & difficulties is strengthened and comforted by your 

 

29 ‘A Letter Wallace to John Ruskin, Feb 7, 1887’ (Bolton, 1887), Bolton Archive and Local Studies Service, Other 

correspondence not primarily related to Walt Whitman, Jan 1877 - June 1919/n.d. (ref: zwn06-01-093). 
30 Mark Frost, ‘A Disciple of Whitman and Ruskin: William Harrison Riley, Transatlantic Celebrity, and the Perils of 

Working-Class Fandom’, p. 67. 
31 This transatlantic communication was facilitated by technological advances including the installation of the 

transatlantic telegraph cable in 1858 and 1865.  
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example and words. In past heavy bereavement (of a mother to whom he 

has often mentally applied the words you use of yours) your words have 

best tallied his deepest experience and hopes.32 

 

They continue by representing themselves as dedicated students of Whitman; ‘We both study your 

writings as much as possible, and glean every help that critiques and notices can give’. They then 

speak about a masculine connection by which Whitman is its centre, an idea that would surely 

appeal to the poet who celebrates male comradeship; ‘We occasionally call friends together in your 

name to spend “a Whitman evening”, to read your books and talk about them’. They also added a 

‘little tangible token of our love’, sending ‘a money present of £10’. Their carefully crafted letter 

concludes with a desire to establish a ‘real communion between us, though far sundered [underline 

in original]’. It resulted in a reply from Whitman, which I will analyse in the next section.   

One way to understand the implications of these letters is by turning to fan studies. Joli 

Jenson’s defines fans as individuals who seek an ‘identity, [a] connection, and [a] meaning via 

celebrities and team loyalties’.33 This desire to find a ‘meaning via celebrities’ underlined 

Wallace’s letters to Ruskin and then Whitman. The fact that Wallace knew the birthdays of both 

Ruskin and Whitman implies that his knowledge of them went beyond the content of their texts to 

include the way they were represented in popular media. Congratulatory messages for the birthday 

of acclaimed writers were regularly published in British periodicals.34 This, in turn, fostered in 

 

32 John Johnston and James William Wallace, ‘A Letter from Johnston and Wallace to Whitman’, 15 May 1887, 

Bolton Archive and Local Studies, The Walt Whitman correspondence (ref: 72474-zwn04). 
33 Joli Jenson, ‘Fandom as Pathology: The Consequences of Characterization’, in The Adoring Audience: Fan Culture 

and Popular Media, ed. by Lisa A. Lewis (London: Routledge, 1992), pp. 9–29 (p. 18). 
34 Examples of notices about authors’ birthdays published in Victorian periodicals include ‘Literary Gossip: Ruskin 

Birthday’, Tablet (London, 9 February 1884); ‘Mr. Ruskin 70th Birthday’, Gloucester Citizen (Gloucestershire, 8 

February 1889); ‘Walt Whitman’s Birthday’, Manchester Evening News (Lancashire, 2 June 1887); ‘Walt Whitman’s 

68th Birthday’, Dundee Evening Telegraph (Angus, 2 June 1887). 
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audiences a sense of familiarity typically associated with family and friends. The birthday letters 

to Ruskin and Whitman imply a certain level of intimacy, admittedly a one-sided intimacy. 

Wallace speaks about feelings of ‘love’ and ‘friend[ship]’ felt for the authors even as he 

simultaneously labels himself as a ‘stranger’. His shifting attention from Ruskin to Whitman 

implies a desire to be recognised by his favourite authors. It suggests his attempts to make a 

personal bond out of the illusion of intimacy established by a complex interplay between acts of 

reading the literary text and encountering media representations of popular authors. The additional 

effort expended in composing the joint letter to Whitman emphasises this point even more, 

revealing a desire to transform this one-sided relationship into a reciprocal type of communication, 

to establish a ‘real communion between us, though far sundered’. The fact that Wallace’s interest 

shifted from Ruskin to Whitman when he did not receive a response suggests that Wallace’s desire 

to establish a ‘real’ communication with his favourite authors was crucial to sustaining his interest 

in them. This, in return, demonstrates an attempt on Wallace’s part to resist the illusion of intimacy 

that usually govern celebrity/audience relationship by attempting to convert it into a reciprocal 

type of interaction. Thus, Wallace’s joint letter to Whitman was not a simple request for intimacy. 

Rather, it reflects a mode of literary interpretation that translate intimate reading into a demand for 

intimacy from celebrities. This transition in readerly experience is facilitated by a celebrity culture 

that made authors more visible and by technological advances that enabled both local and 

transatlantic communications. 

The intimacy that Wallace experienced upon reading Whitman’s poems is the exact type 

of reading that Leaves of Grass requires. Wallace speaks about a feeling of sympathy, of being 

‘strengthened and comforted by your [Whitman’s] example and words’. That he conflates the poet 

and the poem when speaking about Leaves of Grass is not surprising. Whitman’s intimacy, 
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however, is frequently conveyed in sexual insinuations. As Terry Mulcaire argued, ‘Whitman 

figures his book alternately as an eroticized body and as a corpse, as something which brings him 

into the presence of his readers’.35 Whitman’s poem ‘So Long!’ neatly encapsulates the 

omnipresence of the poet:  

Camerado, this is no book 

Who touches this touches a man,  

(Is it night? Are we here together alone?) 

It is I you hold and who holds you,  

I spring from the pages into your arms—decease calls me forth.36 

 

The poem asserts that the poet and the book are one and the same. This assertion provides the poet 

with some degree of immortality: he lives as long as the book is read. It also establishes an illusion 

of intimacy through stressing that the words on the page are no longer abstract signifiers but rather 

the embodiment of Whitman himself. ‘So Long!’ also alludes to homosexual desire between the 

poet and the stranger ‘Camerado’.  

Wallace was fully aware of the sexual implications underlying Leaves of Grass. He 

provided ‘lucid explanations’ for the poems that other members found ‘obscure’, hinting at their 

allusion to homosexuality.37 In his letter to Johnston discussing the gay activist John Addington 

Symonds’ interpretation of Whitman’s poem in 1893, Wallace explains that Symonds is ‘so much 

at sea in dealing with the fresh natural emotions expressed in “Calamus” and well enough known 

 

35 Terry Mulcaire, ‘Publishing Intimacy in Leaves of Grass’, ELH, 60.2 (1993), 471–501 (p. 471). 
36 Whitman, Leaves of Grass: The Poems of Walt Whitman [Selected] With Introduction by Ernest Rhys, p. 318. 
37 Dixon, ‘Wentworth Dixon to the Men’s Class at Bank Street School’, p.9.  
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to simple and unlettered people’.38 To him, then, the ‘Calamus’ poems were about male friendship 

and Symonds presumable inability to comprehend the poems resulted from the ‘stunning effect of 

what is called “literary culture”’.39 This by no means suggests that the College was a conservative 

group. In fact, regardless of social stigmatisations, several members, including Wallace himself, 

maintained a close friendship with Edward Carpenter and his partner George Merrill, who were 

openly gay.40 What might seem contradictory is perhaps explained by Carroll Smith-Rosenberg’s 

study of nineteenth-century female friendship. She explained that nineteenth-century views 

towards love and sexuality were relatively more flexible to today’s as friendship could be ‘both 

sensual and platonic’.41 Although Smith-Rosenberg was concerned with female friendship, 

Wallace’s case demonstrates that this view was also applicable to male friendship as well.  

Despite being fully aware of the sexual implications and erotic poetics of Leaves of Grass, 

Wallace interpreted Whitman in a very intriguing way. He described Whitman as a ‘maternal as 

well as paternal’ figure.42 In his account of his visit to Whitman, Wallace confessed that the poet’s 

presence had invoked a ‘strange and unique experience’ in him, leading to ‘a vivid consciousness 

of the presence . . . of my mother, who had died six and a half years before’.43 He later admitted 

that he felt the urge to record this incident because ‘Walt was somehow the link between us and 

 

38 Quoted in Michael Robertson, Worshipping Walt: The Whitman Disciples (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 

2008), p.215; Joann P Krieg’s article is also useful in providing a detailed examination of the debates surrounding 

Whitman’s sexuality among Traubel, Wallace, and Symonds. Joann P Krieg, ‘Without Walt Whitman in Camden’, 

Walt Whitman Quarterly Review, 14.2–3 (1996), 85–112. 
39 Ibid.  
40 Wallace would describe Merrill as ‘simple, natural, [and] gentle’ noting that ‘it was pleasant to observe the perfectly 

free, simple, and affectionate relationship between Carpenter and him’. James William Wallace, ‘Notes to Visits to 

Edward Carpenter August 1892, 1892’, Bolton Archive and Local Studies, J.W. Wallace Correspondence and 

Associated items (Diaries, Notebooks and Drawings, c.1880 - 1913 ref: zwn06-02-001). 
41 Carroll Smith-Rosenberg, ‘The Female World of Love and Ritual: Relations between Women in Nineteenth-Century 

America’, Signs, 1.1 (1975), 1–29 (p. 4). 
42 Johnston and Wallace, Visits to Walt Whitman, p.92, p.99.  
43 Ibid., p.99.  
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as if his presence had made the experience possible’.44 Wallace was weaving a sexualised stranger 

(Whitman) into a rendered asexual familiar (his mother). This analogy becomes even more 

problematic because a mother is both sexualised by conception and desexualised by motherhood. 

Perhaps Whitman’s own gender fluidity, which was infused throughout Leaves of Grass, 

contributed to Wallace’s interpretation of him as both male and female. What is evident is that this 

interpretation does not neatly fit within the public image that Whitman wanted to maintain, first 

as a defiant young comrade poet during his early writing career and then as a good grey poet during 

his later life.  

