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Preface

In this book I have tried to explain  the rem arkable rise of his
torical consciousness in the U nited States during the early nine
teenth century, to define the standards by which history came to 
be judged, and to analyze the reasons men of that generation 
turned to the past. R elying much on biographies and critical 
analyses of leading historians which have appeared in  recent 
years, I have attem pted to venture a step beyond, to explain  the 
m eaning of the past itself rather than the contents of particular 
works. In part, then, this is intellectual history, the anatomy of 
the idea of history; and in part it is social history, a study of m en’s 
need for the past and their use of it. ·

Americans have always been strangely preoccupied w ith the 
future and fascinated w ith the past. Especially from about 1800 
to around i860, as the future glowed especially bright, a surge of 
interest in the past swept the young nation. A n  extraordinary 
portion of the nation’s creative energy went into w riting history, 
but equally im portant was the sudden prom inence of history in 
the schools, the rise of historical societies, the m ovem ent for 
preservation of historical sites and documents, the fashion for 
genealogy, and the prom inence of historical themes in architec
ture, painting, sculpture, the theater, fiction, poetry, and oratory. 
Am erica was finding its identity in history— in the classical and
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aboriginal past as w ell as in  its own colonial heritage. Even more, 
the country’s first generation w ith leisure for sustained cultural 
activity was finding personal fulfillm ent in history.

O ut of this regard for the past developed a highly coherent set 
of subjects, themes, methods, and uses of history which reflected 
the preoccupations and aspirations of the nation. T h e  Am erican 
idea of history com bined H egelian philosophical assumptions 
and Rom antic literary techniques with immediate concerns about 
morality, God, liberty, progress, and the national mission. Am eri
cans were especially convinced of the utility  o f history, its social 
use in supporting accepted values, its personal utility  in extend
ing hum an experience, and its philosophical utility  in pointing 
men toward an ultim ate reality which was closely akin to m elan
choly. T h e  idea of history possessed a unity w hich helped give 
the Rom antic period coherence. However, when the structure 
weakened at any one point— when historical controversy ap
peared— the entire edifice collapsed together.

M any people have aided me. Professor H erm an Ausubel of 
Colum bia U niversity stim ulated my interest in  historiography, 
and Professor Fletcher M. Green of the University o f N orth 
Carolina guided me in  developing this topic as a dissertation. 
Am ong the m any colleagues who have offered valuable criticism, 
I am especially indebted to Professor D avid H . F laherty of the 
U niversity of Virginia] T h e  Southern Fellowships Fund and the 
G eneral Research Board of the University of M aryland provided 
financial assistance. Portions of this work in earlier form  have 
appeared in the New England Quarterly, the Historian, the 
American Quarterly, and the Am erican Archivist. Most o f all, for 
their helpful criticism and aid, I am grateful to my parents, 
Professor and Mrs. W . H. Callcott, and to m y wife, Peggy.

G. H. C.
University Park, Maryland
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The Intellectual Origins o f  Romantic History

Du r i n g  the first decade of the nineteenth century Americans 
were gradually m aturing a set of attitudes toward the past 

which paved the way for the great historians they so eagerly 
awaited. In  part the new attitudes developed from the Enlighten
ment, in part from Rom antic currents w hich were sweeping in 
from abroad, and perhaps in  largest part from developments in 
Am erica itself. By the 1830’s the young nation was confident of 
its approach to the past and immensely proud of its rising histo
rians— George Bancroft, W ashington Irving, John Lothrop 
M otley, W illiam  H. Prescott, Francis Parkman, Jared Sparks, 
and scores of others.

T he Enlightenm ent Heritage

Eighteenth-century philosophers established history as a mean
ingfu l form of knowledge, form ulated a scholarly method, and 
introduced the concept of progress. Enlightenm ent historians, 
putting this philosophy into practice, established history as a 
majestic literary expression. Most im portant of the philosophers, 
at least in  retrospect, was the Italian rationalist, Giam battista 
Vico. T h o u gh  almost unknown in  the U nited States, V ico ’s 
principles filtered into the country through the fam iliar works of
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M ontesquieu, Voltaire, Condorcet, D avid Hume, W illiam  R o b 
ertson, and Edward Gibbon.

Vico argued that history was m eaningful only when historians 
broke away from mere annals of events to describe the essence 
of a society. W hen the historian grasped the totality of m an’s 
achievement— his laws, manners, institutions, and culture— then 
the past became understandable and historical knowledge useful. 
Vico called upon historians to cultivate a self-conscious method 
— a “scientific” m ethod— for arriving at truth about the past. 
T h e  m ethod really only amounted to a conscious effort at ob
jectivity. T h e  historian must ask whether a fact were reasonable, 
i f  it were relevant to a larger truth, i f  witnesses were reliable; he 
must be aware of his own biases and his own standard of ju d g 
ment.1

V ico ’s theory of history as the essence of society objectively 
described found its best application in M ontesquieu’s Spirit of 
the Laws (1748), and in  V oltaire’s Age of Louis X IV  (1751), both 
widely read in Am erica. Boldly, V oltaire subordinated details to 
the significant essence of the whole culture. “A fter having read 
the descriptions of three or four thousand battles,” he wrote, “ I 
do not find myself one jot wiser than when I began; because from 
them I learn nothing but events.” H e promised his readers “ only 
that which deserves to be known: the spirit, manners and customs 
of the principal nations.” 2 A lthough V oltaire only partially 
measured up to his promise, and eighteenth-century Am erican 
chroniclers like Thom as H utchinson and D avid Ram say fell even 
farther behind, at least they had established an ideal for the 
nineteenth century.

Still, while essence history was a great contribution to historical 
thinking, its lim itations stimulated subsequent Rom antic thinkers

1 Thomas Goddard Bergin and Max Harold Fisch, trans, and eds., The New 
Science of Giambattista Vico (New York, 1961); Benedetto Croce, The Philos
ophy of Giambattista Vico, trans. R. G. Collingwood (New York, 1913), espe
cially pp. 268-78; Pardon E. Tillinghast, Approaches to History (Englewood 
Cliffs, N.J., 1963), pp. 117-46.

“ Cited in Trygve R. Tholfsen, Historical Thinking: An Introduction (New 
York, 1967), pp. 102-3.
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almost as much. First of all, the emphasis on essence, combined 
w ith the eighteenth-century assumption of the changelessness of 
human nature, homogenized the past and elim inated uniqueness, 
the particular, the accidental. Second, essence dehumanized the 
past, tending to elim inate dram atic conflict and biography. 
T h ird , the emphasis on essence intensified the eighteenth-cen
tury tendency to judge the past by its own standards, to assume 
that history had always been the struggle of reason against super
stition and authority. “ N ature being the same everywhere,” said 
Voltaire, “men necessarily had to adopt the same truths and the 
same errors.” 8 Finally, most significantly, the various corollaries 
of essence history all contributed to denigrating the importance 
of the study of the past. Since all history was essentially alike, 
since it was an abstract study of hum an nature rather than of 
real men, and since the historian could hardly sympathize with 
the past as he unmasked its follies, history could hardly matter 
very much. For Americans of the nineteenth century, V oltaire’s 
history was not only something to equal but something to im
prove upon as well.

T h e  concept of a unifying theme for history— particularly the 
idea of progress— was another contribution of eighteenth-century 
thought suggested by V ico and developed by R obert Jacques 
T urgot, Voltaire, Condorcet, and the English historians. For 
historians who had abandoned the guiding hand of G od in hu
m an events, history w ithout a central theme was a series of 
static incidents. T o  provide a framework for change, Vico 
postulated a spiraling progress from an age of theocracy to an 
age of aristocracy to an age of democracy. T u rgo t urged the idea 
of progress on historians more explicitly, pointing to the differ
ence between the study of natural phenomena subject to constant 
laws w ithin “ a circle o f unchanging revolutions,” and the study 
o f history which stretched in an endless unbreakable chain of 
cause and effect. H istorical m ovement was accounted for, argued

“ Cited in ibid., p. 117. On Voltaire, see also J. M. Brumfitt, Voltaire: His
torian (Oxford, 1958); John B. Black, The Art of History (London, 1926), pp. 
2 Г 7 5 ·
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T urgot, by m an’s ability to transmit knowledge to his successors 
as a cum ulative heritage.4 V oltaire was unable to apply this to 
political history, but he accepted it as the unifying theme for 
intellectual history. “A ll that is needed,” he wrote, “is to trace 
the onward march of the hum an m ind in  philosophy, oratory, 
poetry, and criticism; to show the progress of painting, sculpture, 
and music; of jewelry, tapestry making, glass blow ing, gold
cloth weaving, and watchm aking.” 5 For Voltaire, cultural and 
intellectual history was the easiest kind to write because it had 
a theme.

Still more pleasing to Americans was Condorcet, who spoke 
of the unlim ited progress of hum an nature as a natural law and 
viewed the U nited  States as the extension of the progress of the 
O ld W orld. A n  Am erican edition of Condorcet’s O utlines of 
an H istorical View of the Progress of the Hum an M ind  appeared 
in  Philadelphia in 1796, just one year after the Paris edition, 
and a second Am erican edition appeared in  Baltim ore in 1802. 
Equally popular in Am erica were the English theorists o f prog
ress, W illiam  G odw in and Joseph Priestly, who view ed the 
Am erican R evolution as a step in the em ancipation and progress 
of hum anity.6

T h e  English historians D avid Hume, W illiam  Robertson, and 
Edward G ibbon came closest to applying progress to history 
and thus givin g the past coherence and sweep. H um e came to 
history from philosophy, searching particularly for causation—  
or theme— in the affairs of men. T h ere were conceptual defects 
in  his History of England from the Invasion of Julius Caesar 
(1754-61), for he worked backward from effects to causes and 
from recent events to earlier ones, but it possessed unprecedented 
sweep, and imposed on it was the theme of superstition and chaos 
yielding over the centuries to reason and order. Robertson’s 
History of Scotland (1759) told a similar story of barbarism

‘ Ronald V. Sampson, Progress in the Age of Reason (London, 1956), pp. 
158-82.

5 Cited in Fritz Stern, ed., The Varieties of History: From Voltaire to the 
Present (New York, 1956), pp. 39-40.

“ Arthur Alphonse Ekirch, The Idea of Progress in America, 1815-1860 
(New York, 1944), pp. 11-37.
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yielding to civilization. O f the three writers, Robertson was far 
the most popular in Am erica, probably because he never entirely 
abandoned the suspicion that Providence guided events. Edward 
Gibbon, of course, turned progress on its head. Accepting a 
cyclical progress, his D ecline and Fall of the Rom an Em pire 
(1776-88) told the story of fourteen centuries in w hich super
stition trium phed over reason. T h o u gh  never popular in  Am erica 
because men never fu lly  accepted his anti-Christian standard of 
judgment, G ibbon ’s work m ay have been the most successful 
thematic history ever written.

W hile the eighteenth-century concept of progress gave history 
a unifying theme, it too had lim itations, for it seemed to encour
age an antihistorical contem pt for what had gone before. His
torians like Voltaire, Hume, and G ibbon tended to think of 
progress not organically as youth developing into m aturity but 
m echanically as w rong ideas becom ing right. Confidently they 
judged the past by what they assumed were superior modern 
standards, brutally exposing the errors of alien ages and cultures. 
N ot until the nineteenth century did T u rg o t’s concept of prog
ress give way to Condorcet’s, mechanistic imagery give way to 
organic, and historians learn to judge the past by its own stand
ards, with sympathy and reverence.

T h e  greatest achievement and greatest failin g of Enlighten
m ent history was its literary quality. T h e  achievement was obvi
ous, especially in Gibbon, whose historical works offered some 
of the most eloquent prose in  the language, and whose literary 
quality, though not style, provided a standard of measurement 
for all subsequent historians. T h e  failing was that, except as 
literature, eighteenth-century thinkers were never very successful 
in  establishing a further purpose for history. Enlightenm ent his
torians made a display of dismissing their work as “ mere amuse
ment,” “ w ithout serious purpose.” Except for its value as litera
ture, history seemed a waste of time, for antiquarians of small 
mind. Viscount Bolingbroke warned of excessive learning as a 
“ ridiculous affectation,” and called for “ a temperate curiosity” 
about history. Scholars below the first' rank— such as the eight
eenth-century Am erican historians— were duly humble, accepting
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the general patronizing disdain for their m onkish labors and 
seldom claim ing to be more than antiquarians. T h e  eighteenth 
century valued w it more than learning; it searched for universais 
rather than the particulars historians found; it supported its 
values by reason rather than by historical evidence. Despite the 
popularity of the great historians, their fame was achieved not as 
scholars but as men of literature, of style, epigram, and wit. In 
practice, o f course, the best historians were doing far more than 
entertaining. In  practice, they were searching curiously for the 
truth of what had happened, and also they were simply express
ing themselves— V oltaire his glorification of the progress of 
reason, H um e his skepticism, Robertson his love of a dignified 
story, and G ibbon his distaste for Christianity.7

It was, however, for a later age to elevate the search for truth 
and the joy  of self-expression to a legitim ate purpose for study
ing the past, and to m ake purpose the heart of the idea of 
history. For Am ericans in 1800, the Enlightenm ent heritage—  
even of the great V oltaire and G ibbon— consisted not only o f a 
tradition to build  upon but also one to revolt against.

European Romanticism

Philosophical ideas developing in Germ any from 1775 to 1830, 
along with the eloquent literary history being written in France 
and England from 1820 to i860, provided a second source of 
nineteenth-century Am erican historical thought. These ideas 
and models all found their way, fairly prom ptly, into the U nited 
States. Americans seldom thought in terms of Germ an philoso
phy, and seldom directly im itated European historians, but 
these philosophies and examples helped Am ericans to know 
their own thoughts about history.

Most m odern scholars believe that the central figure in this 
period of Germ an historical thought was Johann G ottfried 
Herder, the father of historicism. H e was one of a large school.

7 See Black, Art of History, pp. 14-28; Ronald N. Stromberg, “History in the 
Eighteenth Century,” Journal of the History of Ideas, X II (April, 1951), 295
304; James Westfall Thompson, A History of Historical Writing (2 vols.; New 
York, 1942), II, 58-95; G. P. Gooch, History and Historians in the Nineteenth 
Century (Boston, 1959), p. 10.
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Gottfried W ilhelm  Leibnitz, Johann Joachim  W inckelm ann, 
Jean Jacques Rousseau, and Im m anuel K ant contributed to 
Herder’s theory, and paralleling or follow ing him  were Friedrich 
Schelling, Friedrich Schiller, K arl von Schegel, G eorg Hegel, 
Johann G. Fichte, A. H. L. Heeren, Friedrich Krause, and Bar
thold Georg N iebuhr. Even though in 1776 H erder’s book on 
historical theory was one of the first of this group to appear, it 
seemed appropriate to entitle it Yet Another Philosophy of H is
tory.

