
This paper looks at the high/low brow paradigm in a period rich in cultural life and literary 
creation, 1845-1855. In America, more than anywhere else at that time, taste was intimately 
connected with democracy. In discussing this relationship at the level of literary works, I focus on 
successful American writers’ often conflicting views on democratic aspirations in connection with 
their literary achievement. The paper further traces the politics of taste at the level of the 
American public and addresses several questions among which: Was the mid-19th century 
audience less segmented than it has been since the Gilded Age? And if so, to what extent did 
participatory culture account for it? What role did nationalism play in shaping American literary 
taste between 1845 and 1855?  

DEMOCRATIC TASTE AND MID-19TH CENTURY AMERICAN LITERATURE 
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In 2003 the National Book Award Committee unsettled the literary community by giving 
an important distinction to the world famous horror novelist Stephen King, namely the medal for 
Distinguished Contribution to American Letters. In his acceptance speech, King saluted the award 
judges for having taken a “huge risk in giving this award to a man many people see as a rich 
hack” and seized the opportunity to affirm his belief that “bridges can be built between the so-
called popular fiction and the so-called literary fiction” (National Book Award Home Page). He 
then went one step further and suggested that his award winning be the first of  many other to 
come in the field of commercial literature claiming that one should never be socially or 
academically rewarded for deliberately staying out of touch with one’s own culture. As an 
example, King brought up fellow horror writer Peter Straub’s latest book, Lost Boy Lost Girl, 
which he characterized as maybe the best book of his career. He turned to the panel: “Lost Boy 
Lost Girl surely deserves your consideration for the NBA short list next year, if not the award 
itself. Have you read it? Have any of the judges read it?” (National Book Award Home Page) 
Even if there was no reply, the NBA committee apparently took heed and invited Straub to 
participate in the 2004 National Book Festival. 

Van Wyck Brooks’s high/low brow distinction seems old-fashioned now, but clearly the 
bias towards low (but commercially successful) art is as alive as ever. The most interesting part of 
King’s speech is his rhetorical identification of popular fiction with one’s own, that is, the 
people’s culture. It echoes the democratic principles that underlay many of the literary texts and 
metatexts of antebellum America. That age witnessed the complicated process of defining 
American cultural identity amidst literary wars, rapid industrialization, urbanization, 
expansionism and growing concern about the fate of the Union. At the risk of oversimplification, 
I would say that given this culture’s professed commitment to the democratic ethos it is pertinent 
to ground the discussion of its formative discourses in the idea of democracy.  
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Before proceeding to analyze literary taste between 1845 and 1855, let me abandon the 
vantage point of the 21st century and briefly expose the features and functions of the American 
democratic ethos at the end of the nation’s first sixty years of existence. By no means unitary, the 
social philosophy underlying Democracy, a term already firmly lodged in the mind of the 
American public by the end of Jacksonian presidency, was “an often contradictory composite of 
Jeffersonianism, anti-monopolistic views inspired by Adam Smith, laissez-faire and pro-labor 
traditions” (Schlesinger 307), all concurring in the vision of a future classless society (of common 
men). Politically, the idea of democracy was even less consistent: the state rights policy inherited 
from the old Anti-Federalists was steadily giving way to the advent of nationalism fueled by the 
“manifest destiny”; equality remained the unfulfilled promise of a system that, let alone the issues 
of class, gender and property, had been tailored to accommodate the reality of slavery, and, last 
but not least, democratic politics was already showing signs of wear and tear in its grappling with 
the divisive issues that threatened the Union. It is also worth noting that out of social and political 
developments (e.g. specialization, widespread literacy and economic growth) a significant 
contrast was emerging between democracy and the rising tide of individualism . Growing 1

concern for the limitations of democracy accounts at least in part for the enthusiasm with which 
utopian social experiments such as Brook Farm or the Oneida Community were followed. 
However, regardless of conflicting doctrinal views or intellectual speculation, the concept of 
democracy still appealed to the people because of its sublime power of adaptation.  
 A highly respected tradition in literary and history has been at the origin of a consensual 
vision of the American Renaissance as that fateful period when the ideals of democracy and 
literary excellence were reconciled. For such scholars as F. O. Matthiessen  and Lewis Mumford, 
the  standards of excellence applied only to a handful of white male writers, considered in the 
light of their (later) canonical status. Contemporary audience is completely ignored with respect 
to its reception (or taste) of such writers’ works. Neither does the public count for much in 
studying these writers’ relation with democracy . This tradition has proven so enduring that today, 2

despite the impressive body of recent New Historicist, feminist and postcolonialist research, one 
may still assume the existence of a strong participatory culture informing an audience whose 
literary tastes were less polarized in the 1840s and 1850s than in the post-Civil War period. 