Wallace’s appropriation of the figure of Whitman was not the only way that the College 

interpreted Whitman. In fact, one of the reasons that Whitman appealed to the members, even those 

who did not enthusiastically read his work, is because of his idea about comradely love. Whitman 

provided them with the literary paradigm by which this male friendship could be expressed. 

Examining the papers that they kept for documenting their activities demonstrate a change in the 

language they deployed in their self-composed songs and poems. These documents lack authorial 

attribution; therefore, it is difficult to determine who exactly wrote them. The poems featured in 

them demonstrate a shift in the way that the group perceived themselves in addition to a change in 

poetical expressions. The College poems and songs included in these reports at times have 

authorial attributions. The reports that document the group’s activities in the early years feature 

poems written by Johnston. The reports would later only include poems that resemble to some 

degree Whitman’s writing style and his philosophical views. One example of early poems featured 

 

44 Ibid.  
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in those reports is Johnston’s ‘The Aigle Shtrate Collidge’. He composed this in 1885 or 1886 and 

it was the poem that gave the College its nickname. It goes as follows:  

Did ye iver hear till ov the Aigle Shrtate Shkool  

An’ the rale dacint bhoys that go there, as a rule? 

Thin Loight up yer poipe an’ dthraw in yer shtool,  

While I sing yez the song ov our Collidge.  

The tachin’ at Aigle Shtrate’s far an’ away  

The bist in the wurruld––at laste so the bhoys say; 

An’ the bist tov it is that there’s nothin’ to pay  

For the larnin’ at Aigle Shrtate Collidge.45 

 

The poem is not intended to be read too seriously. It nonetheless reveals in what way College 

members initially perceived their relationships with each other. Their self-representation in ‘The 

Aigle Shtrate Collidge’ aligns them with the practices of working-class autodidactic groups of the 

period.46 They viewed themselves as a self-educated group whose ‘teachin’ resembled that of 

‘shkool’ and ‘Collidge’ except that it was ‘bist’ because it was free, as ‘there’s nothin’ to pay’. At 

the same time, the interesting use of the dialect in composing the poem challenges the worth of an 

education conducted along normative, officially sanctioned settings. Overall, the poem represents 

the College as a group who came together for self-development.  

The way they perceived themselves changed as they became increasingly involved with 

Whitman. They no longer presented themselves as a reading group whose members had an 

 

45 John Johnston, ‘“The Aigle Shtrate Collidge”’, 1885, Bolton Archive and Local Studies, College Songs and Poems 

(ref:zwn02-05). 
46 For a discussion on the reading practices of autodidact British readers during the nineteenth century, refer to 

Jonathan Rose, The Intellectual Life of the British Working Classes (London: Yale University Press, 2001). 
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ambition for self-education. Instead, they described the relationships they shared in terms of 

comradely love and friendship. One poem demonstrates how the group used Whitmanesque 

comradeship is dated 11 August 1889 and signed by nine members of the College. It reads as 

follows:   

Our spirits to you dear brother  

 With joy we salute you 

Comrades we give you our hands 

 We give you our love  

The love of Comrades 

 The lifelong love of Comrades.47
  

 

The poem lacks authorial attribution, neither is the identity of the addressee given. However, it is 

a birthday poem, written ‘to honour the day that gave birth to you’. Whitman was born in May, 

whereas the poem is dated in August. It is thus unlikely that the poem was intended for celebrating 

Whitman’s birthday. Since we know from Caroline A. Eccles’s published biography that Wallace 

was born in August 1850 (on an unspecified day) and the list of signatures does not include that 

of Wallace, it is possible that this poem was addressed to him.48 If so, it was highly appropriate. 

The phrase ‘the love of Comrades, the lifelong love of Comrades’ is a refrain in Whitman’s ‘For 

You, O Democracy’, one of the ‘Calamus’ poems. The poem uses Whitman’s comradeship as a 

way to express the type of friendship they share and refer to brotherly love. In this respect, the 

College’s appropriation of the ‘Calamus’ poems differs greatly from some of their contemporaries. 

 

47 ‘Our Spirits to You’, 1889, Bolton Archive and Local Studies, The Bolton Whitman Fellowship (Relics & mementos 

ref:zwn12-01-001). 
48 Wallace’s birth and death dates were mentioned in the dedication page in Caroline A. Eccles, James William 

Wallace: An English Comrade of Walt Whitman (London: C. W. Daniel Co., 1936), Bolton Archive and Local Studies, 

Publications by Caroline Eccles (ref: zwn07-02-071). 
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Edward Carpenter’s interpretation of Whitman’s poems, for instance, is saturated with political 

implications. He saw Whitman’s comradeship as a contribution to progress by breaking down the 

inquieted power structure of social hierarchy.49 His argument was driven by the belief that the 

body is a political space, and he quoted Whitman when he stressed the body’s ‘deepest relation to 

general politics’.50 For Carpenter then, Whitman’s comradely love represented the evolutionary 

advance guard of humanity.  

What all of this shows is that Wallace and the other College members were not passive 

recipients of Whitman’s work but instead actively engaged in interpreting Leaves of Grass, and 

Whitman himself. Thus, the hierarchical relation that Wallace expresses in his letters to Ruskin 

and Whitman does not fully capture how he engaged with them. Wallace writes to Ruskin, ‘I am 

coming with growing force to recognise you as my master’.51 Then he (with Johnston) would write 

to Whitman that ‘[w]e both study your writings as much as possible’.52 On both occasions, Wallace 

presents himself as a disciple. Yet, the relationship the College had with Whitman was never 

hierarchal. The College’s engagement with celebrity culture granted them some agency to 

appropriate Whitman’s figure and writings to suit their own personal needs. This is important to 

emphasise because literary studies on nineteenth century transatlantic celebrity still stress the sole 

power of the author in an author-reader relationship. One example is Mark Frost’s examination of 

nineteenth-century working-class fandom. He insists that celebrity culture reflects a wider social 

 

49 Edward Carpenter, Homogenic Love, and Its Place in a Free Society (Manchester: Labour Press Society, 1894), p. 

48. 
50 Ibid.  
51 Wallace, ‘A Letter Wallace to John Ruskin, Feb 7, 1887’. 
52 Johnston and Wallace, ‘Birthday Letter to Whitman’. 
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stratification of nineteenth-century capitalism.53 The case of the College, however, demonstrates 

that no one has decisive power, and no one is completely powerless. Instead, both authors and 

readers cooperatively engage in constructing the literary celebrity’s public image.  

The members’ views of Whitman further highlight how the College disrupts this notion of 

a hierarchical celebrity culture. To the Eagle Street College members, Wallace held a place that 

equates, and at times even surpasses, that of Whitman. An example of this is how the members at 

times used the word ‘master’ to refer to Wallace. The song that Dixon wrote as a farewell to 

Wallace upon travelling to visit Whitman in 1891 uses such characterisation:  

Cheer! Boys, Cheer! With the voices loud and frantic!  

Cheer! Boys, Cheer! Till roof and rafters ring!  

For our beloved Master is going to cross th’Atlantic  

To visit dear old Whitman, boys, our Comrade and our  

King [emphasis added].54 

 

This excerpt reveals not just the centrality of Wallace to the group but also Whitman’s dual role 

as a ‘comrade’ as well as a ‘king’. Yet, Dixon would later claim that Wallace ‘was the superior in 

several respects of Whitman himself, who loved to be prominent and a recognised power in the 

world and was given to self advertisement [sic], which was foreign to Wallace’s nature’.55 In short, 

Dixon regarded Whitman as something of a show off. He suggests that individual worthiness is 

determined by how a person represents himself. His use of the word ‘self advertisement’ uses the 

 

53 Frost, ‘A Disciple of Whitman and Ruskin: William Harrison Riley, Transatlantic Celebrity, and the Perils of 

Working-class Fandom’, p. 69. 
54 Wentworth Dixon, ‘Cheer! Boys, Cheer!’, 1891, Bolton Archive and Local Studies, College Songs and Poems 

(ref:zwn02-05). 
55 Dixon, ‘An Old Friend’, p. 9.  
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language of consumerism. In these terms, Whitman deliberately engages in the process of his 

commodification in a celebrity culture, intending to gain ‘a recognised power in the world’. This 

negatively affected how Dixon viewed him. His depreciating view of Whitman has its roots within 

Romantic conceptions of literary genius, according to which an author’s value would naturally be 

acknowledged by others with no need for the poet’s self-assertion.  

I have so far demonstrated how the College approached Whitman within a celebrity culture. 

In the rest of this section, I want to explain how my examination challenges current literary 

scholarship on the College’s practices. The critical interest in the College’s relation to Whitman 

has only recently been revived after almost a century of scholarly neglect. This critical oversight 

was either the result of overemphasising the importance of intelligentsia over other social classes 

in examining Whitman’s reception in England (Harold Blodgett), relying on incomplete resources 

(Gay Wilson Allen), or approaching the topic with a dismissive tone (M. Wynn Thomas). 