H erder began with the assumption that ultim ate reality lay 
not in the physical w orld but in the spiritual, not in  physical 
atoms but in L eibnitz’ monads of energy, not in  eighteenth-cen
tury universais but in constant change. It seemed to him  to follow 
that one came to understand reality not through a study of 
philosophy or science, but of history. His argument, which is 
immensely complex, laid a new base for historical thinking. 
“ Historical w riting was old,”  said Lord Acton, “ but historical 
thinking was new in Germ any.” 8 Friedrich M einecke has called 
H erder’s historicism “ the greatest spiritual revolution of the 
W estern w orld.” A t any rate, it was the most significant change in 
historical thought since Vico.9

Historicism was the belief that anything in the present must 
be understood prim arily in terms of its historical development, 
the belief that the past makes and is the primary means of 
understanding the present. H eretofore men had thought of 
human events stretching endlessly to the horizon behind and 
ahead, w ith the present like a narrow band of light that moves 
over events and reduces everything behind it to history. T h e  
historicists, on the other hand, thought of history as a stream, 
w ith the present as the furthermost point it had reached. Every
thing in the past was in flux, flowing into the present to make 
it what it is. A  study of the m any sources of the stream and its 
meanderings is the only way for a society or a man to know

8 Cited in Friedrich Engel-Janosi, The Growth of German Historicism (Bal
timore, 1944), p. 13. Also, Georg G. Iggers, The German Conception of History 
(Middleton, Conn., 1968), pp. 29-43.

9 Cited in Hans Meyerhoff, ed., The Philosophy of History in Our Time 
(New York, 1959), pp. 9-12.
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what he really is. A nother image for this concept was organic 
growth; Germans called it organicism. According to this imagery, 
the historian studied the roots and the developm ent to under
stand what the organism had finally become.10

History was suddenly immensely im portant. It did not consist 
simply of events w hich passed over people, but was something 
larger than they were, something that controlled and molded 
them. H istory rather than philosophy was the means o f under
standing man. T h e  purpose of history was to understand reality. 
W hile Am ericans did not think of themselves as “ historicists,” 
in the early nineteenth century they were com ing to feel the 
importance of their unique historical experience as the force—  
more than Locke or Jefferson— that made them what they were. 
By the mid-nineteenth century, historicism dom inated scientific 
thought, notably Darwinism . In  the twentieth century, history 
as a means of understanding man tended to yield to social sta
tistics, probability theory, and psychology.

For the practicing historian, historicism signified emphasis 
on the prim itive origins of institutions and nations, and on 
tracing their continuous developm ent into the present. Each age 
created the next. Instead of emphasizing high spots like the 
classical w orld and the Renaissance, the historian should seek the 
beginning of the m odern world. T h e  Germ an philosophers were 
confident that distinctive national traits and institutions devel
oped prim arily from the M iddle Ages.

Germans of the early nineteenth century, striving for national 
unity, were especially concerned w ith the developm ent of the 
Volksgeist. T h e  historian ought to explain how a distinct history 
had created a distinct people. In  searching for the national spirit, 
the Germ an historians, even more than Voltaire, were concerned 
with manners, arts, myths, and culture. W hile V oltaire was 
simply curious about the essence of a past age, the Germans 
were desperately searching for themselves. Knowledge of history 
w ould create the nation.

“ Dwight E. Lee and Robert N. Beck, “The Meaning of ‘Historicism,’ ” 
American Historical Review, LIX  (Aprii, 1954), 568-77; Hugh Swinton Legare, 
“Percival’s Clio,” Southern Review, I (May, 1828), 444.
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As for method, H erder called upon the historian to immerse 
himself in the past. T h e  historian could not stand apart and 
describe a past age; he had to envelop himself in it, empathize 
with it, become so absorbed in it that he understood it as he un
derstood himself. T h e  historian must do his research objectively, 
but then he must go beyond research to become, and make his 
reader become, the man or period about which he writes. T h e  
ultim ate test of evidence was in his identifying w ith the subject 
and feeling the truth of the fact. Love of a subject was more 
im portant than objectivity in gaining true understanding. O nly 
a Germ an could w rite Germ an history.

H erder’s doctrine of change as reality emphasized the unique
ness of every event and every individual in history. T h e  past 
was constantly changing, and it was the changes rather than the 
similarities that explained a culture or period and m ade it 
m eaningful. T h e  Volksgeist lay in the Zeitgeist. T h e  historian 
should look for the exotic and the unusual, the local and the 
peculiar. Since the ultim ate unit of society was the individual, 
and since each individual was distinct and capable of altering 
the course of events, the historian should emphasize biography.

Finally, H erder and the other Germ an Rom antics began and 
ended w ith the em otion of spirituality. Behind change and 
behind all of the Geists was hum an feeling, emotion, yearning. 
Acts were m erely expressions of this inmost being. Behind this 
was God, who instilled yearning in man. G od was the central 
force in history, its continuity, its direction. In  the final analysis, 
feeling was not only the historian’s ultim ate m ethod but his ul
timate subject as well, for history was the m ind of G od.11

Americans knew about the Germ an philosophers and occasion
ally read them. Schiller’s philosophy of history was available in 
an English edition in 1799. H erder’s in  1800, Schlegel’s in 1835, 
with an Am erican edition in 1841, and Fichte’s was available in

11 See Tholfsen, Historical Thinking, pp. 127-56; Engel-Janosi, German His- 
toricism, pp. 13-50; Thompson, History of Historical Writing, pp. 96-146; 
Herbert Butterfield, Man on His Past (Cambridge, 195g), pp. 1-61; Stephen 
Toulmin and June Goodfield, The Discovery of Time (New York, 1965), pp. 
135-38; Francis C. Haber, The Age of the World: Moses to Darwin (Baltimore,
1959), pp. vii-ix, 98-101, 158, and passim.



1848. A  recent scholar has found almost a hundred articles on 
Germ an historians and historical philosophy in Am erican m aga
zines published before 1846.12 N ew England students who studied 
in Germ any and returned to spread their doctrines in the early 
years of the century included Joseph Green Cogswell, Frederick 
Henry Hedge, George Tickn or, and Edward Everett. In 1818, 
George Bancroft went to Germ any to study G erm an historical 
philosophy. R eturning w ith his Ph.D., he wrote numerous articles 
on Germ an thought, including an adm iring article on H erder.13

T h e  Germans were more influential in w riting about history 
than in w riting history itself, but theory found outlet in  several 
works that were w ell known in the U nited States. W inckelm ann’s 
History of A rt in A ntiquity, originally published in  1764, was 
translated in 1799 and went through two Am erican editions 
before the C ivil W ar. Schiller’s History of the R ebellion  of the 
Netherlands appeared in  Germ any in 1788, in England in 1799, 
and in the U nited  States in 1861. By far the most popular o f all 
was N iebuhr’s description of Rom an origins and the Rom an soul. 
His History of R om e, originally published in 1811, went through 
many English editions and at least three Am erican editions by 
the time of the C iv il W ar. Friedrich K arl von Savigny’s History 
of the M iddle Ages appeared in 1815 and was translated in 1829.

T h e  French influence on Am erican historical thought was 
small, partly because it flowered late, after Germ an philosophy 
and English rom antic literature had made their impact, and 
partly because it was prim arily a lyrical history which lost m uch 
in translation. Am ong the best known of French historians was 
Augustine Thierry, whose colorful and dram atic History of the 
Norman Conquest of England  was published in 1825 an°l 
prom ptly translated. A dolphe T hiers produced an eloquent 
ten-volume History of the French R evolution, w hich began to 
appear in 1822, and a twenty-volume History of the Consulate

12 Scott H. Goodnight, German Literature in American Magazines Prior to 
1846 (Madison, 1907).

13 Benjamin T . Spencer, The Quest of Nationality (Syracuse, 1957), pp. go- 
95; Bancroft, “Herder’s Writings,” North American Review, X X  (January, 
1825), 138-47; Fred L. Burwick, “The Gottingen Influence on George Ban
croft’s Idea of Humanity,” Jahrbuch für Amerikastudien, II (1966), 194-212.
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and Empire, w hich began publication in  1843. Jules M ichelet’s 
seventeen-volume History of France, the first volum e of which 
appeared in 1833, was an especially powerful and em otional evo
cation of the M iddle Ages. François Guizot, burning with moral 
fervor, produced a History of the R evolution in England  in  1826 
and a six-volume History of Civilization in Europe in 1829. Parts 
of all of these works were published in the U nited States before 
the C ivil W ar and were praised then, as now, more for their 
language than for their contribution to historical thought.14

T h e  other great European influence, besides Germ an philoso
phy, was English literature, especially the historical romances of 
Sir W alter Scott. Historicism taught philosophers to think his
torically, but it was the fine storytelling of Scott that succeeded 
in  recreating the past for the public. H e was, by a large margin, 
the best-selling author in  the U nited States until the C ivil W ar. 
For a while it seemed that people could not get enough of him. 
“ His works are in  everybody’s hands and his praises in  every
body’s m outh,” said an observer in 1817. His books “meet w ith a 
reception more wide, more prompt, more superstitiously fond 
than could be believed possible, were it not known to be real,” 
said another. His influence was as great as his popularity. A  
critic in 1835 believed his “ influence on the taste of the age 
probably exceeds any thing that the world has seen for ages, 
if  not has ever seen.” 15 A  century later a scholar claim ed that 
“W ith  the exception of G ibbon . . .  it is doubtful if  any one 
m an so influenced English historical w riting as Sir W alter 
Scott.”  16

Scott heightened the effect o f fiction with the drama o f real 
events and exotic settings of history; he heightened the effect of 
history with the high adventure and em otional warmth of fiction. 
T h e  historical novel was born late in the eighteenth century 
when G othic novelists like Horace W alpole utilized the darkness

“ Thompson, History of Historical Writing, pp. 227-79.
“ Review, American Monthly Magazine, I (May, 1817), 123; review, North 

American Review, X VII (October, 1823), 383; anon., “American Literature,” 
Knickerbocker Magazine, V (April, 1835), 319.

la G. H. Maynadier, “Ivanhoe and Its Literary Consequences,” Essays in 
Memory of G. Barrett Wendell (Cambridge, Mass., 1936), p. 221.
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of the past to intensify a m ood of horror. Scott, however, flooded 
the past w ith color and light, and he ran the gam ut of emotions, 
skillfu lly com bining subject, style, and setting to evoke the re
sponse he wanted. Scott’s scenes, especially of m edieval Scotland, 
left indelib le pictures on his readers’ minds— scenes o f tourna
ments and castle grandeur, of pastoral sim plicity and peasant 
dialect, of chivalric kings and noble barbarians.

Scott did real research for his novels, publishing thirteen vo l
umes of sixteenth-century Scottish documents as a by-product. 
His painstaking research was not undertaken for fear of historical 
error but in  order to add the realism that only authentic detail 
could provide. For the historian he taught the value of reader 
involvem ent in  the past, the value of the particular and the 
exotic, the value of local color and precise detail. Henceforth, 
readers w ould expect as m uch from their historians as they ob
tained from their novelists.

Scott represented a m ultitude of forces w hich influenced each 
other and in  turn influenced historical thinking in the U nited 
States. As a poet he represented literary Rom anticism  and its 
nearly endless characteristics and definitions— lyricism, idealism, 
emotion, diversity, restlessness, particularism, individualism , in
trospection, nationalism, supernaturalism, mysticism, love of 
nature, and the rest— literary tendencies which doubtless had 
their im pact on serious historians. Scott’s historical novels had 
scores of imitators on both sides of the Atlantic. He represented 
directly the relatively undistinguished serious historical w riting 
that appeared in England and the U nited States during the half
century after Gibbon. In  England this genre included Sharon 
T u rn er’s History of the Anglo-Saxons (1799), H enry H allam ’s 
Europe during the M iddle Ages (1818), and Scott’s ow n Life of 
Napoleon  (1828). H is greatest influence, however, m ay have 
been on the abler historians who were reading his novels dur
ing their adolescence: Thom as Carlyle, best known for his H is
tory of the French R evolution  (1837); Thom as Babington 
M acaulay, best known for a History of England, w hich began to 
appear in  1849; and James Anthony Froude, whose twelve-vol
ume History of England  began to appear in  1856. In the U nited



States, W ashington Irving explained that it had been Scott who 
made him  into a historian. W illiam  H. Prescott, George Ban
croft, Charles Gayarré, and Francis Parkm an all spoke of him 
as a direct influence. A ll added moral purpose to Scott’s aim of 
amusement, but all were attem pting to make the past alive with 
the literary techniques learned from the novelist.17

T h e American Tradition

Distinctly Am erican attitudes toward nationalism, God, and 
time itself provided what was probably the most im portant 
source for Am erican historical thinking in the early nineteenth 
century. A t least as early as the Revolution, Am erican historical 
w riting seemed to have a different tone from its European coun
terpart, perhaps because of these forces, and these differences 
grew in the nineteenth century.