Sociologists have placed the emergence of popular culture as a concept in the second half 
of the 19th century probably consistent with the institutionalization of American culture that took 
place in the Gilded Age. However, one has to admit that literary taste had been segmented before 
the Civil War if we only remember Hawthorne’s well-known deprecatory remark concerning 

 A contrast first commented upon by Alexis de Tocqueville in Democracy in America, second volume.1

 For example, Matthiessen’s interest lies in “the writers’ devotion to the possibilities of American 2

democracy” (Matthiessen xv)
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contemporary female writers and their astonishing success. A look at the literary market reveals 
that mid-19th century audience was largely won over by cheap story papers, general interest 
magazines (such as Godey’s Lady’s Book, Graham’s Magazine, Ladies’ National Magazine – 
renamed Peterson’s Magazine in 1848) and a few great monthlies, such as Harper’s (more 
inclined to publish British reprints) and Putnam’s (dedicated to the publication of American 
writers). Literary weeklies and reviews, many of which are currently mentioned in every 
anthology of American literature for the contributions of great canonical writers if not for 
anything else, represented just a fraction of the literary market.  

The story papers were the cheapest and enjoyed by far the widest circulation, satisfying 
the tastes of mostly urban, lower classes. They provided gothic fiction, sentimental romances, 
sins-of-the-city melodramas, work-and-win success stories, heroic tales of the noble laborer or 
working girl. Despite their obviously conservative stance residing in the perpetual affirmation of 
conventional values, such stories also shared in some of the popular democratic ethos as they 
usually displayed “class and gender as less stable and narrowly defined categories than in other 
literary productions of the time” (Oriard 1733).  

Another large segment of literary audience around 1850 consisted of predominantly 
middle-class female readers of general interest magazines, which abounded in sentimental 
romances and picaresque tales. The wide distribution of popular literature in story papers and 
weeklies accounts for certain individual writers’ success in pursuing literary careers. Thus, the 
first professional writer who enjoyed the greatest commercial success was George Lippard with 
The Quaker City: on the Monks of the Monk Hill (1844), a book highly appreciated by the story 
paper readership. But most of the mid-century best-sellers were written by women (Susan 
Warner’s The Wide, Wide, World, Sarah Payson Willis’s Fern Leaves from Fanny’s Portfolio, and, 
of course, Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin). I believe the massive research carried out 
by contemporary feminist criticism over the last two decades has been instrumental in 
reconsidering the literary value of such works, pointing out their subversive discourses of power 
in the context of democratic values and I won’t insist on that. 

The world’s first free literary market included a small but educated public whose fine 
tastes could only be satisfied by a literary elite. This community of literati was more concerned 
with the issue of national literature than most other writers of the time. This cultural elite was 
itself divided on this issue. There were two important groups,  the Transcendentalists and the 
Duyckinck brothers’ Young America movement centered around The Literary World, (Poe, 
Hawthorne and Melville were at times associated with this group) which, with different 
approaches, urged the creation of a distinctly American literature; the Knickerbocker group based 
around American Whig Review, and some of the future Boston Brahmins, came under attack for 
their imitation of foreign literary models, although no one can deny their contribution to a 
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national literature (the Whigs’ support for local narratives) and the self-conscious creation of 
American mythology (Longfellow’s invention of some myths of the American  Revolution and 
the myth of Hiawatha). Cultural nationalism was not confined to this literary elite though. At 
times, the working class public proved even jingoistic in its rejection of foreign (especially 
British) artistic models. The most heated incident of such kind, the Astor Place riot in May 1849 
resulted in the police killing 22 persons. For a moment, the liberal and conservative cultural 
circles had put aside their differences on national literature and joined in to condemn the public’s 
jingoism. The incident seemed to have shaken the egalitarian beliefs that the American 
democratic ethos incorporated as the Philadelphia Ledger asserted that there was in New York 
“what every patriot has considered it his duty to deny – a high and a low class” (Foley 101). 
Wasn’t it, in fact, just an extreme case of conflict of tastes in a 19th century country whose 
constitution guaranteed freedom of speech? 