Blodgett’s Walt Whitman in England (1934) explains how Leaves of Grass appealed to ‘English 

radicals – and others who might deny the title – not so much as a panegyric of political democracy 

as a powerfully suggestive plea for ‘brotherhood”,’ focusing primarily on figures like William 

Michael Rossetti and Alfred Tennyson.56 Discussion of the College was limited to just four pages 

out of a 244-page book. Further, his account was based on the pamphlet Wallace and Johnston 

published in 1917 (which only focuses on the two members’ visits to Whitman in 1890 and 1891) 

thus he did not consider the numerous letters and items that crossed the Atlantic between Whitman 

and the Bolton group.57 Despite these limitations, Allen depended on Blodgett’s account for his 

 

56 Harold William Blodgett, Walt Whitman in England (New York: Cornell University Press, 1934), p. 219. 
57 One reason for the lack of any reference to these letters and items is because the archive that holds the College 

materials will be found after Blodgett’s book publication. In 1956, Charles E. Feinberg, a Whitman collector, wrote 

to the chief librarian at Bolton Central Library stating that he held papers related to the Bolton Whitman Fellowship 
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related works: Walt Whitman Abroad (1955) and the chapters he wrote for The Walt Whitman 

Handbook (1947) and The New Walt Whitman Handbook (1975). Allen, with Ed Folsom, later 

acknowledge in their monograph on Walt Whitman & the World (1995) that Blodgett’s study on 

Whitman’s reception in England needed updating and the chapter written by M. Wynn Thomas 

aimed to fill this scholarly gap.58 Though Thomas provides a brief account of the College, his 

discussion is restricted to a single paragraph.59 When he returned to examining the topic in 

Transatlantic Connections: Whitman U.S., Whitman U.K. (2005), he deliberately eliminated any 

reference to the College, claiming their practices were ‘by no means unique: similar groups and 

enterprises were scattered throughout industrial England, from Nottingham to Bristol and from 

Leeds to Sheffield’.60 Thomas’s statement is motivated by the fact that several lower-middle-class 

and working-class autodidactic groups existed during the nineteenth century.61  

Thomas’ dismissive tone is surprising, especially given the extant awareness of the 

importance of the College’s relationship with Whitman in literary scholarship. In 1996, Carmine 

Sarracino urges critics to re-evaluate ‘Whitman’s loosely connected circle of disciples by closely 

examining, rather than dismissing out of hand, their transliterary ideals and their visionary sense 

of Walt Whitman’s significance and importance’.62 Within the same issue, two essays by Joann P. 

Krieg and Paul Salveson present detailed studies on the genesis and practices of the College, using 

 

covering the years 1894 to 1918. These included the annual reports of Whitman Day and several letters. Charles E. 

Feinberg, ‘Dear Mr. Hamer, Your Catalogue Only Shows a Few Years ...’, 16 March 1956, Bolton Archive and Local 

Studies, Walt Whitman Collection, Bolton Library correspondence (ref: zwn10-01-001). 
58 Gay Wilson Allen and Ed Folsom, ‘Introduction’, in Walt Whitman & the World, ed. by Gay Wilson Allen and Ed 

Folsom (Iowa City: University of Iowa Press, 1995), pp. 1–10 (pp. 6–7). 
59 M Wynn Thomas, ‘Whitman in the British Isles’, in Walt Whitman & the World, ed. by Gay Wilson Allen and Ed 

Folsom (Iowa City: University of Iowa Press, 1995), pp. 11–70 (pp. 12–13). 
60 M Wynn Thomas, Transatlantic Connections: Whitman U.S., Whitman U.K., Iowa Whitman Series (Iowa City: 

University of Iowa Press, 2005), p. 232. 
61 For a discussion on the reading practices of autodidact British readers during the nineteenth century, refer to Rose. 
62 Carmine Sarracino, ‘Redrawing Whitman’s Circle’, Walt Whitman Quarterly Review, 14 (1996), 113–27 (p. 113). 
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the materials held in the Bolton and Manchester archives. Krieg focuses on the interpretation of 

Whitman’s sexuality among the College members and other ‘disciples’ across the Atlantic, 

whereas Salveson examines how the members used Whitman’s ‘gospel’ within the British socialist 

movement.63 Other efforts to make the history of the College known and available for critics 

include Carolyn Masel’s chapter on ‘Whitman and the Bolton Whitman Fellowship’.64 So far, the 

College’s relation to Whitman has been examined from several critical angles: sexuality (Harry 

Cocks), spiritualism (Harry Cocks and Michael Robertson), and British socialism (Kirsten 

Harris).65 

Within the literary scholarship highlighted above, the members of the College have often 

been referred to as ‘disciples’ of Whitman with no clear explanation for why this was an 

appropriate verbal choice. Krieg explains that ‘they were disciples’ due to ‘the hagiographies that 

appeared soon after his death and the energy brought to the early dissemination of Whitman’s 

“gospel”’.66 Kreig here speaks about a specific moment after Whitman’s death in 1892, but he 

does not explain how this idea of discipleship influenced the group’s practices prior to the poet’s 

death. Other critics (Salveson, Masel, Robertson, and Harris) deploy the term uncritically without 

justification. Referring to the College members as ‘disciples’ incorrectly associates their practices 

with Whitman’s other supporters whose interpretation of the poet is saturated with religious 

 

63 Joann P Krieg, ‘Without Walt Whitman in Camden’, Walt Whitman Quarterly Review, 14.2–3 (1996), 85–112 (p. 

85); Paul Salveson, ‘Loving Comrades: Lancashire’s Links to Walt Whitman’, Walt Whitman Quarterly Review, 14.2 

(1996), 57–84 (p. 57). 
64 Carolyn Masel, ‘Whitman and the Bolton Whitman Fellowship’, in Special Relationships: Anglo-American 

Affinities and Antagonisms 1854-1936, ed. by Janet Beer and Bridget Bennett (Manchester: Manchester University 

Press, 2002), pp. 110–38. 
65 Harry Cocks, ‘Calamus in Bolton: Spirituality and Homosexual Desire in Late Victorian England’, Gender & 

History, 13.2 (2001), 191–223; Michael Robertson, Worshipping Walt: The Whitman Disciples (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 2008); Kirsten Harris, Walt Whitman and British Socialism (London: Taylor & Francis, 2016). 
66 Krieg, Without Walt Whitman in Camden, p. 85.  
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implications. Among those are Horace Traubel, William Douglas O’Connor, John Burroughs, and 

Bucke. The poet who announced in ‘Song of Myself’ that he had the knowledge of the ‘pleasures 

of heaven’ and the ‘pains of hell’ by calling the ‘spirit of God’ the ‘eldest brother of my own’ 

justified such reception. In 1892, Traubel referred to Whitman as ‘the light of our world, the 

prophet of an epoch’.67 O’Connor cited Leaves of Grass as the ‘American Bible’ in his The Good 

Gray Poet: A Vindication (1866).68 Similarly, Burroughs stated in his Notes on Walt Whitman 

(1871) that Leaves of Grass is ‘eminently religious’.69 He later noted in Whitman: A Study (1896) 

that Whitman’s volume of poetry departs from the ‘old religion, the religion of our fathers . . . [that 

was] found upon a curse’.70 Instead, Whitman’s Leaves of Grass ‘sings a new song . . .  the earth 

is as divine as heaven and there is no god more sacred than yourself’.71 Moreover, Bucke portrays 

Whitman as a messianic figure in his book Cosmic Consciousness (1905), listing him within a 

category that includes ‘Jesus the Christ’, which grouped individuals who have a profound 

awareness ‘of life and order in the universe . . . a state of moral exaltation . . . [and] a sense of 

immortality’.72 Thus, Traubel, O’Connor, Burroughs, and Bucke interpreted Whitman’s Leaves of 

Grass as a gospel with an author akin to a prophet. The College members, as my discussion so far 

demonstrates, did not perceive Whitman as a superior, let alone prophetic, figure.  

However, I would suggest that the term ‘disciples’ becomes problematic for the College 

because their practices were enmeshed within the celebrity culture of their time. Indeed, their 

 

67 Horace Traubel, ‘The Traubel Correspondence’, 1892, Bolton Archive and Local Studies, The Bolton Whitman 

Fellowship Papers Horace L Traubel, Feb 1891 - Oct 1892 (ref: 72474-zwn05). 
68 William D O’Connor, The Good Gray Poet: A Vindication (New York: Bunce & Huntington, 1866), p. 22. 
69 John Burroughs, Notes on Walt Whitman, as Poet and Person (New York: J. S. Redfield, 1871), p. 72. 
70 John Burroughs, Whitman: A Study (Boston and New York: Houghton, Mifflin and Company, 1896), p. 259. 
71 Ibid., pp. 290-1.  
72 Bucke, Cosmic Consciousness, p. 3. 
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practices resemble of what we can describe nowadays as fan activities in the sense that they 

establish a sense of community centred around a famous figure. Rather than simply substituting 

one label for another, I wish to examine how fan studies can help us understand the intersections 

between literary interpretations and the nineteenth-century culture of publicity in which Whitman 

was enthusiastically engaged. ‘Fan’ and ‘fandom’ are relatively new terms and were scarcely used 

when referring to enthusiasts of authors or texts before the middle of the twentieth century. David 

Cavicchi provides an etymological account of the word ‘fan’, noting that ‘the generally accepted 

origin is “fanatic”, from the Latin fanaticus, meaning a religious and later a political zealot’.73  As 

Cavicchi notes, the word ‘fan’ was later deprived of its religious and political implications when 

it was used in the context of American sports in the 1890s ‘to gently mock baseball rooters’.74 

Alexandra Edward affirms that the use of the term ‘fan’ to connote an enthusiast of a literary text 

or author emerged in the periodical press in the early 1910s to refer to those who consumed films 

based on books, which eventually included literature to replace phrases like a ‘book-lover’.75  