T h e  most obvious stimulus to Am erican historical thinking was 
the brightly burning nationalism  of the post-Revolutionary 
period. Nationalism  as something distinct from ordinary love 
of hom eland may have been first born in the Puritan sense of 
a chosen people; it grew w ith the common grievances leading to 
independence, and by the 1780’s Am erican nationalism  was the 
most intense in the world. A lready Americans were com ing to 
think of their history not as the account of an English colony 
but as the emergence of a new people with a new way of life. 
Far more than their European counterparts, Am ericans were 
thinking in  terms of a distinctive national character, the unique
ness of their own experience, and the ways in which the Am eri
can soul differed from that of other people. H ere was not only na
tionalism but also a particularism  that set the stage for a kind 
of history different from that of V oltaire and G ibbon.18

17 On Scott’s influence, see ibid., pp. 221-33; G. Harrison Orians, “T he Rise 
of Romanticism,” Harry Hayden Clark, ed., Transitions in American Literary 
History (Durham, N.C., 1953), pp. 199-216; David Levin, History as Romantic 
Art: Bancroft, Prescott, Motley, and Parkman (Stanford, 1959), pp. 9-13, 236; 
Michael Kraus, The Writing of American History (Norman, Okla., 1953), pp. 
*39· 4 5 ·

18 See Merle Curti, The Roots of American Loyalty (New York, 1946), pp. 
3-29; Hans Kohn, American Nationalism (New York, 1957), pp. 13-48.
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Americans attem pted to explain the uniqueness of their 
national character in  terms of liberty, democracy, and individual
ism— values rooted in the Am erican experience and also values 
that became central to Rom antic thinking. T h e  concept of 
Am erica as a haven from oppression had flourished since Puritan 
times. Here, said T o m  Paine, is “ the asylum for the persecuted 
lovers of civil and religious liberty from every part o f Europe.” 
T h e  D eclaration of Independence raised liberty to the realm of 
a self-evident truth. Democracy also was an intuitive truth, 
something felt in m en’s souls. “A m erica’s purpose,” said D avid 
Ramsay, “is to prove the virtues of republicanism , to assert the 
Rights of M an.” 19

T h e  highest expression of liberty and democracy may have 
been the cult of individualism  which was to evolve in  the nine
teenth century into something close to the essence of R om anti
cism. Am erican history was a record of individual achievement 
and worth, and from individual worth it was only a short step 
into Rom antic cults of heroism, chivalry, diversity, originality, 
im agination, intuition, subjectivism, and supernaturalism. H is
torian Russel B. Nye has pointed out that Am erican individual
ism differed from the European in that it was rooted in the past 
rather than the future, that it was traditional rather than icono
clastic, that it produced Longfellow  rather than Byron, and Emer
son’s Self-Reliance rather than Goethe’s Werther. Am erican his
torians were able to com bine national spirit with the significance 
of the individual more easily than Europeans. Instead of sub
ordinating biography to national essence, writers like Mason 
Locke Weems, John Marshall, and W ashington Irving set out 
to find national essence in the biographies of George W ashing
ton. T o  them, the universal lay in the particular.20

Am erican nationalism  also intensified the eighteenth-century 
concept of progress. Europeans saw the im provement of science

“  Russel B. Nye, The Cultural Life of the New Nation, 1JJ6-1830 (New York,
1960), pp. 46-47.

mIbid., pp. 8-9; Yehoshua Ariele, Individualism and Nationalism in Ameri
can Ideology (Baltimore, 1966), p. 87 and passim.
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arid values, but for Am ericans progress was also the far more 
physical reality of the seeds at Jamestown and Plym outh devel
oping into a nation, of wilderness changing into civilization, 
and of a physical frontier stretching limitlessly ahead. Benjam in 
Franklin, George W ashington, James Madison, Benjam in Rush, 
P hilip  Freneau, Thom as Jefferson, and John Adams all saw the 
nation evolving from prim itive origins, and took for granted 
that society, i f  not hum an nature, w ould be brighter in the 
years ahead. Am erica’s first epic poem, Joel Barlow ’s “Vision o f 
Colum bus,” w hich was written in 1787 and rewritten as “ T h e  
Colum biad” in  1807, was a long celebration of Am erican progress 
guided by God. T h e  Am erican idea of progress differed from the 
European both in its sense of origins and in  its sense of God. 
Evolution from tiny seeds im plied an organic growth, a view 
of the universe that had less in  common with N ew ton’s m echani
cal universe than w ith D arw in ’s biological one. Such a growth, 
moreover, was almost too m iraculous to be explained by reason 
alone. Few Am ericans ever lost the Puritan belief that somehow 
behind it all was a divine guidance.21

In  a somewhat different way, as a force rather than an idea, 
nationalism  stim ulated historical w riting by its cultivation of a 
distinctly Am erican culture. Beginning as early as 1750, increas
ingly after the Revolution, and still more after the W ar of 1812, 
Americans exhorted each other to create and support an inde
pendent literature. “Am erica must be as independent in  litera
ture," said N oah W ebster in  1783, “ as she is in politics.”  22 It 
was this sense of patriotic duty to Am erican culture, perhaps 
more than anything else, that led to the rem arkable output of 
history just after the Revolution. Jedidiah Morse, H annah 
Adams, A b iel Holmes, John Marshall, D avid Ramsay, and Ben
jam in T ru m b u ll all spoke of their patriotic duty to record the 
nation’s history. By 1837, five years after George Bancroft’s first 
volum e had appeared, R alph  W aldo Emerson delivered his

21 Nye, Cultural Life of the New Nation, pp. 29-33;, Ekirch, Idea of Progress, 
p. 29 and passim.

22 Cited in Spencer, Quest for Nationality, p. 27.
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address on “ T h e  Am erican Scholar,” boasting of the m aturity 
of Am erican culture and its independence from  Europe .23

A  second force, besides nationalism, that lay deep in  the 
Am erican tradition and profoundly influenced the nineteenth- 
century view  of the past was a sense of God. Americans never 
fully rejected their Puritan past, never fu lly embraced Enlighten
ment skepticism, never entirely broke the line between the Great 
Aw akening that began in 1740 and the Great Revivals which be
gan in 1757·24 W hile Voltaire, Hume, and G ibbon vented their 
emotions against the Church, similar Am erican feelings found 
outlet in the developm ent of a pious Unitarianism . A m on g the 
Am erican historians who began their careers as clergymen, for 
the most part U nitarian clergymen, were Jedidiah Morse, A biel 
Holmes, A lexander Hewat, Jeremy Belknap, Benjam in T ru m 
bull, Mason Locke Weems, John Gorham  Palfrey, Jared Sparks, 
Frank Lister Hawks, George Bancroft, and R ichard H ildreth.

Jonathan Edwards more than anyone else was responsible for 
bringing seventeenth-century Puritanism  through the Enlighten
ment and into nineteenth-century historical thought. T h ou gh  
Edwards never wrote history himself, historian Peter Gay has 
shown that he may have dealt w ith the philosophical problems of 
history more profoundly than any Am erican has ever done. 
Edwards insisted on the presence of God in history, as both the 
force behind progress and the essence of the national spirit. H e 
accepted the eighteenth-century search for universais in history, 
but he insisted on the importance of every detail, the significance 
of every individual and the uniqueness of every particular event. 
Above all, Edwards insisted that the study o f history had a seri
ous purpose, the glorification of God. W ritin g history was demon
strating truth and thus was an act of worship .26 T h e  archetype 
Am erican R om antic historian, George Bancroft, grounded in 
both Enlightenm ent historiography and Germ an Romanticism, 
insisted that despite all other influences “Edwards’ was his

23 Nye, Cultural Life of the New Nation, pp. 42-43; Spencer, Quest for Na
tionality, p. 158 and passim.

24 See Oliver Wendell Elsbree, Rise of the Missionary Spirit in America, 
1790-1815 (Williamsport, Pa., 1928).

25 Peter Gay, A Loss of Mastery (Berkeley, 1966), pp. 88-117.



creed.” Bancroft hoped that “ Each page of history may begin 
w ith Great is G od and m arvellous are his doings among the 
children of m en.” 2e

R eligion also flowed into nineteenth-century historical thought 
through the Am erican adoption of Scottish “ common sense” 
philosophy. It was only Platonism  updated, an affirmation of the 
reality of inner ideas. In  reaction to the skepticism and em piri
cism of Locke and H um e, common sense advocates talked of the 
“ self-evident principles” felt by all men. Reason and experience 
provided knowledge of the external world, but the internal 
senses— the dictates of the heart— provided knowledge of God, 
of beauty, and of good and evil. By 1800 most Am erican univer
sities were teaching this metaphysics through the Scottish philoso
phy textbooks by Thom as Reid, D ugald Stewart, Sir James 
Beattie, and Lord Kames. Am erican spokesmen included John 
W itherspoon at Princeton, T im othy D w ight at Yale, and David 
T ap p an  at H arvard. Com m on sense philosophy laid the basis 
for Am erican acceptance of Germ an Rom antic thought and for 
Transcendentalism ; more immediately, it gave historians a sense 
of the reality o f God and the im portance of m oral standards in 
history— values often more im portant than the facts themselves.27

A lon g w ith a pow erful sense of nationalism  and religion, nine
teenth-century Am ericans possessed a distinct concept of time 
which may have worked to strengthen the consciousness of his
tory and to sharpen its aim. D aniel Boorstin has explained that 
while the European condemned past time for creating present 
muddles, the Am erican felt freed from the errors of history and 
consequently glorified his ancestors, rem olded them in his own 
image, and celebrated a simple happy past. Another brilliant 
scholar, Fred Somkin, has suggested that a sense of historical 
unprecedentedness was the source of Am erican nationalism.

2e Russel B. Nye, George Bancroft: Brahmin Rebel (New York, 1945), p. 28; 
Bancroft to wife, 31 December 1847, Mark A. DeW. Howe, The Life and Let
ters of George Bancroft (2 vols.; New York, 1908), II, 77.

21 Herbert W. Schneider, A History of American Philosophy (New York, 
1963), pp. 216-20; Nye, Cultural Life of the New Nation, pp. 33-36; Leon 
Howard, “The Late Eighteenth Century,” Clark, ed., American Literary His
tory, pp. 51-70.
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Americans assumed that the nation was not created by the past 
but was a unique entity, chiefly one yet to be realized; the nation 
was still becom ing what she was. Somkin suggests that, ironically, 
this sense of unprecedentedness resulted in an Am erican fascina
tion with the past. Partly, this was an eagerness to survey all 
history in  order to expropriate as models anything they wished. 
Even more, the attention to their own past was an effort to 
identify traits which they believed characterized themselves in 
the present and for the future. Still another scholar, studying 
nineteenth-century political rhetoric, has suggested that men of 
both sides in every dispute— tariff, improvements, expansion, 
slavery, secession— argued in terms of retaining the faith of the 
founding fathers or of renew ing that faith. Nineteenth-century 
conservatism and liberalism, he seems to say, had less to do with 
privilege and democracy than w ith nostalgia for the past and 
hope for the future.28

Recent analyses of the Am erican preoccupation with time 
reached a peak in the work of the literary critic R. W . B. Lewis, 
who has shown that one of the most pervasive themes in A m eri
can literature after the R evolution was the theme of Adam  in 
the Garden, o f Am erica standing innocent in  the N ew  W orld, 
unsullied by the past, beginning anew. Adam  is the Am erican 
hero— N atty Bum ppo, B illy  Budd, the Yankee of Leaves of Grasss, 
H uck Finn, Daisy M iller, and H olden Caulfield. T h e  Am erican 
response to this freedom from the past, suggests Lewis, created 
a basic division in  Am erican thought. O n one hand, the absence 
of a long history created w hat Emerson first called “T h e  Party of 
M em ory,” which glorified Eden, waxed nostalgic about the 
passage of time, and yearned to retain the present into the fu
ture. O n the other hand, the absence of a past created a “ Party of

28 Daniel Boorstin, The Genius of American Politics (Chicago, 1958), pp. 10
22 and passim; Fred Somkin, Unquiet Eagle: Memory and Desire in the Idea 
of American Freedom, 1815-1860 (Ithaca, 1967), pp. 55-90 and passim; Major 
L. Wilson, “T he Concept of Tim e and the Political Dialogue in the United 
States, 1828-1848,” American Quarterly, X IX  (Winter, 1967), 619-44; also W il
liam R. Taylor, Cavalier and Yankee (New York, 1961), pp. 240-78; Georges 
Poulet, Studies in Human Time, Elliott Coleman, trans. (Baltimore, 1956), pp.
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H ope”— the belief that time constantly renewed and improved 
all that went before.29

In Lewis’ scheme, the Party of Memory was represented in 
historical w riting by Prescott, M otley, and, generally, Parkman. 
Because they felt totally freed from the distant past, they were 
able to study it with detachment and sympathy. History may 
flourish most when m en are not overwhelmed by it. M en like 
Prescott could recreate the past, revel in it, and use it legiti
m ately as a vehicle for their own enthusiasms— Prescott his 
love of heroic adventure, Parkm an his love of nature and strug
gle.

T h e  Party of Hope, m eanwhile, represented by Bancroft and 
generally by H ildreth, turned to history to interpret an experi
ence characterized by incessant change. Eagerly, they seized upon 
the idea of progress, the idea that the present constantly renewed 
the past. Am erican liberty, for example, was renewed at Ply
mouth, in the overthrow of Edm und Andros, in the Revolution, 
in the election of Andrew  Jackson. “ Everything is in m otion, and 
for the better,” said Bancroft, “ T h e  last system of philosophy is 
always the best.”  M en could simultaneously have history and be 
free from it. T h ey  stood at the furthermost point in time, able to 
move in any direction into the future; yet the past was a record 
of what men really were, á record of the purpose behind change, 
an explanation of the purpose of Am erica. Bancroft m aintained 
that the purpose of Am erica was liberty, and he more than any
one else made Am ericans conscious of their history as the con
stant reassertion of liberty. T h is awareness, more than philoso
phical theory, shaped their concept of time, of history, and of 
themselves. Such awareness was close to what the Germans 
arrived at philosophically as historicism.30

T h e New History

T here was, o f course, no clear break between eighteenth- and 
nineteenth-century historical writing. N o one can accurately

29 R. W. B. Lewis, The American Adam: Innocence, Tragedy and Tradition 
in the Nineteenth Century (Chicago, 1955), p. 2 and passim.

30 Ibid., pp. 159-73.



20 IN T E L L E C T U A L  ORIGINS O F R O M A N TIC H ISTO RY

identify a work as “ Enlightenm ent” or “ R om antic.” As the 
scholar A rthur O. Lovejoy has shown, there is no archetype 
“rom anticism ” ; the definition of the word exists prim arily in the 
m ind of each critic. In fact, it refers to little more than a period, 
generally from 1800 to i860 in the U nited States, along w ith 
whatever generalizations can be established about ideas and cul
ture during that period.31

In both Europe and the U nited States, new attitudes toward 
history developed at about the turn of the century, w ell before 
the appearance of historians who fully exem plified them. A fter 
Robertson and G ibbon in the 1780’s, there came a pause in great 
historical writing, except perhaps in Germany, until the flowering 
of French, English, and Am erican literary historians in the 1820’s 
and 1830’s. Critics found the old writers increasingly out of date. 
“ Hume, Robertson and G ibbon are no longer acceptable,” said 
a critic in 1815: “ It is time,” said another, “ that we have a more 
worthy school.” 82 D uring the transitional period chroniclers 
continued to pour forth m aterial— in the U nited States as ac
tively as anywhere. Slowly, perhaps, the chroniclers were accept
ing the new Germ an philosophy and English literary techniques. 
For reviewers, m eanwhile, nothing quite measured up to their 
standards.