The not-so-commercially-successful writers associated with elite intellectual circles 
reacted differently to market conditions. Some, like Longfellow, became popular writers by 
“tailoring [their] poetry to the tastes of the largely feminine reading public” (Bell 81). Many of 
them felt estranged. When Mardi proved a commercial failure, Melville bitterly remarked in a 
letter to Hawthorne: “What I feel most moved to write, that is banned – it will not pay. Yet, 
altogether, write the other way I cannot. So the product is a final hash, and all my books are 
botches”. (Oriard 1734). After his share of disillusionment with publishers and public taste, Poe 
brewed aestheticist dreams of funding his own review guided by “the purest rules of Art” (Arac 
654), but he never seemed condescending to the public. On the other hand, in her book American 
Literature (1846), Sarah Margaret Fuller acknowledged the tyranny of the market and, betraying 
her own not-quite-democratic politics of taste, contrasted the public with the princes and nobles 
who patronized literature and the arts:  

Here is only the public, and the public must learn how to cherish the nobler and rarer plants, 
and to plant the aloe, able to wait a hundred years for its bloom, or its garden will contain, 
presently, nothing but potatoes and pot-herbs. (Fuller 1628).  

Still other transcendentalists, like Emerson and Thoreau, while deploring certain aspects of their 
contemporary society, refrained from adopting a clear position on that matter. 

I will now consider several terms that could explain the relationship between public taste, 
democratic values and the process in which American culture tried to define itself in an effort of 
adjustment to its great precedent, the political identity of the U.S.  

The market analysis alone doesn’t provide a complete explanation for the commercial 
success of women’s sentimental literature. Sentimentality was by no means confined to what 
came later to be known as popular literature. There was a recurrent idea in book reviews and 
other critical texts of the time, namely the valorization of feeling or sympathy. Hawthorne, for 
example, is praised by Poe in his review of Twice-Told Tales in terms quite alien to the modern 
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student of literature. Poe recommends the book and its author for his “repose”: “A painter would 
at once note their leading or predominant feature, and style it repose.... We are soothed as we 
read.”(Poe 1412) Hawthorne’s contemporaries seem to have preferred exactly those sketches in 
his books that focus on domesticity, or display some degree of sentimentality .  Due to his self-3

made image of a professional artist, a craftsmanship, Poe himself appeared in the eyes of his 
contemporaries as wanting in feeling and sympathy. In his study of literary narratives in The 
Cambridge History of American Literature, Jonathan Arac argues that one should not 
immediately equate this craving for sentiments with sentimentality, but see it as the expression of 
a heightened sense of personal interiority as a reaction to the leveling pressure of industrialization 
and urbanization. The obvious example here would be Hawthorne’s preference for “the neutral 
territory” of romance, as defined in “The Custom House” of The Scarlet Letter. Consistent with 
this conference topic, I would draw attention on the contiguities between the public taste for 
feeling and sympathy and the idea of Christian democracy without which no image of 19th 
century American democratic ethos could be complete. In his essay on “The Laboring Classes”, 
Orestes Brownson, a Democrat and transcendentalist, elaborated on the Christian nature of the 
American democratic ideals as follows:  

We cannot proceed a single step, with the least safety, in the great work of elevating the 
laboring classes, without the exaltation of sentiment, the generous sympathy, and moral 

courage which Christianity alone is fitted to produce (Schlesinger 360, emphasis added).  
Christian democracy supplied ideological grounds for egalitarian and utopian theories, but more 
importantly, it informed the abolitionist movement and partially accounts for the commercial 
success of F. Douglass’s Narrative (sold 30,000 copies in 1845) and Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin. 
Moreover, Christian democratic ideals were not restricted to partisan literature. Melville, in 
“Hawthorne and His Mosses” (1850), synthesized 19th century Americanism in a vision of 
creating a distinctly American literature, defining its writers in terms of their attachment to 
democracy and Christianity:  

while freely acknowledging all excellence, everywhere, we should refrain from unduly lauding 

foreign writers, and, at the same time, duly recognize the meritorious writers that are our won: 
- those writers, who breathe that unshackled, democratic spirit of Christianity in all things, 
which now take the practical lead in this world, though at the same time led by ourselves – us, 