Because the idea of the ‘fan’ postdates nineteenth-century culture, literary enthusiasts were 

referred to as either ‘lion hunters’ (with its dismissive undertone) or ‘disciples’ (with its religious 

connotations). Further, there were gendered implications. Men were described as students of a 

particular author, and women seen as mindless consumers of a literary text. The idea of the fan has 

elements drawn from both lion hunters and disciples. Fans, like lion hunters, consume the public 

 

73 Daniel Cavicchi, ‘Fandom Before “Fan”: Shaping the History of Enthusiastic Audiences’, Reception: Texts, 

Readers, Audiences, History, 6.1 (2014), 52–72 (p. 54). 
74 Ibid.  
75 Alexandra Edwards, ‘Literature Fandom and Literary Fans’, in A Companion to Media Fandom and Fan Studies, 

ed. by Paul Booth (Hoboken: John Wiley & Sons, 2018), pp. 47–64 (pp. 53–55). Helen Taylor came to a similar 

conclusion, but she dates the origin of the term ‘fan’ to the 1840s with the movie adaptation of  Margaret Mitchell's 

novel Gone with the Wind (1936). Helen Taylor, Scarlett’s Women: ‘Gone with the Wind’ and Its Female Fans 

(London: Virago, 1989). 
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persona of an author. Thus, photographs, signatures, or any other object or signal that alludes to 

the personality of the author become valuable artefacts that equate, and at times surpass, the 

aesthetic worth of their literary works. Fans are also like disciples because their practices, as Eric 

Eisner has rightly noted, can be ‘ritualized and participatory’.76 The only time that the College 

were described with terminology that alludes to celebrity culture is in Blodgett’s study. In 

examining their relationship with Whitman, Blodgett insists that its members were not ‘lion 

hunters’.77 Instead, they ‘were trying, under Whitman’s guidance, to qualify as practising 

idealists’.78 They were not ‘lion hunters’ because Whitman himself embraced them as his admirers. 

The fact that the College members were all men might have motivated Blodgett to take their 

practices seriously by not associating them with the perceived inferior type of literary engagement 

that underlines the term ‘lion hunters’.  

Yet, within the context of the emerging celebrity culture, the College members consumed 

Whitman’s public persona in a similar fashion as those lion hunters. This is not only because of 

my discussion on the College’s interpretation of Whitman above. It is also because they were keen 

in collecting (and later displaying) memorabilia associated with him, including signed 

photographs. One example is how they were eager to get their hands on a specific edition of Leaves 

of Grass because Whitman’s presence extended from the poetry he wrote to include the book’s 

physicality. Both Johnston’s and Wallace’s respective visits to Whitman turned into quests to 

obtain the 1855 edition of Leaves of Grass. In 1890, Johnston told Whitman that he and Wallace 

were ‘anxious to possess’ a copy of that edition.79 He explained that their objective was to explore 

 

76 Eisner, Nineteenth-Century Poetry and Literary Celebrity, p. 139. 
77 Blodgett, Walt Whitman in England, p. 213. 
78 Ibid.  
79 Johnston and Wallace, Visits to Walt Whitman, p. 41. 
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‘the first inception of your ideas’.80 This suggests that they were aware of the gradual evolution of 

Whitman’s ideas in different editions of Leaves of Grass. Whitman’s significant revisions and 

expansions meant that each edition was essentially a new work. But Johnston told Whitman of a 

more personal reason for wanting a copy of the earliest edition – that they knew ‘that the type had 

been partly set up by your own hand’.81 The edition was literally assembled by Whitman, who 

deployed his experiences as a journal editor and a printer’s apprentice to publish the book. This 

eagerness to get this particular edition suggests a desire to ‘possess’ a mark of the poet as 

embedded in his literal and material creation as well as his poetic expression. However, Johnston 

was unable to find this edition during his visit for unknown reasons. A year later, Wallace would 

take up the task during his visit to the United States. He first went to Brooklyn to see Andrew H. 

Rome, ‘one of the brothers who printed the first edition of Leaves of Grass in 1855’, in the hopes 

of acquiring it.82 He then headed to New York to continue his search. There, he visited the jeweller 

John H. Johnston, a friend and benefactor of Whitman, who gave Wallace a copy, urging him to 

‘take it to Walt and get him to inscribe his name in it. It will be complete’, which Wallace did.83 

The fact that the edition was only considered ‘complete’ with the signature of ‘Walt’, of the 

physical marker of his presence, further stresses the idea that the value of the 1855 edition for 

Wallace and Johnston lay not only in its inclusion of the genesis of Whitman’s ideas but also in its 

status as a material manifestation of the poet himself.  

My discussion so far has demonstrated how the College practices overlapped with fans in 

the way that they were eager to collect objects associated with the literary celebrity. Their acts 

 

80 Ibid. 
81 Ibid.  
82 Ibid., p. 115.  
83 Ibid., p. 136. 
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were also ritualised and at times had a religious undertone, thus, resembling that of discipleship. 

The members used special vocabularies in referencing the objects associated with Whitman. They 

collected ‘relics’ of the poet such as a lock of his hair and a juniper from his grave.84 Furthermore, 

their annual celebration of Whitman’s birthday, or ‘Whitman Day’, followed a fixed pattern of 

practices. The first celebration took place in 1887, when Wallace proposed to the College’s 

members that a ‘Whitman evening’ be held on 31 May.85 The celebration continued well after 

Whitman’s death to 1925, where Wallace, whose own health was failing, gave his last speech, ‘If 

Whitman Came to Walker Fold’.86 They were initially held in Wallace’s house at Eagle Street until 

he moved to the semirural village of Adlington. Thereafter, Whitman Day would include a long 

walk through the stunning moorland landscape, where passages from Leaves of Grass would be 

read out loud. The celebration began with the members first writing a birthday greeting to 

Whitman. With the poet’s death in 1892, the birthday greetings were exchanged with the American 

Walt Whitman fellowship (formally established in 1894 but holding a ‘regular annual observance 

of Walt Whitman’s birthday’ for seven years).87 Members of the American Whitman Fellowship 

included Bucke and Horace Traubel, who authored the nine-volume biography of the poet’s final 

four years, Walt Whitman in Camden. Following the writing of the letter, the College members 

 

84 Richard Maurice Bucke, ‘Juniper from Walt Whitman’s Grave’, 20 April 1922, John Rylands Special Collection at 

the University of Manchester, Papers relating to J.W. Wallace and the Bolton Whitman Fellowship (Miscellaneous 

papers of J.W. Wallace ref: GB 133 Eng 1186/4/4). 
85 James William Wallace, ‘Wallace to John Johnston, May 28, 1887’, 28 May 1887, Bolton Archive and Local Studies 

Service, Transcripts and facsimiles of Correspondence with Wallace and Johnston (i) (ref: zwn04-15). 
86 James W. Wallace, ‘“If Walt Whitman Came to Walker Fold”, an Address in Celebration of the Anniversary of 

Walt Whitman’s Birthday, 30 May 1925, Walker Fold, near Bolton,’ Bolton Archive and Local Studies, JRULM, p. 

8. There is evidence that the Whitman Day celebration continued after Wallace’s death in January 1926. The Bolton 

archives, however, only held papers and correspondence that reported the Whitman Day celebration from 1887 to 

1925. These documents reveal in detail how the celebration was conducted.  
87 Walt Whitman Fellowship Papers (Philadelphia, June 1894), p. 3, Bolton Archive and Local Studies Service, 

ZWN/01/01. 
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would read excerpts from Leaves of Grass at a tea party.88 The practice of reading aloud 

demonstrates the participatory aspect of Whitman Day as each member engaged in the activity 

either by reading or by listening. This helped sustain homosociality among the College members, 

a sense of community by which Whitman’s symbolic presence acted as the facilitator. Several 

reports on this event reflect a specific order for the day. As a report of 1901 explains, the members 

were seated around ‘portraits of Whitman’ where they were wearing a special sort of ornament, a 

sprig of Whitman’s favourite flowers lilacs.89 They were then invited ‘to drink [from the loving 

cup] to the memory of the departed comrade [Whitman] in silence’.90 After that, ‘one after another 

is called upon by the master [Wallace] to testify his appreciation of and indebtedness to Walt’.91 

Other Whitmanites who were not members of the College were also invited to participate in this 

event. These included the socialist advocates John Bruce and Katherine Glasier in addition to the 

poet John Addington Symonds and the writer and gay advocate Edward Carpenter. Moreover, 

letters written by those who could not attend, such as Traubel and Bucke, were often read. This 

event was simultaneously transatlantic and overwhelmingly male. 

 Further, the Whitman Day celebration displayed photographs of Whitman and different 

signed editions of Leaves of Grass, including the 1855 edition (see Figure 17). 

 

88 The reports of Whitman Day never specified which parts of Leaves of Grass were being read. ‘Eagle Street College 

Reports of Whitman’s Day’, Bolton Archive and Local Studies, Reports of Bolton Whitman Celebrations [ref: zwn02-

01]. 
89 ‘Whitman’s Day 1901’, 1901, p. 1, Bolton Archive and Local Studies, Reports of Bolton Whitman Celebrations 

[ref: zwn02-01]. 
90 Ibid.  
91 Ibid.  



 

 

223 

 

Figure 17: Whitman’s Day in 1899 (from right to left): John Johnston, James Wallace, Richard Greenhalgh, 

Fred Wild, Charles Sixsmith, Wentworth Dixon, Bolton Archive and Local Studies, Bolton Whitman 

Fellowship (ref: zwn11-01-001). 

This photograph is of particular interest because it is highly staged. Thus, analysing the way the 

members are positioned in the picture reveals how the members of the Eagle Street College used 

the figure of Whitman for identity performances. The photograph embodies queerness in two ways. 