Despite the patriotic im pulse to praise things Am erican, re
viewers im patient for the Am erican G ibbon were cool toward 
their own post-Revolutionary historians. Alm ost everything 
seemed too biased, too local, too lacking in coherence and style. 
B y eighteenth-century standards these historians did not deal 
with universais, and by nineteenth-century standards they were 
dull. Alm ost autom atically, critics condemned the works by 
loyalist or English historians— Thom as Hutchinson, Alexander 
Hewat, R obert Proud, George Chalmers, and W illiam  Gordon.33

“ Arthur O. Lovejoy, “ The Meaning o£ Romanticism for the Historian of 
Ideas,” Journal of the History of Ideas, II (June, 1941), 257-78.

32 Reviews, Analectic Magazine, VI (August, 1815), 92; Monthly Anthology, 
II (October, 1805), 538-41; also, American Review, I (January, 1810), 1-16.

33 Thomas Hutchinson, The History of the Colony and Province of Massa
chusetts Bay (3 vols.; London, 1764-1828); Alexander Hewat, An Historical 
Account . . .  of South Carolina and Georgia (London, 1779); Robert Proud,
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O ther works, often studies later judged to be outstanding, seemed 
too local and provincial. T h is especially applied to the state 
histories of D avid Ramsay, Jeremy Belknap, Benjam in T rum bull, 
and John D aly B urk.34 H annah Adam s’ A Summary History 
of New England  (1799) seemed hopelessly dry, and M ercy Otis 
W arren’s History of the American R evolution  (1805) antagon
ized both Federalists and southerners. Critics were especially dis
appointed by John M arshall’s much-publicized history of the 
country written around a five-volume L ife  of George Washington 
(1805-07). It angered Jeffersonians and bored Federalists. “A  
mausoleum ,” said John Adams. A b iel H olm es’s two-volume 
American Annals (1805) was equally dull. Critics despaired of 
their historians. “T h e  most of them are respectable writers,” 
said a reviewer dejectedly, “ but Am erica has not yet produced 
historians who can vie w ith the first class.” 35

Actually, such an output for the young nation was impressive 
in quantity, and if it  had been accepted as its authors intended 
— as simply the gathering of m aterials for some future historian 
— then the production was respectable in quality as well. T h e 
great eagerness to write history, like the dissatisfaction w ith the 
result, was part o f the transition in historical thinking. After

The History of Pennsylvania (2 vols.; Philadelphia, 1797); George Chalmers, 
Political Annals of the Present United Colonies . . . (London, 1780); W il
liam Gordon, The History of the Rise, Progress, and Establishment of the 
Independence of the United States of America . . .  (3 vols.; London, 1788).

34 David Ramsay, The History of the Revolution of South Carolina . . .  (2 
vols.; Trenton, N.J., 1785); Jeremy Belknap, History of New Hampshire (3 
vols.; Philadelphia, 1784-92); Benjamin Trumbull, A Complete History of 
Connecticut . . . to the Year 1764 (New Haven, 1797); John Daly Burk, 
The History of Virginia . . .  (3 vols.; Petersburg, 1804-5).

35 Samuel Miller, A Brief Retrospect of the Eighteenth Century (2 vols.; 
New York, 1803), II, 140, 397. For typical reviews of these works as unimport
ant and old-fashioned, see Portfolio, I (May, 1816), 369-74; Portfolio, IV 
(November, 1807), 331; Monthly Anthology, VIII (March, 1810), 206; Monthly 
Anthology, V (May, 1808), 262; Monthly Anthology, V (August, 1808), 441; 
Monthly Anthology, IV (February, 1807), 98-101; American Review, I (Sep
tember, 1799), 445; Boston Review, IV (December, 1807), 663; American Re
view, II (October, 1802), 406; American Review, I (January, 1801), 1-16; 
North American Review, X XVI (January, 1828), 39; The Columbian, I 
(February, 1800), 105; Gazette of the United States, I (December, 1789), 176; 

American Museum, II (February, 1792), 43-6.
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Bancroft and Prescott in the 1830’s, the compilers could be 
accepted on their own terms, and they were widely acclaimed. 
“W e m isjudged,” said a critic in 1832 review ing a reprint of 
Jeremy Belknap. Am ericans have learned to “revere” their early 
compilers, he noted. “T h is  however is a late love.”  36

W hile critics abused most turn of the century historians for 
being old-fashioned, they were puzzled and angered by other his
torians who were radically different. T h is was especially true of 
Mason Locke W eem s’s L ife  of Washington. First appearing in 
1800, it com bined a m ultitude of literary forms in unprecedented 
manner— history, biography, epic, lyric, sermon— and was im m e
diately a best seller. O ne reviewer called it an outrage, “ unique in 
the annals o f literature.” Another, torn between outrage and de
light, called it “ as entertaining and edifying matter as can be 
found in the annals o f fanaticism and absurdity.”  87 Perhaps it 
was the first “ R om antic” history published in  the U nited States. 
Jedidiah Morse bothered reviewers almost as much. H is Am eri
can Geography (1789) and History of New England  (1805) were 
infused w ith a style and m oral purposefulness that evoked w ildly 
varying and passionate reviews. Other books that puzzled review
ers and delighted the public were W ashington Irving’s Knicker
bocker History of New York (1809), Henry T ru m b u ll’s History of 
the Discovery of Am erica  (1810), and W illiam  W irt’s L ife  of Pat
rick Henry (1817).38 Critics felt these books were either very bad 
or very good; they knew that they were different.

By the 1830’s Am ericans were fu lly aware that a new era of his
torical w riting had come. W hatever had been lacking in  the idea 
of history was now em erging in  towering new works. W ashington

“ Reviews, American Monthly Review, I (June, 1832), 437; also, New 
England Magazine, I (August, 1831), 170; North American Review, X X IX  
(October, 1829), 429; North American Review, X XX VIII (January, 1834), 134

58.
37 Reviews, Monthly Anthology, IX  (December, 1810), 414-19; Monthly 

Magazine, III (September, 1800), 210-11; also Panoplist, V (April, 1810), 525. 
See Mason Locke Weems, The Life of Washington, ed. Marcus Cunliffe (Cam
bridge, Mass., 1962), pp. xxiv-liii.

38 For example, reviews in American Review, II (October, 1802), 457-61; 
Portfolio, VIII (November, 1812), 440-53; Monthly Anthology, II (October, 
1805), 541-44; Monthly Anthology, VIII (February, 1810), 123-28.
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Irving’s T he L ife  and Voyages of Christopher Colum bus (1828) 
and A Chronicle of the Conquest of Granada (1829) were received 
with almost unanimous acclaim. “ T h is country seems to be fairly 
arrived at a new era,” exulted a reviewer. W hen Bancroft’s first 
volum e appeared in 1834 critics were beside themselves w ith de
light: “H e is the instrum ent of Providence” ; “ H e is worthy of his 
country and his age” ; “A t length we Americans are to have a 
history” ; “ W e have come of age!” 39 W ithin three years came 
Jared Sparks’s twelve-volume L ife  and Writings of Washington, 
Peter Force’s four volumes of settlers’ memoirs, W illiam  H. Pres
cott’s three-volume Ferdinand and Isabella, and T im oth y F lin t’s 
Daniel Boone. T h e  great Rom antic works from abroad were pour
ing in— the histories o f Thierry, Thiers, Guizot, M acaulay, and 
Carlyle. N ot far behind was an almost endless list of Am erican 
writers— Gayarré, H eadley, H ildreth, Howe, Hawks, M otley, Paul
ding, Parkman, R andall, Sabine, Shurtleff, T ickn or, Tucker, and 
many more. Theirs was a new approach to the past. W ith  unusual 
clarity they were able to explain exactly what they were doing 
and their reasons for doing it.

39 Reviews in Southern Review, II (August, 1828), 1; Christian Examiner, 
XVI (November, 1834), 281; North American Review, X L (January, 1835), 
101; American Quarterly Review, XVI (September, 1834), 212; DeBow’s Re
view, XV (August, 1853), 163.





The People Discover the Past

T h e  new idea of history in the U nited States began w ith the 
supposition that the past was immensely important. Never 
before or since has history occupied such a vital place in the think

ing of the Am erican people as during the first h alf of the nine
teenth century. Architecture, painting, theater, fiction, poetry, 
and oratory were filled w ith historical themes. A bout one-third of 
the best-selling books were historical, double the proportion it 
has ever been since. Popular magazines ran huge quantities of 
m aterial on history and popular historical journals flourished. A t 
least seventy-two historical societies were active on the eve of the 
C ivil W ar, when there were only fifty-five towns in  the country 
with a population over 15,000. Am ericans first became conscious of 
fam ily heritage and began to cultivate genealogical trees. N ational 
and state governments established archives, supported histori
cal restorations, and subsidized historical publications in  un
precedented fashion; history first emerged as a prom inent disci
pline in the schools; and at no other time has the historian’s place 
been so em inent among men of letters.

T h e  Am erican people were fu lly  aware of the unusual popular
ity of the past and gloried in it as a sign of cultural m aturity. O b
servers marveled that “no departm ent of literature amongst us is 
cultivated with more assiduity than history” ; “ there never has
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been a period in  which A ntiquities were so intensively and ac
tively cultivated” ; “ historical Studies receive more attention than 
ever before.” 1 Critics labeled the new interest “ immense,” “ vast,” 
“ unbelievable.” 2 Regardless of whether history books are good or 
bad, they “have to be purchased by the fifties or hundreds by our 
circulating libraries” ; “ still they come, and they w ill continue to 
come, a swelling host.” 3 Sometimes observers were critical, espe
cially if they happened to be advocating some other form of ex
pression. O ne was “ struck w ith the seeming disproportion between 
historical treatises and any other branch of knowledge.” Others 
believed “ the intensity of our historic strain is disproportionate” ; 
“ we have come so entirely to depend on it for general amusement, 
that . . . conversation as an art has about ceased to exist.” 4

Art and Literature

O f all the arts, architecture from the 1790’s until w ell after the 
C ivil W ar was most com pletely dom inated by the past. Thom as 
Jefferson led the way, both as critic and as practicing architect, 
dem anding a cultural declaration of independence, repudiation of 
colonial G eorgian styles, and the creation of buildings expressing

1 Reviews, American Monthly Review, I (June, 1832), 437; American Re
view and Literary Journal, I (January, 1801), 1; Samuel Miller, A Brief 
Retrospect of the Eighteenth Century (2 vols.; New York, 1803), I, 148; Pro
ceedings of the Antiquarian and Historical Society of Illinois . . . 182η 
(Edwardsville, 1828), p. 8; also anon., "Historic Speculations,” Southern 
Literary Messenger, VI (September, 1840), 606; anon., ‘‘Historical Studies,” 
Church Review, IV (April, 1851), 9.

2 Transactions of the Historical and Literary Committee of the American 
Philosophical Society, I (1819), xvi; reviews, Southern Quarterly Review, V 
(April 1844), 266; North American Review, XV (October, 1822), 319; also 
Jared Sparks, “History,” American Museum of Science, Literature and Art,
II (March, 1839), 123; anon., “ History,” New York Mirror, II (October 23,
1824), 123; anon., “Education,” Portfolio, I (June, 1813), 567; review, DeBow’s 
Review, X V (August, 1853), 163.

3Anon., “The Art of History Writing,” Littell’s Living Age, XLVIII (Janu
ary, 1856), 243; reviews, Christian Examiner, LX (March, 1856), 248; also 
Atlantic, VII (April, 1859), 442.

4 Anon., “ The Philosophy of History,” North American Review, X X X IX  
(July, 1834), 31; reviews, Atlantic, VII (April, 1859), 442; Westminster Review, 
LXII (July, 1854), 140; anon., “ Impostures of History,” Portfolio, I (May, 
1816), 369.
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republican virtues in symbols of the classical past. T o  Jefferson 
and his successors for over h alf a century, buildings were de
signed not so m uch to be beautiful as to represent the values 
which the nation wished to express. Architects sought to call to 
m ind the grandeur and civic virtue of Rome, the purity and 
liberty of Greece, and the faith and charity of the M iddle Ages. 
In terms which R. W . B. Lewis applied to literature, the nation 
beginning in the N ew W orld  was freed from the past, and con
sequently was able to recreate it at w ill.6

T h e  first purely R om an temple in Am erica was Jefferson’s own 
design for the state capitol building in Richm ond, com pleted in 
1789; it was a firm statement of political creed, anti-English, ex
pressing a return to the purity of the original classic virtues. Jef
ferson spoke explicitly o f the analogy between the classic gran
deur of the Rom an republic and the bright future of his own. For 
the next thirty years, in a period of feverish governm ent building, 
Rom an revival architecture became almost as official as the adopted 
Rom an eagle. In 1792 W illiam  T h orn ton  won the com petition 
for the national capitol build ing with a Rom an design, and in 
1809 Benjam in Latrobe in  Baltim ore com pleted the nation’s first 
cathedral on the model of the Rom an Pantheon. Am ericans saw 
the Rom an revival as a revolt against the artificiality of England, 
a statement of grandeur and heroism and liberty reborn in the 
wilderness, o f stability and confidence and patriotism. Federalist 
N ew  England, consciously resisting the Jeffersonian tide, modified 
the Rom an expression into a “ Federal” style, but the inspiration 
and symbolism were the same. Alongside old towns like Jeru
salem, Bethlehem, Salem, and New Zion appeared new place 
names like Rom e, Carthage, Pom peii, and Syracuse.