Americans. (Melville 435). 
Even if it tells us something about the taste of the mid 19th century American public, such 

blunt display of “manifest destiny” rhetoric may very well have been part of Melville’s strategy to 
enhance the persuasive function of his text. After all, he was writing a review of his friend’s 
volume. In this case we can say that he conceded to the public taste. This raises, in fact, the 

 In Sensational Designs Jane Tompkins extensively explored the politics of Hawthorne’s literary 3

reputation.
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question that prevails in this paper, somehow implicit in its very title. Can there be any 
reconciliation between democracy and literary tastes, which involved a hierarchy? (even if not 
quite rigid as that of the gilded age). And this hierarchy of taste did not restrict itself to the public, 
but, more importantly, it concerned the way in which American literati related to their audience. 
Since the setting of this relationship was a free capitalist market, the most interesting case in point 
is provided by those already professional writers who were not exactly “popular” in their lifetime, 
but whose merits would only later be fully acknowledged by critics and the public at large. 
Regardless of the way in which they expressed disappointment with the public, whether they 
shunned it, abused it or condescended to it, the canonical writers of 1845-1855, who, as we know, 
were to various degrees involved in the project of building a national literature that would give 
the U.S. a cultural identity, were faced with a problem. As the mid-19th century public taste did 
not favor them often opting for foreign literary models, could they ignore it completely and 
pursue their task/ambition? at the risk of contradicting the very essence of what made their 
country unique, i.e. its democratic principles?  

Melville put forward the solution in White Jacket (1849): shifting referentiality  away 
from the public to the people. This was not a mere rhetorical strategy, it structured the entire 
discourse of cultural identity-making engaged by the aforesaid writers. Moreover, it was 
contiguous with the earlier nation-making discourse of the Founding Fathers. That discourse was 
centered on the idea of establishing a viable democratic system and the actors were Publius, the 
collective writer of the Federalist Papers and the 1787 Constitutional Convention. Back then, the 
vital solution for the embryonic political construct was representation. It basically turned the 
masses entitled to self-government into the fictitious, but power yielding “people”.  

In their texts inspired by (and inspiring) cultural nationalism, American writers employed 
a similar representational strategy. Pay attention to the functionality of “we” in Emerson’s famous 
questioning in “Nature”:  

Why should not we also enjoy an original relation to the universe? Why should not we have a 
poetry and philosophy of insight and not of tradition, and a religion by revelation to us, and not 

the history of theirs? (Emerson 994).  

And now, compare it with the “we” in the Preamble to the U.S. Constitution: “We the 
People of the United States … do ordain and establish this Constitution of the United States.” 
With Jay Grossman in his recent book Reconstituting the American Renaissance, I believe there is 
great potential in analyzing the representational strategies of the writers of the period in question.  

In the matter concerning democratic taste I would like to end by briefly referring to two 
moments that point out different ways of conceiving representation, also indicating transitional 
phases in the literati’s conception of the way in which they should relate to democratic taste. 
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Emerson is, of course, the central figure. When he delivered the Dartmouth’s Oration in 1838, he 
was criticized by Orestes Brownson who interpreted his speech as a call for an intellectual elite. 
This quite frequent criticism of Emerson by radical democrats relies on their conceptual equation 
of the public with the people. Almost fifty years later, when Whitman was preparing to publish 
“Children of Adam”, during a two hour-walk with the Sage of Concord, he was advised by the 
latter not to publish the poems as “people would know the book but for its sex 
handicap” (Grossman 82). Old Emerson, perhaps more in tune with the Victorian taste of the 
time, told Whitman to concede to the public. As he confesses in Specimen Days and Collect, the 
poet of the body became then “more settled than ever to adhere to [his] own theory” (idem) and 
consequently published the poems. There is a sharp contrast here between Emerson’s sense of 
hierarchy and Whitman’s adherence to democratic beliefs so magnificently stated  in the first 
edition of Leaves of Grass. Whitman remained faithful to his earlier concept of representation. 
The poet of multitudes, impersonating the people on equal footing, was the democratic taste. He 
stood in defiance of Gilded Age conformity based on the national consensus derived, among other 
things, from the sense of American cultural identity which, before the Civil War, he himself had 
helped define. 

University of Bucharest.  
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