It is queer in the sense that it is odd, but it is also queer insofar as it suggests homosexuality. The 

photograph depicts a cosy and domestic, almost feminine, interior with the floral tablecloth. 

However, as presence of a building and trees in the background reveals, it was actually taken 

outside. Furthermore, the way the members are seated is quite perplexing. For example, Johnston’s 

arm under his own chin (on the far right of the photograph) appears as if it belongs to Wallace, 

who is looking at him. Moreover, Wallace appears as if he is modelling himself on Whitman 

because the way he looks almost resembles Whitman’s pose in the photograph placed in the middle 

of the table. Furthermore, Richard Greenhalgh (the third man from the right) looks excitedly at 
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Charles Sixsmith, who is sitting across from him and appears to be speaking about something, his 

mouth slightly open. Fred Wild’s seating and appearance are very different from the other men 

(the third man from the left). He is the only one who is wearing a hat and looking straight at the 

camera. Finally, Wentworth Dixon appears to be immersed in reading Leaves of Grass. The shaded 

page that he is holding suggests that it might even be the frontispiece of the book. Thus, it is likely 

that he was actually reading ‘Song of Myself’ because the poem appeared facing Whitman’s 

picture in one of the editions. This photograph then presents the members of Eagle Street College 

as if they are overlapping, even physically. It suggests a kind of adhesiveness and bonding that 

Whitman’s symbolic presence engenders.  

While celebrity culture provided the College members a conduit for self-expression 

through which they could express a personal bond among themselves, it offered Whitman an 

opportunity to sustain a legacy for himself as America’s poet across the Atlantic. In the next section 

I demonstrate how Whitman used the College to extend his self-fashioning from his literary work 

to his literal readers through attempting to control the way they interpreted him. In so doing, 

Whitman attempted to exploit aspects of celebrity culture to establish a relatively more enduring 

type of fame for himself that would endure after his death. This, in return, further stresses the 

conflating nature of celebrity and fame in the mid nineteenth-century.  

‘Autograph Monsters’: Whitman’s Legacy in Bolton 

Whitman’s involvement with the celebrity culture of his time has received some critical attention 

in recent years. The most extensive treatment is David Haven Blake’s Walt Whitman and the 

Culture of American Celebrity (2006). His work covers the publication of Leaves of Grass in 1855 

to Whitman’s death in 1892 and thus provides a relatively comprehensive account. Blake argues 

that most studies have ‘paid scant attention to the poet’s self-promotions, despite their forming 



 

 

225 

such a large part of his lore’.92 He notes that Whitman was influenced by P. T. Barnum and new 

technologies of advertising and photography.93 These factors increased Whitman’s awareness of 

the symbolic power of constructing a public image for himself in promulgating his message about 

democracy.94 Yet, Blake does not take into consideration Whitman’s involvement in the 

transatlantic literary market of his time. This is surprising because Whitman saw himself as a part 

of broader literary culture as early as 1856 when he listed William Horsell as his British distributor 

in the advertising section at the end of Leaves of Grass.95 Taking a similar line of argument is 

Bonnie Carr O’Neill’s book Literary Celebrity and Public Life in the Nineteenth-Century United 

States (2017). She focuses on how Whitman’s career in journalism would influence the way he 

composed Leaves of Grass.96 I aim to extend the scope of these studies by taking into consideration 

Whitman’s careful and calculated engagement with his transatlantic audience.  

Whitman’s training as a journalist and editor at a number of Brooklyn and New York 

papers provided him with skills he would later utilise in his career as a poet. One prominent 

journalistic talent that he adapted into his writing was a keen awareness of publicity. He once told 

his publisher William Roscoe Thayer that ‘the public is a thick-skinned beast and you have to keep 

whacking away at its hide to let it know you’re there’.97 From the first 1855 edition of Leaves of 

 

92 Blake, Walt Whitman and the Culture of American Celebrity, p. 13. 
93 Ibid., p. 18.  
94 Ibid.  
95 Walt Whitman, Leaves of Grass (Brooklyn, New York: Walt Whitman, 1856), p. 384; Edward Whitely provides an 

overview of the distribution of Leaves of Grass in Britain. He notes that Horsell had distributed a small number of 

copies of the 1855 American edition of Leaves of Grass in Britain. Edward Whitley, ‘Introduction to the British 

Editions of Leaves of Grass’, The Walt Whitman Archive. 
96 Bonnie Carr O’Neill, ‘Walt Whitman: Mediation, Affect, and Authority in Celebrity Culture’, in Literary Celebrity 

and Public Life in the Nineteenth-Century United States (Athens, Georgia: The University of Georgia Press, 2017), 

pp. 51–86 (p. 52). 
97 William Roscoe Thayer, ‘Personal Recollections of Walt Whitman’, in Whitman in His Own Time, ed. by Joel 

Myerson (Iowa City: University of Iowa Press, 2000), pp. 283–208 (p. 304). Originally published in 1919. 
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Grass, Whitman used several paratextual elements to make his philosophy and persona more 

appealing to the public. His strategies included the use of a now celebrated daguerreotype image 

of himself as a frontispiece. This differed from the popular image of a poet in notable ways. It did 

not present him as an inaccessible and ethereal figure. Instead, it portrayed him as a rebel and 

bearer of freedom. Whitman opted for workingman’s clothing with his hat aslant and his shirt 

collar unbuttoned: this presented him as the poet of the common man – and woman (see Figure 

18).  

 

Figure 18: Walt Whitman by Samuel Hollyer, engraving of a daguerreotype by Gabriel 

Harrison, 1854, (Original Lost), Whitman Archive, ID: owu.00034.  
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The daguerreotype was reproduced in the 1855 and 1856 editions of Leaves of Grass, the 1876 

and 1881–82 editions, as well as Rossetti’s heavily cropped 1868 British edition of Whitman’s 

poems. That this visual representation of Whitman was integral in the interpretation of his literary 

works is evident in his insistence that Hollyer’s daguerreotype faced ‘Song of Myself’ in the 

reprinting of the 1881 edition. His motivation for doing that is that he believed it to be ‘involved 

as part of the poem’.98 In so doing, his views are consistent with the definition of celebrity as a 

condition of public life in which ‘the body becomes a commodity … an object of consumption, 

designed and packaged to generate desire in others and achieve impact in public’.99 Whitman also 

employed several self-promotional techniques that were common in journalism to cultivate public 

interest in his volume of poetry. He penned positive anonymous reviews of Leaves of Grass.100 He 

included a letter from Emerson without the author’s consent praising him in the 1856 edition of 

Leaves of Grass.101 Further, Whitman exaggerated details about his book sales to get his name in 

newspapers.102 For the rest of his life, he would involve himself in continuous acts of self-

fashioning and editing, until the so-called deathbed edition of 1891–92.  

Whitman’s desire to receive public recognition, however, also involved making public 

acceptance a source of authority. In an entry in his diary before publishing Leaves of Grass, he 

confesses:  

I should think poorly of myself if I should be even a few days with any 

community either of sane or insane people, and not make them convinced, 

 

98 Walt Whitman, ‘A Letter from Walt Whitman to James R. Osgood & Company, 12 September 1881’, 12 September 

1881, Whitman Archive, ID: yal.00110. 
99 Rojek, p. 106. 
100 Blake, Walt Whitman and the Culture of American Celebrity, p. 21. 
101 Ibid.  
102 David Haven Blake, ‘Performance and Celebrity’, in Walt Whitman in Context, ed. by Joanna Levin and Edward 

Whitley (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018), pp. 117–26 (p. 121). 
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whether they acknowledged it or not, of my truth, my sympathy, and my 

dignity. — I should be certain enough that those attributes were not in me.103 

 

Whitman’s statement conflicts with his declaration that the poet ‘is complete in himself’.104 He 

admits in private writing to relying on social judgement to determine his personality, regardless of 

his audience’s competency, ‘either of sane or insane people’. Yet this urge for public affirmation 

contradicts how he dealt with what he called the ‘autograph monsters’.105 He uses this term to refer 

to the growing number of men and women who sought his signatures when he began to receive 

considerable attention from the public in the 1880s. As Eric Conrad notes, Whitman’s phrase 

signals his awareness of fans who had a ‘rapidly increasing appetite for collecting and consuming 

celebrity personalities’.106 As Whitman controlled every aspect of the publication and distribution 

of Leaves of Grass, he seemed to also want to control the way his readers approached him.   

For a person who was keen on receiving public approval, Whitman could be rather 

dismissive to some readers. Carpenter narrates an incident that occurred during his visit to 

Whitman in 1877 that provides a real-life example of the author’s treatment of his admirers. 