From the 1820’s to the 1840’s the Greek revival dominated 
Am erican architecture. As the Rom an became tiresome, and as 
its association w ith the Jeffersonian and the N apoleonic grew too 
close, men were deciding that Greece rather than Rom e was the

5 Talbot Hamlin, Greek Revival Architecture in America (New York, 1944),
pp. 3-19; Alan Gowans, Images of American Living (Philadelphia, 1964), pp.



source of classical virtue. T ow n s like Athens, Sparta, Corinth, and 
T roy  appeared. T h e  Greek revival probably produced the great
est flowering of Am erican architectural talent until the twentieth 
century. Benjam in Latrobe led the transition from Rom an to 
G reek and did his best work in it, notably the Bank of Philadel
phia (1818). Other G reek revivalists were Robert M ills, noted for 
his Treasury Building, Patent Building, and W ashington M onu
ment, all begun in the capital in  the 1830’s. W illiam  Strickland 
began the Tennessee State C apitol in  1845, Thom as U . W alker 
began G irard College in 1850, authors like Asher Benjam in and 
M inard Lefever produced carpenters’ handbooks that spread 
Greek motifs to almost every workbench in  the country, and a 
thousand southern planters added columns and porticos to make 
farmhouses into mansions. T h e  symbolism was different, N orth 
and South. T o  the Yankee the Greek temple m eant individual 
freedom, civic enterprise, and the nobility of the common man; 
to the southerner it m eant aristocracy, conservatism, stability, 
and reason. In  the difference lay problems, both for art and for 
politics.6

D uring the 1840’s and 1850’s Greek styling gave way to a 
G othic revival and also to a broad eclecticism. Still, architecture 
was symbolic, a kind of literary reference to a m ood or set of 
values from the past. T y p ica l of the best G othic was James Ren- 
w ick’s Smithsonian Institution, bu ilt in  W ashington in  1846, and 
his St. Patrick’s Cathedral, bu ilt in N ew York in  1850. In a pe
riod of great church building, G othic became a semiofficial 
church style. Rom antic landscape architects claim ed to be in 
spired by the G othic when they called for natural rather than 
formal gardens, the use of curves, irregular lines, natural colors, 
wistaria, and trum pet vines. Eclectic architects boasted of their 
ability to m atch the function of each particular build ing to 
specific ideals from the past, and to combine the best ideals from 
different periods. One advertized his specialities: “ English C ot
tage, Collegiate Gothic, M anor House, French Suburban, Swiz 
Chalet, Swiz Mansion, Lom bard Italian,, T uscan from  P lin y’s

6 Oliver W. Larkin, Art and Life in America (New York, i960), pp. 77-99: 
Hamlin, Greek Revival Architecture, passim.
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V illa  at Ostia, A ncient Etruscan, Suburban Greek, Oriental, 
Moorish, Round, Castellated . 7

T h e  historic theme was almost as prom inent in painting and 
sculpture as in  architecture. In  England a “ H istorical School” 
was established in the 1770’s by two Americans, Benjam in West, 
especially famous for his Death of W olfe (1771), and John Single
ton Copley. By the turn of the century historical themes were 
dom inating painting at home. Artists in revolt against banal 
portraiture turned to the past for drama and heroism. John 
T ru m b ull delighted his countrym en w ith scenes from the R evolu
tion, and in 1817 he received $24,000 from Congress to adapt 
four of his scenes to m urals for the national Capitol. Am ong the 
most famous pictures of the historical school were W ashington 
A llston’s Belshazzar’s Feast (1818), John Vanderlyn’s M arius M us
ing Am ong the R uins of Carthage (1807) and Landing of Colum 
bus (1837), arRl Samuel F. B. M orse’s Dying H ercules (1813). By 
the 1820’s landscapes and fam ily scenes became common subjects, 
but history continued to be a m ajor inspiration. Em anuel 
Leutze’s Washington Crossing the Delaware (1850) may be the 
most frequently reproduced picture of the period. O ther painters 
of the mid-century who used historical themes include Rem 
brandt Peale, Thom as Cole, George Catlin, R obert W alker W eil, 
W illiam  D unlap, W illiam  H enry Powell, D aniel H untington, 
and Caleb Bingham .8

In sculpture, the five works that may be the most famous of 
the period were all historical: H iram  Power’s Greek Slave (1832), 
H oratio Greenough’s George Washington, dressed like a Rom an 
senator (1839), C lark M ills’s Andretu Jackson (1853), Thom as 
Craw ford’s Past and Present of America (1856), and W illiam  
R im m er’s Falling Gladiator (i860).9

7 Cited in Gowans, Images of American Living, p. 303.
8 Larkin, Art and Life in America, pp. 127-34, 189-209; Virgil Barker, 

American Painting (New York, 1950), pp. 323-28, 463-77; Lloyd Goodrich, 
“The Painting of American History, 1775-1900,” American Quarterly, III 
(Summer, 1951), 283-94.

B Larkin, Art and Life in America, pp. 99-107, 177-87; Albert T . Gardner, 
Yankee Stonecutters, The First American School of Sculpture, 1800-1850 
(New York, 1945).
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In literature, as perhaps in painting, history was prim arily a 
device to gain public interest. It was more common in popular 
than in serious literature, and it was more often a setting than a 
subject of im mediate concern. Authors knew that settings from 
the past excited their audiences, and they learned to use the par
ticular moods which the past evoked, like the architects, to sym
bolize and heighten their own expressions.

T h e  historic theme entered Am erican fiction through the 
Gothic novel, in which authors used exotic settings from the past, 
or ancient ruins, to heighten a mood of horror or suspense. 
Charles Brockden Brown, perhaps the first professional writer 
and the first true novelist in the U nited States, used the tech
nique in his novels A rthur Mervyn and Edgar H undley , both 
published in 1799. T h e  G othic tradition continued in the novels 
of H ugh H enry Breckenridge, John Neal, and Richard H enry 
Dana, and in  such works of Edgar A llan  Poe as “T h e  Fall of the 
House of Usher.” N athaniel H awthorne, though too im portant 
to be lim ited by any single tradition, carried on the G othic 
mood in T h e  Scarlet Letter  (1850) and T h e House of the Seven 
Gables (1851).

T h e  historic theme was especially im portant in the enormous 
num ber of historical romances that stemmed directly from Sir 
W alter Scott. R eading about the past made readers forget them
selves and brought wonder into their lives. James Fenimore 
Cooper introduced the genre in Am erican w riting in  1818 with 
his novel T he Spy. Set during the R evolution, it was a rousing 
adventure story which made the most of local legends and dialects, 
picturesque scenes, and dram atic action. H istorical romances 
flooded the market. Im portant writers like W ashington Irving, 
James Kirke Paulding, W illiam  G ilm ore Simms, and John Pen
dleton Kennedy adopted it as a vehicle, and the num ber of lesser 
imitators reached into the hundreds. A lthough the historical ro
mance was beginning to run dry by 1860, it accounted for one 
of the richest, and certainly one of the largest, themes in  A m eri
can literature.

Closely related to the historical romance was the theme of the 
Indian in  Am erican history, savage, heroic, free, and doomed.



Novelists and poets like Joel Barlow and H enry W hitin g 
launched the subject. Cooper combined it w ith his historical 
romances in the Leatherstocking tales, notably in T he Last of the 
M ohicans (1826), and Pauldin g and Simms followed. T h e  move
ment reached its peak in H enry W adsworth Lon gfellow ’s poems 
of the 1850’s, “Evangeline,” “ H iaw atha,” and “ T h e  Courtship 
of M iles Standish.” “ H iaw atha” is often called trite by critics, but 
it was probably the most popular poem ever w ritten in the 
U nited States. Scores of literary imitators followed, reveling in the 
bittersweet theme of lost Indian glory. Serious historians like 
Benjam in Drake and Francis Parkm an were among those so in
spired.10

H istory was even more prom inent in the theater than in fiction 
and poetry. T o  begin with, Shakespeare was easily the most popu
lar dramatist on the Am erican stage, and most of his plays had 
become historical in setting; this, in fact, may have been an im 
portant reason for their revival in  the early nineteenth century. 
Beginning w ith W illiam  D un lap in the logo's, G othic m elo
dramas abounded. D uring the 1820’s dramatists like John H ow
ard Payne and R obert M ontgom ery Bird adapted the historical 
romance to the stage, including m any adaptations of Scott’s 
novels, as w ell as biblical and classical settings. Soon, the most 
common historical setting was Am erica, however. One scholar has 
found some 150 plays performed from 1825 t0 186° w hh an 
Am erican historical background. T h e  favorite theme was the In 
dian, especially the Pocahontas story, but m any plays were based 
on Colum bus, Plym outh, the Revolution, the D aniel Boone 
legend, and the Barbary wars.11

T h e  most impressive evidence of the place of history in popu
lar thought is statistical: of the 248 best-selling books in the 
U nited States from 1800 to i860, ninety of them, or 36 per cent,

10 Harry Hayden Clark, ed., Transitions in American Literary History 
(Durham, N.C., 1953), pp. 80-244; Robert E. Spiller èt al., eds., Literary His
tory of the United States: History (2 vols.; New York, 1963), I, 242-636.

11 Arthur H. Quinn, History of the American Draina from the Beginning to 
the Civil War (New York, 1923), especially pp. 269-91; Richard Moody, 
America Takes the Stage (Bloomington, Ind., 1955), especially pp. 26-30, 79
87.
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dealt w ith history. By comparison, about 15 per cent of the most 
popular books before 1800 were historical, and about 15 per cent 
have been historical since i860.12

13 The following list is taken from Frank Luther Mott, Golden Multitudes: 
The Story of the Best Seller in the United States (New York, 1947), pp. 305-25. 
An asterisk indicates nonfiction:

1800, *M. L. Weems, Life of Washington; 1804, Jane Porter, Thaddeus of 
Warsaw; 1807, *[Paul Jones], Life and Adventures; 1809, * [Washington 
Irving], History of New York.

1810, Jane Porter, Scottish Chiefs; *Henry Trumbull, Discovery of America; 
*Peter Horry and M. L. Weems, Francis Marion; 1811, *William Robertson, 
History of Scotland; Isaac Mitchell, Alonzo and Melissa; 1815, Walter Scott, 
Guy Mannering; Walter Scott, Waver ly; 1817, Archibald Robbins, Loss of 
Brig Commerce; #William Wirt, Patrick Henry; 1818, Walter Scott, Heart of 
Midlothian; Walter Scótt, Rob Roy.

1820, Walter Scott, Ivanhoe; Walter Scott, The Monastery; Walter Scott, 
The Abbot; 1821, J. F. Cooper, The Spy; Walter Scott, Kenilworth; 1822, J. 
F. Cooper, The Pilot; Walter Scott, The Pirate; Washington Irving, Brace- 
bridge Hall; 1823, Walter Scott, Peverill of the Peak; J. F. Cooper, The Pio
neers; 1824, *James E. Seaver, Mrs. Mary Jemison; Washington Irving, Tales 
of a Traveller; Walter Scott, Redgauntlet; J. F. Cooper, Lionel Lincoln; 1825, 
Walter Scott, The Talisman; 1826, J. F. Cooper, Last of the Mohicans; 1827, 
J. F. Cooper, The Prairie; Catherine Sedgwick, Hope Leslie; 1828, George 
Croly, Salathiel; 1829, *Washington Irving, Chronicle of the Conquest of 
Granada.

1830, *G. P. R. James, Richelieu; 1831, J. K. Paulding, The Dutchman’s 
Fireside; 1832, Edward Bulwer-Lytton, Eugene Aram, *Benjamin Thatcher, 
Indian Biography; 1833, #G. P. R. James, Mary of Burgundy; *Timothy 
Flint, Daniel Boone; 1834, Edward Bulwer-Lytton, Last Days of Pompeii; 
Victor Hugo, Hunchback of Notre Dame; *George Bancroft, History of the 
United States; 1835, Edward Bulwer-Lytton, Rienzi; *David Crockett, Martin 
Van Buren; W. G. Simms, Yemassee; 1836, J. H. Ingraham, LaFitte; Richard 
Hildreth, The Slave; 1837, R. M. Bird, Nick of the Woods; #W. H. Prescott, 
Ferdinand and Isabella; Samuel Lover, Rory O’More; Nathaniel Hawthorne, 
Twice-Told Tales; William Ware, Zenobia; 1838, ^Benjamin Drake, Life of 
Black Hawk; 1839, *Jared Sparks, Life of Washington; *D. P. Thompson, 
Green Mountain Boys.

1840, J. F. Cooper, The Pathfinder; Charles E. Hoffman, Grey slay er; G. P. 
R. James, King's Highway; 1841, J. F. Cooper, Deerslayer; Charles Dickens, 
Barnaby Rudge; W. H. Ainsworth, Old St. Paul's; 1842, Edward Bulwer- 
Lytton, Zanoni; 1843, *W. H. Prescott, Conquest of Mexico; Edward Bulwer- 
Lytton, Last of the Barons; 1844, Alexandre Dumas, Three Musketeers; #W. G. 
Simms, Francis Marion; 1845, Eugene Sue, Wandering Jew; 1846, *J. T . 
Headley, Napoleon and His Marshalls; 1846, Nathaniel Hawthorne, Mosses 
from an Old Manse; 1847, #William H. Prescott, Conquest of Peru; *H. 
Montgomery, Zachary Taylor; 1848, Edward Bulwer-Lytton, Harold; 1849,
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HISTORICAL BEST SELLERS

Period Nonfiction Fiction
Best Sellers 

Total Percentage

1750-1789 2 4 48 12

1790-1799 4 6 32 31
1800-1809 3 1 12 33
1810-1819 4 6 15 66
1820-1829 2 18 24 88
1830-1839 10 12 55 40
1840-1849 6 13 67 28
1850-1859 6 11 73 *4
1860-1899 7 32 256 15

A lthough such figures are too small to be conclusive for any 
one decade, the over-all trend is striking: historical interest 
emerged rapidly in  the 1790’s to reach a peak in the i8^o’s when 
three out of every four of the most popular books were historical. 
A fter that, when historical societies, history in the schools, and 
the best historical w riting were just appearing, the popular in
terest in the past began to decline. Public interest was ahead 
of educators and scholars both in acclaim ing the past and in 
tiring of it.

T h e  historical romance, of course, easily led the list of most 
popular books. Scott alone had eleven historical best sellers, 
Cooper wrote eight, and Irving five. O ther novelists w ith at 
least two titles were Edward Bulwer-Lytton, G. P. R. James, W il
liam  Gilm ore Simms, Jane Porter, A lexandre Dumas, and Victor

*T. B. Macaulay, History of England; Alexandre Dumas, Man in the Iron 
Mask.

1850, Giovanni Boccaccio, The Decameron; Nathaniel Hawthorne, The 
Scarlet Letter; 1852, W. M. Thackeray, Henry Esmond; 1853, *E. S. Creasy, 
Fifteen Decisive Battles of the World; Charles Kingsley, Hypatia; *J. G. 
Baldwin, Flush Times in Alabama and Mississippi; 1854, G. P. R. James, 
Ticonderoga; #Charles Dickens, Child's History of England; #Thomas Bul- 
finch, Age of Fable; 1855, Charles Reade, Cloister and the Hearth; A. S. 
Stephens, The Old Homestead; *Washington Irving, Life of Washington; 
J. H. Ingraham, Prince of the House of David; Charles Kingsley, Westward- 
Ho!; 1857, *J. T . Headley, Washington and His Generals; 1859, Charles 
Dickens, Tale of Two Cities; W. M. Thackeray, The Virginians.



Hugo. Some books on the list, often by historical novelists, barely 
crossed the line into nonfiction. These included some of the works 
of M ason Locke Weems, W ashington Irving, Edward Bulwer- 
Lytton, and D aniel Thom pson. M ore surprising than the popu
larity of historical fiction, however, was that o f serious history. 
T h e  most popular books included three m ulti-volum e works by 
W illiam  H . Prescott, the long sets by George Bancroft and Jared 
Sparks, and works by W illiam  Robertson, W illiam  W irt, Joel T .  
Headley, Thom as Bulfinch, and Thom as Babington M acaulay.

