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The publication of Letters and Svcial Afms and the wwo remaining volumes in the
Coftected Works will only stimulate further the already-robust Emerson Industry.

Wesley T Mol
Warcester Polytecheic Institute

1TIF. ARBITERS OF REALITY: HHAWTTIORNE, MELVILLE. AND TIE RISE OF
MASS INFORMATION CULTUIRE. By Peter West, Columbns: Ohio Sware UP, 20008,
xiv + 224 pp. B44.05,

In “The Story Teller,” one of the lost collections he assembled only to dismantle
and publish piccemeal, Nathuniel Hawthorne (1804-64) devised an elaberate nar-
rative frame in which an irincrant raconteur vegales his Tisteners with stories pro-
duced in response o audience demand. In The Arbiiers of Realily: Tawthorne,
Metwille, and the Rise of Masy Injormation Culture, Perer West begins his discussion !
of antebellum romance by peering inside the bos-within-a-box structure of “The
Story Teller” to disclose the author’s made ol self<lefinition within a culore of
commercial display and Barnumesque hype. The chapter offers a compelling read-
ing of e remnants of *“The Story Teller™; i also allows West to creare a framing
device of his own in which romance itself comes sharply into focus.

T'he six chapters of The Arbilers of Reality are divided equally between Hawthorne
and Herman Melville (1819-91) and arranged in symmetrical concentric lrames.
In cach half of the monograph, West presents a sequence of chapters that begins
with a lesser-known wext and gradually expands 10 encompass a broader historical
context, increasingiv substantial texts, and more sweeping implications abont rhe
literary artist’s selffushioning and ontological claims with respect 1o an unstable
Ureality™ freshly marketed to the musses as the real desl. The ellect of this double
tripartite struchure—comparable to “the layercd narrative approach™ (33) of “The
Story Teller"—is o profile each anthor’s engagement with clhianging notions of .
authenticity, reality, murh-telling, and rhe selt within increasinglv intricate frames i
of sigmfication. Focusing by ourns on the background. middle ground. and fore-
ground (a relevant swarh of cultural history, a wellselected swatch ol contempora-
neous print culture, and the primary wxts), The Avhiters of Heality ollers an
interpretation of antebellum romance thatis at once demiled, nuanced, and cxpan- .
sive. Not only does it present insighetul, well-informed readings of individual texis; !
The Arhiters of Keality achicves the far more ambitious goal of “recastiing] rthe
persistent American beliel in a reality uncorrupted by commarcialization as the
powerlul legacy of romanticism™ (xi).

Lxploiting what he identifies as “the shared logic of new historicism and ro-
mance” (94 see also 17}, West perforins a kind of literary archacology in his
reconstruction of “The Story Teller™ thar informs the study as a whole, West
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excavates the broken shards of Hawthorne's lost collection and then pieces ro-
gether the fragments on the basis of evidence culled from letters, journals, ang
the surviving stories themselves, Elsewhere i his baok, West extends this practice
ol texrul archaeology by veconstructing around texts that are, in themselves, intact,
an elaborate penitext of enltnral relics: newspaper articles, advertisements, popular
books, lenters, daguerreatvpes, moving panoramas, telegraphic dispatches, and po-
litfical propaganda. With a nimble handling of archival sources, West provides u
rich, olien unexpecred, and always illuminaung context to reveal how [wthorme
and Melville conceived of the art of romanee as a mode ol vuth-relling gronnded
in an unmediated or Cfoundational” reality in contradistinetion o a range of
emerging popular forms thar asserted their own cladms to authenticity in an increas.
inglv commercialized markeplace.

West's project is to examine “how Hawthorne and Melville defined themselves
and their art against the infovpational practices of an emergent mass culture” and
“imagined themselyes . .. us “arbirers of realitv'—privileged scers who portrayed
the antebellum conmmercid revolution as a tireat to the very sability of truth™
(x]. Westis to he commended Tor hiis refusal to rake the comlortable, well-iraveled
parhiin this meticulons sindy. While acknowledging the contributions of new histor-
icists whe have positioned Hawthorne and Melville as astae cilaral crities who
managed 1o srep ontside their own historical frames, West argues that “Llaw-
tharne’s and Melville's sharcd sense of ‘reality” as a4 word to he placed in scare
quotes seems Tess a vehicle ol social critique than a language for imagining and
commmnicating a self bevond the threar of collective idenutyv-making™ (18). As
West states in his inroduoction, his chapters *approact] the deconstructive
worldview of vamanee as botli historical {shaped by particular discursive and mate-
rial contexts) and rhictorical (emploved by its practitioners as aineans of negotiat-
ing such conrexis).” In pursuing this double-cdged srategy, he suggests, his work
“oflfer|s| ..o an account of tie romantic Qight from contingeney that has been
informed by the insights and priogities of new historicism, areading ol antebellum
Hierature and enlinre that sees the vomancer's desive Tor a dilferent kind of reality
as a dream that was frnly gronunded in place and time™ (22) Tnois effore ro
accomplishe this crivical goal, The Adbiters of Reality cloes not disappoint,