Whitman was approached by a wealthy European woman who, as Carpenter describes her, was 

‘one of those detached women with reticule who travel about the world in quest of anything 

“interesting”’ to impress her friends upon returning home.107 She informed Whitman and 

Carpenter that ‘she had been . . . all over the States and seen many celebrities, but could not return 

 

103 Walt Whitman, Daybooks and Notebooks: Walt Whitman, ed. by William White (New York: New York University 

Press, 1978), III, p. 767. 
104 Walt Whitman, Leaves of Grass (Brooklyn, New York: Walt Whitman, 1855), p. 9. 
105 Horace Traubel, With Walt Whitman in Camden (New York: Mitchell Kennerley, 1914), VOL. 3, p. 496. 
106 Eric Conrad, ‘“Anything Honest to Sell Books”: Walt Whitman and the Autograph Monster’, Walt Whitman 

Quarterly Review, 32.4 (2015), 187–214 (p. 187). 
107 Edward Carpenter, Days with Walt Whitman (London: George Allen & Unwin LTD., 1906), p. 27. 
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to Europe without visiting Whitman’.108 Whitman’s initial interest changed to indifference, and 

the woman’s speech became a lengthy monologue about her noble ancestry, to which Whitman 

turned a deaf ear.109 This resulted in awkwardness—the woman continually tried to get a reaction 

from the unresponsive Whitman until she eventually ‘bade a hasty good-bye and disappeared’.110 

His apathetic attitude might be attributed to his refusal to be publicly associated with her, as she 

depicts the opposite of what Whitman represents—liberal individualism. The way the woman 

approached Whitman did not appeal to him. He became another attraction in her tour of the United 

States, something the poet would certainly not like because her interest is general and not specific 

to his ‘truth’, ‘sympathy’ and ‘dignity’.111 Whitman surely conflated these qualities within his 

physical body, either by using his literal image as frontispieces or by establishing an illusion of 

intimacy in his poems, thus presenting himself as a commodity for consumption. His acts of self-

commodification were a pivotal strategy in disseminating his message. The woman’s attention, 

however, conveys a form of curiosity that takes Whitman away from the image he intended his 

readers to have of him and reframes him within a meaningless (but still attractive) object for public 

spectacle.  

Just after this incident occurred, Whitman told Carpenter, ‘I have a large “parish”—people 

write to me and come and call from all parts of the world—we authors are rather vain, you know, 

and quite enjoy a little homage’, and then adding enviously, ‘but my parish is not as big as 

Longfellow’s [emphasis in original]’.112 Perhaps Longfellow’s success as a poet and his large fan 

 

108 Ibid.  
109 Ibid., p. 29. 
110 Ibid.  
111 Ibid., p.767.  
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base can be explained by the way Longfellow himself was actively involved in their cultivation. 

The ‘perfect stranger[s]’, as Longfellow refers to fan-mail writers, became a familiar presence in 

his life that consumed his time answering their letters. As Christoph Irmscher’s Longfellow Redux 

(2008) shows, the requests Longfellow received from his fans (to which he responded) varied from 

asking him to edit their poems to signing up to one hundred blank cards to be distributed among 

their guests.113 By the time Whitman published his first edition of Leaves of Grass, Longfellow 

was already known to his readers as ‘the poet of the heart’, a moniker that hinted at his 

popularity.114 Their attraction to Longfellow’s public persona was bolstered by his involvement 

with his readers, as he replied to their letters with kindness and appreciation. 

An examination of how Whitman treated his readers reveals that he was selective in 

accepting them as his admirers. He told Traubel in 1888, ‘I particularly never answer them. I make 

what use I can of the return stamps and let the rest of the matter go’.115 Yet, he dedicated time to 

reply to Wallace and Johnston’s birthday letter by sending each man a response just a year before 

his dismissive comment to Traubel. On 29 May 1887, Whitman writes to Johnston:  

Your good affectionate letter, with the welcome carte pictures & the 

handsome birthday present, safely rec’d this morning — & thank you for all 

most sincerely — I am living here comfortably enough, but a paralytic bodily 

— As I write I sit by the open window of my room, the birds singing & 

summer bursting — Again thanks.116 

He sent another letter to Wallace on the same day:  

 

113 Irmscher, Longfellow Redux, pp. 34–35. 
114 Ibid.  
115 Horace Traubel, With Walt Whitman in Camden (Boston: Small, Maynard & Company, 1906), VOL. 1, p. 366. 
116 Walt Whitman, ‘Your Good Affectionate Letter... ’, 29 May 1887, Bolton Archive and Local Studies, The Walt 

Whitman correspondence (ref: 72474-zwn04). 



 

 

231 

Your & Dr. Johnston’s letter & the pictures & birthday gift have safely 

reach’s me, & thank you indeed from my heart. I am ab’t as usual in health—

& a little (but not much) engaged in writing. Your letter is indeed comforting 

to me.117 

Perhaps the devotion they expressed made Whitman respond to Wallace and Johnston’s letter with 

such appreciation. It is also possible that Whitman felt obliged to answer the letter because it 

contained money. The members would send a birthday letter the following year but received no 

response. The year after, however, Whitman would respond to their ‘good letter, the £10 & the 

photo’, telling the members about his poor health.118  

Whitman’s letters also mention ‘pictures’, ‘carte pictures’ and a ‘photo’ of the College 

members. It is thus another possibility that the photographs Johnston and Wallace sent of Eagle 

Street College members stirred Whitman’s interest in the group. The Bolton Archives does not 

have copies of the pictures that Wallace and Johnston have sent to Whitman. The rest of the 

College’s photographs held in the collection, however, might help us to understand what Whitman 

saw in the group. Most of the photos present nine to thirteen men gathered around Wallace (see 

Figure 19). 

 

 

117 Walt Whitman, ‘Your & Dr. Johnston’s Letter ... ’, 29 May 1887, Bolton Archive and Local Studies, The Walt 

Whitman correspondence (ref: 72474-zwn04). 
118 Walt Whitman, ‘The Good Letter, the £10 & the Photo ....’, 6 April 1889, Bolton Archive and Local Studies, The 

Walt Whitman correspondence (ref: 72474-zwn04). 
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Figure 19: This photograph was taken during Bucke’s visit to the College in 1890 (the man seated wearing glasses is Wallace and 

the person seated next to him is Bucke), Bolton Archive and Local Studies, Bolton Whitman Fellowship (ref: zwn11-01-001). 

The way that the men positioned in the photograph depicts a bond of manhood and comradeship. 

Whitman might have found the ‘parish’ he desired in the ‘homage’ of the fourteen working-men 

readers of Eagle Street College, especially given their friendship embodied his notion of male 

comradeship. Johnston’s visit to the poet’s house in Camden in 1890 would ignite Whitman’s 

interest in the College even more, leading to an intensive cross-Atlantic communication. It was 

only after Johnston’s visit that Whitman began taking the initiative of writing to the College, at 

times daily. On this visit, Johnston would also show Whitman a photograph of the College, to 

which Whitman responded, ‘I hope you will tell them how deeply sensible I am of their 

appreciation and regard for them’.119 He continued, ‘I hope I acknowledged your and Mr. Wallace’s 

 

119 Johnston and Wallace, Visits to Walt Whitman, p. 36. 
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communications – some of my correspondents are rather remiss and I do not wish to be on the list 

of defaulters at all’.120 Whitman’s abrupt statement suggests that he was deliberately withdrawing 

from responding. This reinforces my earlier argument that Whitman was actually selective in 

accepting those who constituted his ‘parish’, choosing those who corresponded with what he 

promoted in Leaves of Grass. For him, the College was the manifestation of his comradeship vision, 

in which he appeared, even if erroneously, to be its nucleus. 

Johnston’s visit made Whitman recognise the potential of the College as being a kind of 

‘parish’.  He tried to guide its members’ interpretation of him, promoting a specific public image 

that he attempted to publicise in later years. The public persona of the antebellum Whitman, as 

Kenneth M. Price notes, was altered from ‘a New York “rough” to the nation’s “good gray 

poet”’.121 The latter persona represents Whitman as the grandfatherly figure who aimed to heal the 

wounds of a mourning nation following the aftermath of the Civil War. His correspondence with 

the College suggests an attempt to promote this particular image. On 6 February 1892, for instance, 

he wrote to Johnston informing him that he was ‘deadly weak’.122 In the same letter, he informs 

Johnston that he had sent along ‘the adv. of the ’92 edn’, and ends the letter by expressing his 

gratitude to ‘you & cheery British friends may be last—my right arm giving out’. The following 

day, he sent a letter to Johnston informing him that: 

Same cond’n cont’d—More and more it comes to the fore that the only 

theory worthy of our modern times for g’t literature, politics, & sociology 

must combine all the bulk people of all lands, the women not forgetting—
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But the mustard plaster on my side is stinging & I must stop—Good bye 

to all.123  

 

In these letters, he presents himself as a poet who is weakened by age yet determined to write for 

the people advocating for democracy. Whitman’s self-representation demonstrates his anxiousness 

to leave a legacy for himself, especially because he was aware of the possibility that he would pass 

away soon (he would die almost a month after sending these letters). He knew that Wallace and 

Johnston were collecting his letters and often circulated them among close friends.124 He also knew 

that they had documented their visit to him in a pamphlet that they intended it for private 

circulation.125 

Whitman’s farewell letter might suggest that he was trying subtly or not so subtly to 

influence the manner in which the College perceived him. There are several further examples 

revealing the ways Whitman attempted to control his reception among readers of the College. To 

explain this, I want to return once again to Johnston’s visit to Whitman in Camden in 1890. 

Whitman gave Johnston a gift when upon his visit. This gift is a portrait of himself painted by 

Sidney Morse (see Figure 20).126 This painting contradicts the way he fashioned himself in the 

1854 daguerreotype. It depicts him as a pensive aged poet avoiding spectators’ gaze, epitomising 

the ‘good gray poet’ image.  

 

123 ‘A Letter from Walt Whitman to John Johnston’, 7 February 1892, Bolton Archive and Local Studies, The Walt 

Whitman correspondence (ref: 72474-zwn04). 
124 Wallace sent a typed version of Whitman’s letters to the group to the poet. ‘A Letter from James William Wallace 

to Walt Whitman’, 27 September 1891, Bolton Archive and Local Studies, The Walt Whitman correspondence (ref: 

72474-zwn04). 
125 Ibid.  
126 Johnston and Wallace, Visits to Walt Whitman, p. 57. 
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Figure 20: Portrait of Whitman by Sidney H. Morse. Gift to Johnston’, Bolton Museum and Art Gallery, 

BOLMG:2002.160.18. 