T h e  content of popular magazines confirmed the appeal of 
history on best-seller lists. In a sam pling of seven magazines of the 
period, selected for their prominence and breadth of coverage, an 
average of approxim ately 30 per cent of their space was devoted 
to historical events. T h e  N orth American Review  averaged 35 per 
cent; the Christian Examiner, 30 per cent; Portfolio, 27 per cent; 
the New York Mirror, 14 per cent; Eclectic Magazine, 40 per 
cent; Harper’s Magazine, 25 per cent; and the A tlantic M onthly, 
32 per cent. T h e  popular magazines emphasized historical fiction 
and curious incidents from the past, w hile more serious journals 
concentrated on essay reviews and reprints of historical docu
ments. T h ere appeared to be a slight increase in the quantity of 
history in  popular magazines until the 1840’s, and a slight decline 
thereafter.13

Publishers discovered that the very word “ history” helped to 
sell books. Novelists used such titles as T h e History of Henry 
Esmond, Esq., and T he History of Margaret Catchpole, though 
neither were truly historical novels. Word-conscious artists like 
Prescott, Parkman, and Irving contrived to use the word in ways 
that now seem redundant: T he History of the Conquest of M ex
ico, T he History of the Conspiracy of Pontiac, and T h e History 
of the L ife  and Voyages of Christopher Columbus. Publishers

“ This sampling is from every fifth year of the North American Review, 
1815-60; every tenth of the 70 volumes of Christian Examiner, 1824-61; 
every fifth year of Portfolio, 1810-25; every tenth of the 50 volumes of Ec
lectic, 1844-60; every fifth volume of the New York Mirror, 1823-42; volumes 
I and X  of Harper’s (1850, 1855); and volume I of Atlantic (1858). In this 
sampling, no material is counted as “historical” unless it is ten years past; 
memoirs, literary biography, and chiefly religious material are excluded.
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chose the word for current events periodicals: the American R e
view of History and Politics (1811-12) and the Historical Regis
ter of the United States (1812-14), neither of w hich were in any 
way historical journals. Editors made up historical double-crostics 
games for their readers, and publishers commonly recommended 
history books “ as holiday gifts.” 14 History was fun.

H istorical Societies

For people who wanted to indulge their taste for the past more 
fully than in casual reading, the local historical society provided 
one of the most active cultural endeavors in ante-bellum Am erica. 
These societies were not for professionals, of course, for there were 
none, but for ordinary men who took history seriously. For most 
society members, no doubt, a general desire for intellectual com
panionship plus a general interest in  the past preceded any more 
definite purpose. H ere men gathered to talk about the past, to 
collect historical documents, and, eventually, to stimulate his
torical writing. Here, more than in  the colleges, was the origin 
of historical association and professionalism.

T h e  first historical society in  Am erica, and the most prom inent 
one for almost a century, was the Massachusetts Historical So
ciety, organized in 1791 by Jeremy Belknap, the Boston minister 
who was w riting the history of N ew Hampshire in  his spare time. 
Around Belknap gravitated like-minded people, gentlemen-schol- 
ars, book collectors, and antiquarians. T h e  association fulfilled a 
need for both com panionship and service, and it flourished far 
beyond original expectations. In 1794 the state recognized the 
services of these men by granting them a charter, and the town 
of Boston provided rooms in a new city building.15 T h e  Connect
icut H istorical Society arose in a similar way in  1799, and one 
appeared in N ew  York in  1804. Soon it was a movement; at least 
111 historical societies had been organized by i860, of w hich at

14 For example, anon., “ Moot Points in History,” Portfolio, X X  (September,
1825), 257; review, North American Review, LXX XI (July, 1855), 26.

15 Leslie W. Dunlap, American Historical Societies, 1790—1860 (Madison, 
1944). PP· 165-67; David D. Van Tassel, Recording America’s Past: An Inter
pretation of the Development of Historical Studies in America, 1607-1884 
(Chicago, i960), pp. 59-62.



least 90 published some proceedings. Five existed in 1800, 6 more 
appeared in the 1810’s, 15 more in  the 1820’s, 19 in the 1830’s, 30 
in the 1840’s, and 36 in  the 1850’s.16

A lthough the m ovement began in  New England, the societies 
spread almost evenly over the country: 22 in N ew  England, 38 in 
the M iddle A tlan tic States, 20 in the South, and 21 in the West. 
Especially surprising was the western enthusiasm for the past; as 
for all Am erica, the lack of heritage seems to have made the past 
more im portant than the abundance of it. Iowa, M ichigan, M in
nesota, and New M exico all had active historical societies before 
they were adm itted as states. T h e  M innesota H istorical Society is 
today the oldest chartered institution in the state. In addition to 
his eagerness to display the evidences of culture, the pioneer car
ried w ith him  a sense of destiny as he crossed the continent. 
Aware that he was m aking history, he was anxious to preserve his 
deeds for the future historian, who, he was confident, w ould be 
interested. Eagerly the pioneers urged each other “ to preserve in 
an authentic form those rich materials . . . w hich w ould other
wise perish w ith the first settlers.” 17

T h e  organization and operation of the societies was fairly uni
form. U sually there was a single m oving spirit brim m ing with 
enthusiasm for collecting and studying history. Some of these 
leaders, such as H enry Stevens in Verm ont, Lym an Draper in 
Wisconsin, and Isaiah Thom as of the Am erican A ntiquarian So
ciety, were prim arily bibliophiles, fondly collecting and curating 
any kind of historical material. Sometimes the founder of the 
new society was w riting a history himself and wanted aid in col
lecting materials, as was the case w ith Jeremy Belknap in  Massa
chusetts, John H aywood in Tennessee, and W illiam  Stevens in 
Georgia; and sometimes he was an organizer and patriot like 
John Pitkin, founder of the N ew  York Society, who wanted to 
establish a club where men of similar interests could talk about 
history as a means of prom oting state and national pride. Typi-

18 Appleton Prentiss Clark Griffin, Bibliography of American Historical 
Societies (Washington, 1907), lists go publishing societies; Van Tassel, R e
cording America’s Past, pp. 181-85, lists 21 more.

17 Editorial, Firelands Pioneer, I (June, 1858), 46; also editorial, Western 
Monthly Review, I (April, 1828), 563.
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cally, these leaders met w ith a few sympathetic friends. T h e y  sent 
out a circular letter to the leading m en of the community, ex
plaining their aims and calling for a meeting. A  few dozen men 
attended, listened to a speech by the founding father, elected him 
president, drew up a constitution, and published an appeal 
for all kinds of historical documents for the society library.

T h e  membership of the historical societies included a cross 
section of the prom inent men of the community. In  classifying 
its members according to profession, one society listed “ states
men, Physicians, attorneys, and ministers,” and another listed the 
“legal, medical, mercantile, and m echanical professions.” 18 O f 
the 238 members of the M aine H istorical Society before i860, 
there were 140 lawyers, 56 clergymen, 16 doctors, and 26 miscel
laneous merchants, teachers, and gentlemen.19 “ T h e  typical 
member,” said one scholar, was “ a young, successful professional 
man, probably a law yer.” 20 T h e  societiés attracted able men. 
John M arshall, John Q uincy Adams, A lbert G allatin, D eW itt 
Clinton, G ouverneur Morris, and Edward Everett all served as 
presidents of historical societies in their states. Am ong the 29 
founders of the Essex Institute H istorical Society were 3 U nited 
States senators, 15 congressmen, and 2 cabinet members. T h e 
list of active members of the Massachusetts H istorical Society 
reads like an index of N ew  England’s greatest names, w ith such 
figures as John Adams, Charles Francis Adams, D aniel Webster, 
Edward Everett, Caleb Cushing, and H enry W adsworth Long
fellow, plus the historians Belknap, Sparks, Bancroft, Prescott, 
M otley, Palfrey, T ickn or, and Parkm an.21

“ Zachary T . Leavall, “ The Ante-Bellum Historical Society of Mississippi,” 
Publications of the Mississippi Historical Society, VIII (1904), 228; John 
Lea, “History of the Tennessee Historical Society,” American Historical Maga
zine, VI (October, 1901), 353. '

19 “Catalogue of Past and Present Members of the Maine Historical Society," 
Collections of the Maine Historical Society, VII (1876), 5-17.

20 Dunlap, Historical Societies, p. 27.
21 Ibid., p. 24; Robert Samuel Rantoul, “T he Seventy-fifth Anniversary of 

the Founding of the Essex Historical Society,” Essex Institute Historical Col
lections, X X X II (1896), 106-7; “ Members of the Society,” Collections of the 
Massachusetts Historical Society, Fifth Series, I (1871), xiii-xvii.



T h e  size of any one of the societies depended both on its suc
cess and on the purpose of its founders. T h e  original plan of the 
Massachusetts Historical Society, for example, was to lim it mem
bership to 7 members, on the theory that an intim ate body could 
be most active. Soon its membership was raised to 25, and then 
successively to 30, 60, and 100, but membership remained lim 
ited, and election by the society was a coveted honor. In most 
cases, however, membership was less exclusive. T h e  South Caro
lina organization expressed the hope “ that every m an of fair 
character who claims the name of a Carolinian shall join  us,” 
and in Pennsylvania membership was “ unlim ited.” W hile most 
groups had from 25 to 100 members, the M aryland society, with 
a $10 initiation fee, boasted 500 members in 1858, and the New 
York H istorical Society in i860 had 1,500 resident members.22

Most of the historical societies were state-wide organizations 
with interests lim ited prim arily to state boundaries. T h e  con
stitutions of m any societies restricted them “ only” to their 
state, and in  practice the collections and publications of most 
other societies were sim ilarly limited. H istorical activity was a 
matter of state pride, and people felt that a society should glorify 
the past of its state, memorialize its ancestors, and reflect distinc
tion upon itself. Sometimes the societies expressed an interest in 
a particular region of the country. T h e  M ichigan society, for 
example, was curious about “ the Country of the Lakes,” and the 
Louisiana and Kentucky societies expressed an interest in the 
Mississippi Valley. Southern localism seems to have been stronger 
than southern nationalism, for neither southern societies nor 
southern historians seemed concerned w ith the region. Some very 
active societies were even more restricted. Such fine organizations 
as the Essex, Worcester, Dorchester, Firelands, and Jeffersonville

23 “ Original Plan for the Society,” Proceedings of the Massachusetts His
torical Society, IV (1858-60), 110; Frederick Adolphus Porcher, "Address,” 
Collections of the South Carolina Historical Society, I (1857), 14; William 
Rawle, “Inaugural Discourse,” Memoirs of the Historical Society of Pennsyl
vania, I (1826), 29; Annual Report of the President of the Maryland His
torical Society . . . 1858 (Baltimore, 1858), p. 7; Dunlap, Historical Societies, 
p. 186.
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societies devoted their attention to a single town or county. T h e 
idea of a national society seems to have been stronger in the 
early part of the nineteenth century than in the decades ap
proaching the C ivil W ar. T h e  three most notable national or
ganizations were the Am erican A ntiquarian Society, founded in 
1812, the H istorical Com m ittee of the Am erican Philosophical 
Society, of 1819, and the short-lived Am erican H istorical Society 
of 1835.

A  few of the historical societies were devoted to special topics 
such as religion, genealogy, Indian antiquities, and numismatics. 
A  nondenom inational Religious H istorical Society was founded 
in Philadelphia in  1817. In  1839 the M ethodists established an 
active national historical society to study their past, and they 
were soon followed by the Lutherans, Episcopalians, Presby
terians, Moravians, and Baptists. T h e  Am erican Indians were a 
source of fascination for almost all societies, and at least three, 
the N ew Confederation of the Iroquois, the R ed Jacket, and 
the Am erican Ethnological Societies, devoted fu ll attention to 
them. T h e  relationship between coins and history was studied by 
the Am erican Num ism atic and Archaeological Society, and the 
Num ism atic and A ntiquarian  Society. O ne of the most active 
groups was the N ew  England H istorical and G enealogical So
ciety. A lthough this was the only strictly genealogical society, 
other organizations, including the New England Society of 
Charleston, the O ld D om inion Society of New York, the Society 
of California Pioneers, and the Pilgrim  Society, were sim ilar as
sociations of old settlers.23

T h e  desires of the large historical societies to curate and pub
lish were expensive ambitions, and finances were an ever-present 
problem. U sually there was an initiation fee of $5 and annual 
dues of about $3. T h e  wealthy Chicago society, however, charged 
$20 for initiation and $10 per year, and by the 1850’s was collect
ing over $1,500 a year in dues. T h e  large societies earnestly 
sought endowments from donations, bequests, and life member
ships. T h e  Am erican A ntiquarian Society had an endowment

23 Dunlap, Historical Societies, pp. 133-219.
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of $41,700 by i860, and the M aryland H istorical Society was 
trustee of the George Peabody fund of more than $300,ooo.24

Some of the societies became semi-official state agencies, gain
ing state support and assuming responsibility for state record 
keeping. T h e  western states were most generous in aiding the 
societies. W isconsin made an appropriation of $1,000 to its so
ciety annually after 1856, and by i860 N ew York, Minnesota, 
Iowa, South Carolina, Connecticut, Indiana, and R hode Island 
had made substantial grants to their state societies. Occasionally, 
as the societies undertook supervision of state records and the 
state library, they obtained quarters in governm ent buildings 
and the use of state printing facilities. T h e  N ew Hampshire so
ciety moved its offices into the state capitol. South Carolina by 
1860 had spent over $57,000 through its historical association for 
the preservation of official records. T h e  societies frequently peti
tioned Congress for aid, but while the federal governm ent sup
ported individual publishing ventures sponsored by particular 
societies, it never provided a general subsidy to local historical 
organizations.25

T h e  constitutions of the historical societies elaborately out
lined their goals and their idea of history. By far the most im 
portant aim was the collection and preservation of the materials 
of Am erican history. T h e  need for materials was intense, and if 
Americans were to have the w ritten history they wanted, the 
gathering of documents must come first. Societies typically listed 
as their “ chief object,” “ to discover, procure, and preserve what

21 “Biennial Report of the Chicago Historical Society,” Reports Made to
the General Assembly of Illinois . . . 1863 (Springfield, 1863), I, 452; Pro
ceedings of the Semi-Annual Meeting of the American Antiquarian Society
. . . i860 (Boston, i860), p. s i; George Peabody, Letter from George Peabody, 
Esq., to the Trustees for the Establishment of an Institution in the City of 
Baltimore (Baltimore, 1857), pp. 4-12.