West s section on 1 Lwwthorne begins by examining the journalistic reatment of
a sensational 1830 Salem murder case and then coutrasis the coverage of the erime
in the press with Hawthorne™s response, as reflected in his privare correspondence.
West then analyzes a litde-known fale based on the incdent to show how Haw-
thorne positioned his own mode of storyrelling against the narrative logic of the
emorging penny press. CMr. Higginbotham's Catisuophe’™ (831 ds, as West
paints out, the only tle in “The Story Teller’™” cyele that was published in its
original narrative frwme. The fact that the frane vemains intace allows West 1o
arithze closely Hawthorne's positioning of the story's wllee as “*both the producer
and the peddlar ol his 1ales™ (45) vis-a-vis the narratoranthor, who remains safelv
outside the jostle and frav of the marketplace. West's Targer analysis extends o
such familiar ales as “Waketield™ (1833), "The Ambinons Guest (1835), and
“The Deval in Manuseript™ (1835), and the section concludes with o careful read-
ing of tropes of representation in Fhe Howse of e Seven Gebles (1851,
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In the sceond balf of the book, West complicares recent readings of Melville by
demnonsmating how lds eritique of popular culture fimetioned simulancously as a
form of sellHinvention. The section opens with a compelling reading of Melville's
SOd Zack™ articles (1847), @ series of satirical skeiches published anonymously
during the administration of Zachary Tavlor and the ramp-up to the Mexican War,
“ALa time when American journalisn was churning out hroad and «onsequential
myths aboul American expunsion, Mexicau inferiority, and racial heterogencily as
a threat 1o national cohesiveness, all nnder the acgis of a technologv-based claim
ro infallible and insantancous communicanon,” West arguces. “Melville's parodic
sketches exposed jowmnalisun as a carefully mamifaciired product tat empowered
such mythmaking™ (461, In the subsequent two chaplers—on Typee (LB16) and
“Benito Coereno’ (1856)—Waest “reveal[s] that, as in the “Old Zack” skecches, these
works vetlecr Melville's particular subject position as a white male American anthor
continually evading the authorial wnd coommunal identitics foisted upon him by
the mass marketplace™ (128).

West s readings are substantial, oviginal, swprising, and deep. Oceasionally, the
journey itsell is more interesting than the descinarion. Iu the chaprer on Tyfier,
the conclusion seems visible Irom the ousel, o limitdon largely mitigated by the
acumen of the twenty intervening pages. And in a Tow places, West's extrapolations
recall Julian Ilawthoroe’s reference to the greal romancer’'s “power of making
bricks without straw, and ¢ven without clay npon occusion™ (“The Salem of Haw-
tharne,™ Cenfury Hiustrated Mondhly Magazine 28.1 | 1884]: 4). From Hawthorne's
staternent in his notebook that “|t/liere 13 no such thing as a true porueait. ...
Ihey are all densions,”” West overreaches when he concludes rhar "o veject all
portraits as “delusions” is ro redefine the human subjecr as thawhich no representa-
tiom could ever contain®™ (71). Yet cach chapter is veplete with brilliantly hisrori-
cleed textual analvsis so that what might otherwise seem a significant flaw in the
wginnentative Labric appears muerely a dismicring slub,

One of the satislactions of The JArbiters of Reafity is ts rendency o give readers
mee than they bargained for, Whar the tide, tble of contents, and cover copy do
net reveal is the iipressive range and imaginativencss of West™s wexnal justaposi-
tions: Flawthorne's “Storv Teller™ mingles with Edgar Allan Poe's Dupin: Cliflord
Pyncheon rubs shoulders with Ned Bundine; " Benite Coreno™ stands alongside
Huamiet Beecher Stowe, Frederick Douglass, ind Willian Wells Brown (o say noth-
ing ol Mabyv-1hick [ 1851 | andd The Confidence Man | 18571 Topping it all oft, West's
“Coda™ presents an engaging cliscussion in which Rehecea Hardiog Davis™s Life in
e Tron MG (18613 is cleverly enlisted o roveal the unexpected continuity between
rontance and realism: @ much-needed corrective for the abrupt and artificial rap-
ture that has become nearly axiomatic in the conventional two-scinester anthology-
driven delineation of American literary history. In the end, what appears on the
ontsicle o be a modest iwo-aurhor study telescopes out o encompass much more.
The Avhuters of Reality illuminates not ouly how Hawthorne and Melville engaged
with the rapidly changing technologies and cconomies ol representation in antebel-
lurn Annerica bur also the complex wavs in which romance negotiates an unreal
world where “authemiciny’ circulates as crency, inlormation is manufaciured
for mass consumption, and reality isell is neatly puckaged {or a ready sale.

Saral Wadsworth
Mavquette University
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