Furthermore, Whitman deliberately chose which image of him the College ought to keep and asked 

Johnston to discard others that he did not like. For instance, he gave Johnston a signed ‘large 

mounted photograph’ of himself to be delivered to Wallace.127 He urged Johnston to tell Wallace 

to ‘substitute it for the one he had hanging in his room. I don’t like it at all’.128 The fact that 

Whitman had knowledge of the way that Wallace’s room looks like further demonstrates the close 

relation that he had maintained with members of the College. As for why he did not like the one 
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Wallace owned, he explained that it represented him as ‘a bit foxy, sly, smart, cute, and almost 

Yankee’.129 We cannot determine which photograph Wallace previously owned nor which one of 

Whitman’s many photographs he decided was ‘satisfactory’ enough to give away. Whitman’s 

commentary about the photograph that he gave away, however, provides several clues into the way 

he was portrayed. He tells Johnston that the photograph was taken in the following circumstances:  

They [unclear who] got me over in Philadelphia, much against my 

inclination, in the spring, I think it was, and that is the result of my sitting. 

Nowadays photographer have a trick of what they call ‘touching up’ their 

works–smoothing out irregularities, wrinkles, and what they consider defects 

in a person’s face–but, at my special request, that has not been interfered 

with in any way, and, on the whole, I consider it a good picture.130 

 

The fact that it was taken in Philadelphia does not provide much information to assist us identify 

a specific photograph because Whitman had several photographs taken there. His commentary on 

photographers’ practices, however, suggests that this picture was taken in old age. He tells 

Johnston about his refusal to apply the ‘trick’ of ‘touching up’ that photographers use to clear any 

‘irregularities [and] wrinkles’, insisting that his picture is not ‘interfered with [in] any way’.131 

Whitman’s commentary reveals a belief in the ability of pictures, whether painted or photographed, 

to function as manifestations of the real self.  

Determining which of his pictures the members of the College should keep was not the 

only method that Whitman used to promote a specific image of himself. He also attempted to 

deploy the skills (and the network) that he had acquired during his writing and editorial careers to 
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facilitate publishing Johnston’s notes about his 1890 visit. This pamphlet was initially written for 

private circulation. Wallace recalls how the members, 

gave him [Johnston] strict injunctions to record every word spoken by 

Whitman, with full descriptions of his appearance, and of his own impressions, 

as well as of places associated with Whitman which he might find the time to 

visit.132 

That they gave ‘strict injunctions’ for Johnston not to only report Whitman’s words but also his 

appearance, as well as documenting his visits to the places with which the poet was associated, 

further demonstrates how they perceived him as a celebrity. Before any members of the College 

showed willingness to publish their personal accounts of him, Whitman was already taking the 

initiative to get Johnston’s pamphlet into the press. On 2 December 1890, Whitman wrote a letter 

to Johnston commenting on his notes and excitingly encouraging him to publish them. He tells 

Johnston that he ‘ha[d] read the Notes all thorough & accept & like them . . . [and] endorse all.’133 

He then continues writing that ‘I w’d like you to send a copy’ to several of his acquaintances, 

including people who were involved in the publishing industry.134 The list contained fifteen 

individuals from the United States, England, France, Australia and Switzerland. It includes 

members of Whitman’s family, his enthusiastic readers, authors, publishers and editors. Whitman 

specifically names the American publisher David McKay who published the 1881 edition of 

Leaves of Grass and William Michael Rossetti who published the first British edition of Leaves of 

Grass in 1868. In this way Whitman helped to facilitate any writing ambitions Johnston might 

have had while at the same time publicising the way Johnston portrayed him in the pamphlet. 

 

132 Ibid., p. 20.  
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Whitman’s effort to get Johnston’s pamphlet published is not the only example of him trying to 

control the public perception of him. He also attempted to monitor the way he was being 

represented in Bucke’s biography of him, Walt Whitman (1883). He constantly interfered with 

Bucke’s manuscript by editing it, removing several parts and emphasising others to the point that 

critic Harold Jaffe calls the book a ‘collaboration’, rather than a biography written by Bucke.135  

Johnston’s pamphlet uses a combination of visual and textual strategies to establish 

Whitman’s public image. To this end, Johnston’s Diary Notes of a Visit to Walt Whitman in 1890 

contain a detailed description of the poet’s appearance – his nails are described as being ‘square, 

showing about an eighth of an inch separate from the flesh’ – in addition to reporting almost 

everything that he said.136 The pamphlet also includes ten original photographs taken by Johnston 

during his visit; these photographs include a picture of Whitman’s house, his room, and a 

photograph of him and his nurse Warren Fritzinger on Camden Wharf. Johnston then reproduces 

several images of Whitman’s face, a man advanced in age, and his study, a room stacked with 

books. Upon speaking to Whitman, Johnston describes his feeling of being ‘face to face with the 

living embodiment of all that was good, noble and lovable in humanity’.137 This representation of 

Whitman contributes to depicting him as an intellectual old man whose genius does not set him 

apart from others; instead, it makes him closer to people. Whitman’s attempt to getting Johnston’s 

notes into press failed for unknown reasons. Only in 1917 that the pamphlet was finally published 

(by George Allen & Unwin). In their finished form, Johnstons’ notes would be combined with 

those of Wallace’s appended by a selection of Whitman’s letters to the College. It is unclear why 
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136 Johnston and Wallace, Visits to Walt Whitman, p. 33.  
137 Ibid., p. 35.  



 

 

239 

Johnston and Wallace decided to publish their accounts of their visits to Whitman more than 

twenty-five years later. Their decision to publish their notes was perhaps motivated by their 

genuine belief in Whitman’s political philosophy as a solution for the general unrest such as World 

War I. Indeed, their published visits to Whitman would pave the way for the publication of 

Wallace’s Walt Whitman and the World Crisis (1920), in which he recommends ‘the destruction 

of the social order which existed before the war’ and replacing it with ‘a new era of Democracy’ 

based upon Whitman’s teachings.138 

Whitman’s 6 February 1892 letter to Johnston also suggests an effort to sustain an 

international network of his readers, to create a ‘parish’ for himself in which he had personally 

approved beyond the members of the College. This is exemplified in his efforts to link the College 

members with another group of his devotees who were based in Melbourne, Australia. Whitman 

asked Johnston to send his draft notes to ‘Bernard O’Dowd, Supreme Court Library, Melbourne, 

Victoria’.139 Bernard’s name was also mentioned once again when Wallace visited the next year. 

Wallace records how Whitman attempted to introduce Eagle Street College to other ‘“Leaves of 

Grass” fellow[s]’.140 During the visit, Whitman spoke of ‘a fine group of friends at Melbourne’, 

noting the similarities between the Bolton and the Melbourne circles. He tells Wallace that ‘there 

are about twelve persons in the group, some of them women. They meet frequently—Sunday 

evening, etc.—at [Bernard] O’Dowd’s house’.141 Like Wallace, O’Dowd was the central figure of 

his group. Wallace then ‘suggested that I might write to O’Dowd, mentioning Hutton (one of our 
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group who had been in Australia and whose wife is an Australian)’.142 In response to Wallace’s 

reaction, ‘W. [Whitman] at once gave me his [O’Dowd’s] address, [with] Dr. Bucke pronouncing 

it “a good scheme”’.143 Wallace’s notes of his visit to Whitman do not indicate whether he had 

actually contacted O’Dowd. However, in Wallace’s address book, held at John Rylands Special 

Collection, O’Dowd’s name and address in Australia were included along with acquaintances 

worldwide, many of whom were Whitman enthusiasts.144 Other names and addresses in Australia 

were written in Wallace’s address book; it is unclear whether these names were part of the circle 

of ‘“Leaves of Grass” fellow[s]’ of which O’Dowd was part. It is clear, however, that Whitman 

succeeded, to some degree, in linking his Bolton fans with O’Dowd in Melbourne, cultivating an 

international network of, to use his words, Leaves of Grass fellows.  

Whitman’s effort to extend his self-fashioning from Leaves of Grass to the Eagle Street 

College eventually helped establish a legacy for himself in Bolton that would sustain to the present 

day. This is exemplified in the continuation of the Whitman Day celebration. After the original 

members’ death, the celebration continued until the 1950s due to the efforts of Minnie Whiteside, 

Wallace’s adopted daughter. It was then revived in the 1980s by the Bolton Socialist Club and has 

been held on 23 May ever since. The post-1980s Whitman Day resembles the practices performed 

by the Eagle Street College. These include wearing a sprig of lilacs and reading passages from 

Whitman’s Leaves of Grass. Furthermore, a replica of the ‘loving cup’ was made to be used during 

the celebrations because the original cup is held securely at Bolton Archives. Current members of 
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the Bolton Whitman Fellowship have installed several plaques around the city to immortalise the 

places associated with Eagle Street College. Plaques, decorated with lilacs and inscribed with 

extracts from Leaves of Grass, mark the places the College’s members frequented. One of these 

plaques, reading ‘the institution of the dear love of comrades’, was placed on the Bank Street 

Chapel, which was a meeting place for the College. Another, located at 19 Silverwell Street, is 

inscribed ‘J. W. Wallace founder of the “Eagle Street College” dedicated to the works of WALT 

WHITMAN spent his working life here 1867–1912’.145 What started as a celebrity–fan 

relationship then persisted as a legacy for both Whitman and Eagle Street College in Bolton. 
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Conclusion  

I have often been asked about what the difference between a celebrity author and a literary 

celebrity. Were the terms interchangeable in the nineteenth century? Are they interchangeable 

now?  My questioners often accept that a celebrity author to be a figure who is usually well-known 

before they write a book. Their status as a celebrity is established prior to their status as an author.  