25 Dunlap, Historical Societies, pp. 48-64; Alexander Samuel Salley, “The 
Preservation of South Carolina History,” North Carolina Historical Review, 
IV (April, 1927), 145-51; Proceedings of the American Antiquarian Society, 
1812-1849 (Worcester, 1912), p. 216; Proceedings of the Massachusetts Histori
cal Society, 1791-1834 (Boston, 1879), pp. 396-97; Proceedings of the Massa
chusetts Historical Society, 1835-1855 (Boston, 1880), pp. 418, 550.



P E O P L E  DISCOVER TH E  PAST 41

ever may relate to the natural, civil, literary, and ecclesiastical 
history of the U nited States in  general and of this State in  par
ticular.” 26 “ T h e  authentic history w ill soon be beyond our 
reach,” cried men frantically. “ Preserve it now while we m ay.” 27

T h e  societies d id  save invaluable m aterial from destruction. 
Countless collections of manuscripts became the property of the 
societies, and some of the best research libraries in  the country 
were assembled. B y i860, for exam ple, the Massachusetts H istori
cal Society had 14,000 books and 15,000 pamphlets, plus the pa
pers of such men as Jonathan T rum b ull, Jeremy Belknap, 
Thom as Hutchinson, James A. Otis, John W inthrop, and Cotton 
and Increase M ather.28 T h e  Chicago society owned 31,000 vol
umes, and the Am erican A ntiquarian  Society owned 28,000.a9 By 
comparison, the largest university library, at H arvard, had 15,000 
volumes in 1812 and 40,000 in 1850. A t least four societies, and 
probably several others, had full-tim e paid librarians.30 In  1849 
the New York H istorical Society could boast of “ the best A m er
ican H istory collection in  the country.” 31 Am erica was con
scious that to the societies and collectors “ the public owes a great 
debt of gratitude.” “T h e y  have excited a spirit of inquiry among 
educated men generally,” said one writer, “ and many of the

26 Constitution and By-Laws of the New York Historical Society (New 
York, 1805), p. 3; Act of Incorporation, The Laws, and the Circular Letter 
of the Massachusetts Historical Society (Boston, 1794), p. 5; also Dunlap, 
Historical Societies, pp. 137-219.

27 Cited in Zachary T . Leavell, “The Ante-Bellum Historical Society of 
Mississippi,” Publications of the Mississippi Historical Society, VIII (1904),
235· .

28 Catalogue of the Library of the Massachusetts Historical Society (Boston, 
i860), p. iii.

29 “ Biennial Report of the Chicago Historical Society,” Reports Made to 
the General Assembly of Illinois . . . 1863 (Springfield, 1863), I, 445; Pro
ceedings of the American Antiquarian Society, 1812-1849 (Worcester, 1912), 
p. 252.

30Proceedings of the American Antiquarian Society (Worcester, 1912), p. 
252; Annual Report of the President of the Maryland Historical Society 
(Baltimore, 1858), p. 17; Proceedings of the Massachusetts Historical Society, 
1835-1855 (Boston, 1880), p. 538; Robert W. G. Vail, Knickerbocker Birth
day: Sesqui-Centennial History of the New York Historical Society (New 
York, 1954), pp. 58, 97.

31 Vail, Knickerbocker Birthday, p. 93.



valuable contributions to . . . literature owe their existence 
. . .  to the inspiring efforts o f these societies.”  32 

A fter collection, the “ diffusion” of history was the next most 
im portant objective of the historical societies, and increasingly 
they added publication to their activity. T ypically , the Massa
chusetts H istorical Society declared that while preservation was 
its prim ary aim, it w ould seek “ not only to collect, but to dif
fuse the various aspects of historical inform ation” ; the New 
Jersey society believed its duty was “ to disseminate as w idely as 
possible the historical inform ation it may gather.” 33 One reason 
for diffusion was that “ the surest way to preserve a record is to 
m ultiply the copies.” 34 Perhaps a deeper reason for publication 
was to “ serve” and “im prove” the public. T h e  printing of 
records w ould advance “ the prom otion of useful know ledge” ; it 
w ould be of “vital im portance to the people of the state.” 35 

A bout 184 m ajor volumes were published by the historical 
societies, along w ith over 650 pamphlets containing m inutes of 
meetings, lists of members, annual addresses, and the like.36 
M any of the large volumes contained rare and, occasionally, in
teresting m aterial. T h e  state societies of N ew  York, N ew  Jersey, 
Louisiana, and South Carolina, for example, published copies 
and indices of European manuscripts relating to their history. 
O ften they published papers of colonial founders, including 
those of W illiam  Penn, Roger W illiam s, James O glethorpe, and 
Henry Hudson. T h e  Massachusetts society printed W illiam  Brad
ford’s History of Plym outh Plantation  for the first time. R em i
niscences of early settlers were favorite subjects o f the western 
societies, and accounts of town origins, settlers’ genealogies, and

32 Anon., “ Recent Historical Revelations,” Eclectic Magazine, XLIV (July, 
1858), 356; review, Southern Quarterly Review, III (January, 1844), 41.

33 Collections of the Massachusetts Historical Society, I (1792), 31 Proceed
ings of the New Jersey Historical Society, V (1850-51), 40.

34 Collections of the New York Historical Society, I (1811), iv.
35 Anon., “ Transactions of the Historical and Literary Committee of the

American Philosophical Society,” Analectic Magazine, X III (March, 1819), 243;
also Dunlap, Historical Societies, p. 139.

38 Griffin, American Historical Societies. “ Major volumes” is an arbitrary 
category which includes documentary collections and original works of more 
than 200 pages.

42 P E O P L E  DISCOVER TH E  PAST



P E O P L E  DISCOVER TH E  PAST 43

Indian “ antiquities” consumed m uch space. T oday, few of these 
volumes are of great use. Intended to please the reader as well 
as serve the historian, most of the m aterial is by m odern stand
ards far too obscure for entertainm ent and too incom plete to 
be relied upon for research. Most of the collections were pub
lished irregularly, as m oney appeared, but the large societies 
m aintained annual publications, and some m aterial appeared 
in the form of m onthly or quarterly historical journals. Small 
societies often utilized the town newspaper or the pages of a sym
pathetic magazine editor to “diffuse” their most significant mate
rial. Magazines which served societies included the American 
A pollo, DeBow ’s Review, the Southern Literary Messenger, and 
the North Carolina University Magazine.

T h e  societies sought to encourage interest in' the past in  many 
ways besides collecting and publishing. T h e  H istorical Society of 
Cuyahoga County, in  N euburg, Ohio, sponsored annual picnics 
to popularize history. In 1858, an “ army of wagons, carriages, 
and vehicles of every name and style” poured into the little town 
of 2,000 people. Five thousand people gathered for a public pic
nic, songs, and historical addresses. It was, suggested one his
torian, more like a camp m eeting or a county fair than a gather
ing of antiquarians.37 D uring the 1830’s the Massachusetts His
torical Society stim ulated popular interest in the past and real
ized a profit of several hundred dollars each winter from a series 
of public lectures featuring such speakers as R alp h  W aldo Emer
son and George Bancroft. O ther societies conducted pilgrimages 
to historic sites, held commemorative banquets, marked graves, 
b uilt monuments, encouraged state publication and archive care, 
or crusaded for more history in  the schools.38

37 Charles C. Baldwin, “ Notice of Historical and Pioneer Societies in 
Ohio,” Publications of the Western Reserve Historical Society, I, no. 27 
(1870-71), 5; Dunlap, Historical Societies, pp. 90-91.

38 Proceedings of the Massachusetts Historical Society, 1791-1835 (Boston, 
1879), p. 478; Proceedings of the Massachusetts Historical society, 1835-1855 
(Boston, 1880), p. 34; Hampton Carson, History of the Historical Society of 
Pennsylvania (Philadelphia, 1940), p. 247; Edwin Martin Stone, “Review of 
the History of the Society,” Proceedings of the Rhode Island Historical 
Society, II (1872-73), 68; J. G. DeRoulhac Hamilton, “The Preservation of 
North Carolina History,” North Carolina Historical Review, IV (January,
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Perhaps even more im portant than collecting or publicizing 
history were the general literary and philosophical purposes of 
the societies. T h e  societies were literary clubs where men of 
similar interests could come to read and smoke and talk. T h e  
M aryland society provided “ a resort” for its members, w ith a 
chess room and a periodical room containing current newspapers 
and magazines. Most societies held formal meetings annually or 
quarterly, though some held “m onthly Soirées.” 89 Frequently 
the societies served as museums and circulating libraries. Eight 
of the organizations were entitled “ H istorical and Philosophi
cal” societies, four were called “ Literary,” seven m ade reference 
to “ G eology” or “ N atural History,” and ten used the word “A n 
tiquities,” which im plied a nonpolitical sort of history. History 
often served as an entrée to men who really wished to talk about 
about archaeology, literature, or philosophy. A ny poem w ith a 
historical allusion had a claim  for inclusion in the society’s pub
lications. T h e  Arkansas society, for example, collected “ not only 
specimens of natural and artificial curiosities, but also a library 
. . .  a chem ical laboratory and apparatus for m aking experi
ments in natural philosophy.” T h e  Missouri society urged doc
tors “ to aid the cause of science by preparing at their leisure and 
depositing the skeletons of such w ild and domestic animals as 
may be convenient, with the society, for a museum o f anatom y.” 
Almost all societies had cabinets of fossils, Indian artifacts, coins, 
and historical curios, so that the societies became, as the presi
dent of one organization said, “ a receptacle of antique trash.” 40

1927), g; Theodore Henly Jack, "The Preservation of Georgia History,” 
North Carolina Historical Review, IV (July, 1927), 243; Thomas H. Donald
son, Fourth Annual Address to the Maryland Historical Society (Baltimore, 
1849), p. 8.

30 Annual Report of the President of the Maryland Historical Society 
(Baltimore, 1858), p. 8; Annual Report of the President of the Maryland 
Historical Society (Baltimore, 1854), p. 8.

“ William B. Buchanan, Baltimore, A Long, Long Time Ago (Baltimore, 
*853), PP· 3-5; Myra M. Vaughn, “The First Historical Society of Arkansas,” 
Publications of the Arkansas Historical Association, III (1908), 347; “First 
Annual Meeting of the Missouri Historical and Philosophical Society,” 
Annals of the Missouri Historical and Philosophical Society, I (1848), 13; 
W illiam Bradford Reed, Address before the Historical Society of Pennslyvania 
. . . 1848 (Philadelphia, 1848), p. 7.
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Frequently, too, the societies served as art galleries. T h e  socie
ties of M aryland, N ew  York, Wisconsin, and Chicago possessed 
some of the finest collections in  the country. T h e  exhibition held 
by the Chicago H istorical Society in 1859 was the first art ex
hibit in Illinois and was attended by some 12,000 people.41 Some
times members worried about the nonhistorical activities of the 
societies: “ the G allery should be kept in subordinate relations 
. . .  it should not swallow up the H istorical Society.” 42 T h e  
significant fact, however, was that history was so often para
mount, and that art, literature, and science were relegated to 
lesser roles.

Members of the societies took their work very seriously, crusad
ing for history w ith the earnestness that characterized expan
sionists and abolitionists. “ One of the greatest benefits o f our 
age has been conferred in the establishment of a properly run 
historical society,” said one enthusiast. “ H istorical associations,” 
said another, “should direct the destinies of hum anity.” 43 A t any 
rate, the excitem ent they generated, and their successes, indicated 
a rem arkable interest in  the past and an assumption that history 
was somehow im portant.

Journals, Government, Genealogy, 
and Preservation

A  m ultitude of miscellaneous historical activities developed in 
the early nineteenth century— historical magazines, official record 
keeping, hereditary societies, concern with genealogy, and his
torical restorations— in part inspired by the historical societies, 
but each one an im portant expression of grow ing concern with

“  "Biennial Report of the Chicago Historical Society,” Reports Made to the 
General Assembly of Illinois . . . 1863 (Springfield, 1863), p. 445.

42 Annual Report of the President of the Maryland Historical Society 
(Baltimore, 1850), p. 11.

43 Brantz Mayer, A Discourse Delivered at the Dedication of the Baltimore 
Athenaeum (Baltimore, 1848), p. 33; Levi Silliman Ives, Introductory Ad
dress of the Historical Society of the University of North Carolina (Raleigh, 
1845), p. 18; also, Introduction, Historical Family Library, I (June, 1835), 1. 
See Julian Parks Boyd, “State and Local Historical Societies,” American 
Historical Review, X L (October, 1934), 11-12; Clifford L. Lord, ed., Keepers 
of the Past (Chapel Hill, 1965).



the past. Each revealed something of the society which gave rise 
to it, and each has itself become a tradition.