But the concept of a literary celebrity is more opaque. That the literary figure’s private life, 

personality and even physical appearance would generate general curiosity, like celebrity actors, 

singers and social media influencers of our day, is simply unimaginable to my questioners. This 

question makes me think about if (and why) our perceptions of authors––or in this case popular 

authors––have changed from those held in the nineteenth century. The answer is complicated, and 

requires us to think critically and historically about both the idea of the literary and the figure we 

know as the celebrity. Our views of literary value influence our assumptions about authors. The 

gradual institutionalisation of literary studies, for instance, helped create a narrative about 

literature’s prestigious status. It became a subject worthy of study and required specific academic 

training. This, in turn, has contributed to reifying the figure of the author, something Roland 

Barthes famously sought to explode. Relatedly, our perception of celebrity is generally constructed 

by popular media. As popular culture evolves, so does our idea of what it means to be a celebrity. 

The evolution of mass media thus enabled new modes of popular culture consumption that were 

no longer centred on the figure of the author.  

Some forms of nineteenth-century transatlantic literary celebrity I have examined in this 

thesis remained prominent while others have diminished in the twentieth century, due to changes 

in popular media and the advent of new types of entertainment. Certainly, the transatlantic aspect 

of celebrity culture has persisted. The American and British print markets continued to influence 
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each other, albeit in a more regulated manner following the establishment of an international 

copyright law in 1891. British books became bestsellers in the US and vice versa.  We can see this 

by thinking of the popularity of Margaret Mitchell’s novel Gone with the Wind (1936). Though 

the novel sold well, it was the film adaptation of 1939 which really caught the public imagination.1  

Mitchell was a popular author, to be sure.  But she did not become a literary celebrity.  Meanwhile 

Vivien Leigh was celebrated not just for her acting but for the way she appeared to become Scarlett 

O’Hara.  She often featured on magazine and newspaper covers dressed in mid-nineteenth century 

clothing as if she was the character she played.2 New forms of mass media were elevating fictional 

characters (or, rather, actors and actresses who played them). The complex process of refashioning 

the literary celebrity then gradually shifted to fictional characters and gave way to what we now 

identify as fan fiction and fan art through which audiences creatively engage with the literary text 

irrespective of its author.  

My discussion so far has suggested the constantly changing nature of celebrity culture and 

its link to reproduction technologies. In this thesis, I focused on the circulation of the idea of the 

American literary celebrity in mid-nineteenth–century transatlantic print culture. I used the term 

‘refashioning’ to emphasise the ongoing processes that popular authorial public image formation 

underwent, identifying a triangulation of author, reader and market. I investigated the complex 

interplay among the American author, British reader and market, whether British or transatlantic, 

on shaping and refashioning the public image of the literary celebrity. I argued that the 

participatory aspect of popular authorial public image formation served as an expressive vehicle 

 

1 Elen F. Brown and John Wiley, Margaret Mitchell’s Gone With the Wind: A Bestseller’s Odyssey from Atlanta to 

Hollywood (New York: Taylor Trade Publishing, 2011), p. 69. 
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through which localised concerns could be articulated, reframed and circulated transatlantically. 

My analysis of the transatlantic circulation of the figure of the American literary celebrity 

challenged the critical tendency to present American literature as a derivative of English literature. 

In my study, I instead aimed to emphasise the reciprocal influence of transatlantic exchanges 

between the United States and Britain through an analysis of the ideological, financial and creative 

possibilities engendered by the figure of the American literary celebrity.  

I examined a heterogeneous selection of authors, understudied texts and material objects 

to determine what functions the figure of the American celebrity served as she or he underwent 

the complex processes of refashioning. Collectively, these chapters demonstrate the creative 

possibilities that transatlantic celebrity culture offered to both American authors and British 

readers. The chapters in this thesis each employed an interdisciplinary approach, focusing on the 

refashioning of the American literary celebrity within transatlantic print culture in different ways. 

In the first chapter, I investigated the role of domestic and transatlantic copyright laws in the 

establishment of the ‘literary brand’ that was Fanny Fern. I analysed how Fern’s writing was 

inspired by her position as a female literary celebrity in transatlantic print culture. I then analysed 

the circulation of the anonymously published biography The Life and Beauties of Fanny Fern 

(1855), alongside her sanctioned autobiographical novel Ruth Hall, and considered how they 

contributed to reshaping her public image. By investigating how the two books were presented to 

American and British audiences, I argued that textual representations and material market choices, 

including book bindings and advertising techniques, contributed to moulding the female literary 

celebrity in an increasingly commercialised transatlantic market in ways that both benefited and 

impeded the author.  
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In the second chapter, I continued to investigate the role of the transatlantic market in 

establishing the American literary celebrity by concentrating on Josiah Henson. I analysed how 

Henson and his multiple publishers appropriated his nascent celebrity as the ‘original Uncle Tom’ 

to serve different readerships. I examined two editions in particular. The first is the antebellum 

American edition published by Stowe’s publisher John P. Jewett, Truth Stranger than Fiction: 

Father Henson’s Story of His Own Life (1858). The second is the postbellum British juvenile 

edition published by John Lobb, The Young People’s Illustrated Edition of Uncle Tom’s Story of 

His Own Life (1877).  By applying a comparative approach in examining how Henson fashioned 

himself in these two editions aimed at different audiences, I showed how he (along with Lobb) 

reframed his experience as a formally enslaved individual.  It became a less radical, though highly 

popular, text aimed at juvenile readers. The drastic revisions made in different editions of Henson’s 

work also demonstrated how Black celebrities had to navigate an overwhelmingly white literary 

market to promote their political agenda and benefit financially from their work.  

In the third chapter, I examined how the little-known poet and social reformer William Cox 

Bennett made use of the celebrity of Longfellow in England to disseminate ideas about 

transatlantic Anglo–Saxon fraternity. I investigated Bennett’s varied roles ––as poet, campaigner 

and complier––to capitalise on the cultural power of literary celebrities to promote his ideological 

beliefs. I analysed Proposals to and Contributions for a Ballad History of England and the States 

Sprung from Her, a book he published in 1868, and a volume of letters he compiled for Longfellow 

in 1883 to demonstrate that his understanding of the transatlantic unity between England and the 

United States was based on whiteness, the English language and a shared history. I argued that 

Bennett’s literary and nonliterary works recognised the pivotal role of celebrities in disseminating 



 

 

246 

his ideological stance, exploiting celebrities’ influence to promote ideas about a transatlantic 

Anglo-American imperial union.  

In the final chapter, I examined the transatlantic exchanges of letters, literary texts and 

material objects between Walt Whitman and a group of his British readers from the Eagle Street 

College. I analysed the dual possibilities that celebrity culture offered Whitman and the college 

alike. On the one hand, Whitman cultivated a fan base across the Atlantic to establish his legacy 

as America’s poet. One the other hand, the College’s connection to Whitman provided its members 

with an outlet to establish personal and masculine bonds among themselves. In this chapter, I 

identified a specific mode of literary reading that became possible as a response to celebrity culture 

and the growth of nineteenth-century transatlantic communications. I argued these cultural and 

technological changes transformed literary consumption and facilitated a mode of reading that 

demanded an intimacy with the author.  

Finally, I will suggest other areas for future investigation. In this thesis, I used the idea of 

the literary celebrity broadly to refer to poets (Longfellow and Whitman), novelists (Fern and, 

briefly, Stowe) and authors who became famous by a combination of their own published work 

and by being associated with another popular literary text (Henson). Examining how celebrity 

influenced specific literary genres within the transatlantic print market offers a rich area of 

investigation. Thus, I suggest expanding the analytical framework of studies such as Eric Eisner’s 

Nineteenth-Century Poetry and Literary Celebrity (2009). Eisner’s work primarily focuses on the 

early nineteenth century, examining how a number of popular poets, like Byron and John Keats 

integrated their concerns about celebrity culture in their poetry. I suggest expanding this line of 

argument to include mid-nineteenth transatlantic print culture and investigate the impact of 
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celebrity on American and British poets. Similar frameworks can also be applied to literary genres, 

such as novelistic representations of literary celebrity.  

I found archival works very rewarding. Working with archives enabled me to move beyond 

the voices of those amplified by celebrities and think about readers too. Yet, I only analysed a 

small portion of what constitutes an important cultural phenomenon of the mid-nineteenth century. 

My work on archives however permitted me to identify additional materials worthy of critical 

attention. In this regard, I want to draw attention to the many scrapbooks compiled by middle- and 

upper-class British women that are held at the Manchester Metropolitan University Special 

Collections and feature poems composed by several popular poets of the period, including 

Longfellow. Examining the implications of the creative liberty these women undertook in 

transcribing these poems and their effects on readers’ identity formation is one way to approach 

these scrapbooks. Furthermore, I have primarily focused on England in my analysis of the British 

reader. Future research can expand the geographical focus of my research to include Scotland, 

Wales and Ireland. One possible study case involves how the members of the Glasgow Ladies’ 

Emancipation Society appropriated Harriet Beecher Stowe’s reputation and celebrity in Scotland. 

The materials of the Glasgow Ladies’ Emancipation Society are currently held in National Records 

of Scotland. These are, of course, some examples of readers’ engagement with the figure of the 

literary celebrity in the mid-nineteenth century transatlantic print culture, but archives contain 

more material that is waiting to be discovered and examined.  
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