H istorical journals, sometimes sponsored by the societies and 
sometimes launched as commercial ventures, were designed for 
people who wanted to delve into history more than was possible 
in  popular magazines. T h e  first and one of the finest was the 
sixty-page Collections Historical and M iscellaneous and M onthly  
Literary Journal, begun in Concord, N ew Hampshire, in 1822 
by two amateur historians, Jacob B. Moore and John Farmer. By 
1840, five m ore journals had appeared, an additional five by 
1850, and six more by the time of the C ivil W ar. T h e  magazines 
were scattered all over the country, w ith some of the most suc
cessful published in  the smallest towns. A lthough the lifetim e 
of most of the journals was short, thirteen lasted two years, five 
lasted over twelve years, and two, which still exist, are among the 
oldest publications in the country. T h e  magazines usually con
tained from thirty to sixty pages. Eight were issued monthly, 
three bim onthly, and six quarterly.44

T h e  journals, like the historical societies w ith which they were 
often affiliated, considered it their duty to collect and dissemi
nate historical inform ation. “ O ur m ain object,” said one, “ is to 
collect and diffuse useful and entertaining inform ation relating

41 Collections Historical and Miscellaneous and Monthly Literary Journal 
(monthly, Concord, N.H., 1822-24); Worcester Magazine and Historical 
Journal (monthly, Worcester County Historical Society, Worcester, Mass., 
1825-26); The Albany Quarterly (quarterly, Albany Historical Society, 1832
34); Historical and Scientific Sketches (monthly, Historical Society of Michigan, 
Detroit, 1834); Historical Family Library (bimonthly, Cadiz, Ohio, 1835-36); 
American Historical Magazine (monthly, New Haven, 1836); American Pio
neer (monthly, Logan Historical Society, Cincinnati, 1842-43); Antiquarian 
and General Review (monthly, Schenectady, 1845-47); The Olden Time 
(monthly, Pittsburgh, 1846-47); New England Historical and Genealogical 
Register (quarterly, New England Historic and Genealogical Society, Boston, 
1847-current); Virginia Historical Register and Literary Companion (quar
terly, Richmond, 1848-60); American Historical Magazine (monthly, New 
York, 1850); Historical Magazine and Notes and Queries (monthly, Boston, 
11857—75); Historical and Genealogical Researches and Recorder of Passing 
Events of the Merrimack Valley (quarterly, Haverville, Mass., 1857-58); 
Firelands Pioneer (quarterly, Firelands Historical Society, Sandusky, Ohio, 
1858-72, 1882-1918); Historical Collections of the Essex Institute (bi
monthly, Essex Institute Historical Society, Boston, 1860-current); Vermont 
Quarterly Gazette (quarterly, Ludlow, Vt., 1860-63).
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to the H istory of our State,” and another announced its aim, “ to 
serve as a repository o f m inute and authentic facts . . . on . . . 
antiquities, history, statistics, and genealogy.” 46 T h e  journals, 
like the societies, w ould make a contribution to knowledge. T h ey 
w ould “ preserve for the use of posterity rich historical materials 
which w ould otherwise perish.” T h e ir  contents w ould be “ not 
merely amusing for the present m om ent” but w ould serve “ for 
the use of the future historian.” 46

A lthough the journals were usually labors of love and service, 
edited by devoted antiquarians, they kept a business eye to the 
profitable as well and tried to appeal to a wide audience by 
being interesting as w ell as valuable. T h ere appeared to be no 
contradiction between “ useful and entertaining inform ation,” 
or between “ furnishing materials for the elaboration by the fu
ture historian” and serving “ for the gratification . . .  of the 
curious reader.” 47 “ W e trust we are not over sanguine in expect
ing to interest our readers, while preserving for them curious 
matters of history,” said one editor. A nother editor felt assured 
of success, for he was certain the public w ould agree that “ there 
is no higher m ental pleasure than that produced in tracing the 
footsteps of past existence.” H e warned bluntly, however, “W e 
shall not . . .  be lavish of labor to our own disadvantage.”  48 
T h e  H istorical Magazine, one of the most successful journals, was 
a purely commercial venture, edited by a succession of profes
sional publishers.49

45 Introduction, Virginia Historical Register, III (January, 1850), i; Preface, 
New England Historical and Genealogical Register, I (January, 1847), v; also, 
editorial, Firelands Pioneer, I (January, 184a), 3; Introduction, Historical 
Collections of the Essex Institute, I (April, 1859), ι -г.

48 Editorial, American Pioneer, I (January, 1842), 3; editorial, Firelands 
Pioneer, I (June, 1858), 46; editorial, Hazard’s Register of Pennsylvania, De
voted to the Preservation of Facts and Documents, and Every Other Kind of 
Useful Information Respecting the State of Pennsylvania, I (January 5, 1828), 
1.

47 Introduction, Virginia Historical Register, III (January, 1850), i; Intro
duction, Historical Collections of the Essex Institute, II (February, i860), 1.

48 Introduction, Historical Magazine, I (January, 1857), 1; Preface, Collec
tions Topographical, Historical and Biographical, I (January, 1822), vii.

“ Frank Luther Mott, A History of American Magazines, 1850-1865 (Cam
bridge, Mass., 1938), p. 176.
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In an attem pt to be interesting and to appeal to the general 
public, these magazines sometimes enlivened their contents w ith 
illustrations, poetry, historical anecdotes, and historical fiction. 
T h e  Virginia H istorical Register assured its readers that history 
w ould be kept “exciting” and “entertaining.” “W e have no 
thought, certainly, o f going out of the warm and sensible w orld 
around us, to bury ourselves amidst the rubbish of antiquity— to 
dote upon dust.” A nother publisher w ith a view to the public’s 
taste promised that he w ould emphasize Indian wars w ith espe
cial detail on “ the adventures and sufferings of the captives.” 50 
T h e  Historical Family Library furnished abridged, serialized 
reprints of the most popular history books.

T h e  contents of the magazines were divided about evenly be
tween local history, biography, and collections of prim ary source 
material. T h e  articles on local history were often reprints of 
rhetorical speeches made before the local historical societies, or 
the researches of local antiquarians on some phase of the town’s 
or state’s past. Biography ranged from genealogies of the state’s 
leading families to philosophical apostrophes to the great men 
of history. Favorite subjects were the early settlers of the state, 
R evolutionary heroes, and eulogies delivered at the death of 
prom inent men. Most valued as a “ contribution,” however, were 
the sections devoted to prim ary documents. T h is included selec
tions from the papers of famous men, town and church records, 
lists o f college graduates, tombstone inscriptions, reprints of 
early travel accounts in  Am erica, abstracts of wills and deeds, or 
proceedings of early governm ental bodies. One journal systemati
cally collected “ personal reminiscences” by interview ing “ the 
first settlers o f this region, who are now rapid ly passing away.” 
Such materials, the editors believed, were the “ lumber-yards” of 
history for “ the future historian.” 51 A  few pages in  the journals 
were usually devoted to the proceedings of historical societies, a 
few brief notes, usually anecdotal, on non-American history, a bit

50 Introduction, Virginia Historical Register, III (January, 1850), ii; Preface, 
Collections Topographical, Historical and Biographical, I (January, 1822), i.

“ Editorial, Firelands Pioneer, I (June, 1858), 46; editorial, American Pio
neer, II (September, 1843), 400; also, editorial, American Pioneer, I (Janu
ary, 1842), 3.
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of historical fiction or poetry, and perhaps a page or two of book 
reviews. Com prehensive coverage of current historical literature 
and long essay-reviews usually were left to the literary journals, 
however. General magazines could be relied upon to cover his
torical works rather thoroughly, and it was for the special his
torical journals to furnish som ething additional. If  this some
thing happened to be history, m any Am ericans were apt to find 
it exciting.

Gradually, too, state and federal governments began to reflect 
the growing concern w ith history, both in the care of their own 
records and in the subsidy of im portant historical projects. Be
ginning in about the 1820’s, often at the urging of historical 
societies, most states authorized a particular state agency to care 
for current records and to begin the collection of official records 
from the past. Georgia, in 1823, authorized a clerk to compile 
an index of some one hundred historical volumes, and Massa
chusetts, in 1836, em ployed a binder to compile and bind some 
240 volumes of loose historical materials. By i860 at least a 
dozen states had supported publication of documents from the 
past. New Y ork was perhaps most ambitious, em ploying a copyist 
who spent four years in  Europe transcribing documents on the 
state’s colonial backgrounds, and then supporting the publica
tion of fourteen volumes of this material. Georgia, South Caro
lina, Louisiana, and N ew  Jersey also hired European copyists. 
T h e  Massachusetts legislature urged town councils to “ grant and 
vote such sums as they judge necessary for . . . procuring the 
w riting and publishing of their town histories.” 52

Congress also turned to the problems of record keeping and 
history. In 1800 the L ibrary of Congress was established, al
though it was not until the 1850’s that the Library began to serve 
as an im portant depository of historical materials and started a

52 Ernest Posner, American State Archives (Chicago, 1964), pp. 13-16 and 
passim; G. Philip Bauer, “ Public Archives in the United States,” William B. 
Hesseltine and Donald R. McNeil, eds., In Support of Clio: Essays in Memory 
of Herbert A. Kellar (Madison, Wise., 1958), pp. 49-75; Edmund Bailey 
O ’Callaghan, ed., Documents Relative to the Colonial History of the State of 
New York (14 vols.; Albany, 1853-87), I, vi-xlv; General Statutes of the Com
monwealth of Massachusetts . . . 1855 . . . (Boston, 1873), p. 158.
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systematic collection of manuscripts.53 In  ίδ ιο  Congressman 
Josiah Q uincy of Massachusetts, a member of the Massachusetts 
Historical Society, headed a committee to investigate the gov
ernment’s care of . its records. Q uincy’s committee reported that 
records were scattered in attics all over W ashington “in  a state 
of great disorder and exposure; and in a situation neither safe 
nor convenient for the nation.” 54 Congress responded im medi
ately with the first Archives Act, providing fireproof quarters for 
government records w ithin the new post office building. In 1859 
Congress established a P ublic Documents Bureau in the D epart
ment of Interior to keep files o f all governm ent publications. 
T h e  present N ational Archives Bureau was not established until 
1934.65

T h e  governm ent’s greatest service to history came through re
m arkably generous subsidy of the publication of historical docu
ments. As in the states, publication was in part an archival pol
icy, based on the theory that m ultiple copies w ould guarantee 
preservation. Partly, toó, subsidy of historical projects was in 
tended as an encouragem ent to “ useful” reading habits. “A n  
enlightened legislature w ill always regard these things as im por
tant,” declared one editor, and another believed that “ T here is 
no expenditure of public money more creditable to the coun
try.” 56

From 1815 to 1857 Congress launched at least sixteen m ajor 
historical projects, com prising a total o f 184 volumes. Most of 
these, such as T h e Am erican State Papers and Peter Force’s 
American Archives, were official proceedings and documents 
from an earlier period, chiefly from the R evolution. Five of the 
projects included the biographies ând correspondence of the 
founding fathers— W ashington, Adams, Madison, Jefferson, and

53 Lucy Salamanca, Fortress of Freedom, The Story of the Library of Congress 
(Philadelphia, 1942), pp. 23-194.

54 Cited in First Annual Report of the Archivist of the United States 
(Washington, 1936), p. 2.

55 Ibid., pp. 5-10.
56 Editorial, Niles' Weekly Register, X II (June 21, 1817), 263-64; review, 

North American Review, X XX III (October, 1831), 484.
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H am ilton.67 For Congress it was seldom a clear-cut m atter of 
direct appropriation but rather one of assigning governm ent em
ployees to a project, parceling out subsidies to editors, and pur
chasing editions for gratuitous distribution. John Spencer Bas
sett, tracing the peram bulations of Force’s nine-volume Am eri
can Archives, estimated that the project cost the governm ent 
over $225,000.58 A t this arbitrary but apparently typical figure 
of $25,000 a volum e, Congress w ould have spent over $4,500,000 
for subsidies to historical projects during the period.

Hereditary patriotic societies were fraternal and political as 
well as historical, but all encouraged a sense of history and 
genealogy. T h e  first and most active was the Society of the 
C incinnati organized in  1783 by officers in the R evolutionary 
army and their heirs. A  New England Society of New Y ork  was 
established in 1805 “ f° r literary purposes,”  and a Society o f the 
W ar of 1812 was founded by veterans “ to perpetuate the mem
ories and victories of the W ar.” A t least half a dozen similar as

57 State Papers and Publick Documents . . .  (8 vols.; Boston, 1815); Journal 
of the Senate . . . 1789-1815 (5 vols.; Washington, 1820); Secret Journals of 
Acts and Proceedings of Congress . . . [1775-89] (4 vols.; Boston, 1821); 
Journal of the House . . ■ 1789-1815 (9 vols.; Washington, 1826); Jonathan 
Elliot, tá., Debates . . .  on the Adoption of the Federal Constitution . . . 
(5 vols.; Washington, 1827-30); Jared Sparks, ed., Diplomatic Correspondence 
of the American Revolution (12 vols.; Boston, 1829-30); American State 
Papers . . .  (38 vols.; Washington, 1832-61); Francis P. Blair, ed., Diplo
matic Correspondence . . . 1783 to 1789 . . .  (7 vols.; Washington, 1833-34); 
Debates and Proceedings in the Congress . . . 1789-1824 (42 vols.; Washington, 
1834-56); Jared Sparks, ed., The Writings of George Washington (12 vols.; 
Boston, 1834-37); Peter Force, ed., Tracts and Papers . . .  (4 vols.; Washing
ton, 1836-46); Peter Force, ed., American Archives . . .  (9 vols.; Washington,
1837-53); Henry D. Gilpin, ed., Papers of James Madison . . .  (3 vols.; 
Washington, 1840); Charles Francis Adams, ed., The Works of John Adams 
. . . (10 vols.; Boston, 1850-56); H. A. Washington, ed., Writings of Thomas 
Jefferson . . .  (9 vols.; Washington, 1853-54); John Charles Hamilton, ed., 
History of the Republic . . . as Traced in the Writings of Alexander Hamil
ton . . .  (7 vols.; New York, 1857-64). This list is taken from Checklist of 
United States Public Documents, 1789-1909 . . . (Washington, 1911), and 
Benjamin Perley Poore, Descriptive Catalogue of the Government Publications 
of the United States . . . (Washington, 1885).

58 John Spencer Bassett, The Middle Group of American Historians (New 
York, 1917), pp. 239-302.

P E O P L E  DISCOVER TH E  PA ST 5 1



52 PE O P L E  DISCOVER TH E  PA ST

sociations of veterans or old  settlers had appeared by the time 
of the C iv il W ar.59

G enealogical interest was slow to develop after the R evolu
tion, probably because fam ily prom inence im plied an unfashion
able association w ith  loyalism and aristocracy. T h e  first signifi
cant interest seemed to parallel Jacksonian democracy. In 1829 
the N ew  H am pshire apothecary and antiquarian John Farmer 
published the first collected w ork on genealogy in  Am erica, not
ing that recently “ there has been a curiosity among m any of the 
present generation to trace back their progenitors, in  an uninter
rupted series, to those who first landed on the bleak and in 
hospitable shores o f N ew  England.” In  1844, one year before 
the N ative Am erican Party was formed, James Savage, a Massa
chusetts antiquarian who is generally called “ T h e  Father of 
Am erican G enealogy,” organized the N ew  England H istoric and 
G enealogical Society, launched the first genealogical journal, and 
began his four-volum e Genealogical Dictionary of the First Set
tlers of New England .60

T h e  preservation of historic sites usually stemmed from popu
lar enthusiasm over particular sites rather than from the initiative 
of societies or historians. T h e  first successful preservation came 
in 1813 w hen citizens’ petitions m oved the city o f Philadelphia 
to appropriate $70,000 to save Independence H all from the 
wrecker. A  few years later the city appropriated additional funds 
for restoration. Private citizens took the initiative in saving Fort 
Ticonderoga in the 1820’s and M onticello in the 1830’s. In  1850 
N ew Y ork State contributed $8,000 to a private group w hich was 
m aking George W ashington’s N euburg, N ew  York, headquarters 
into the first historical museum. In  1856 Tennessee appropriated 
$48,000 to buy A ndrew  Jackson’s home, T h e  H erm itage.61

T h e  most im portant preservation enterprise came in  the 1850’s

sa Frederick Adams Virkus, ed., Handbook of American Genealogy (Chicago,
l 937)> PP- 1000-1006.

60 Ibid., pp. 1-5; William C. Hill, A Century of Genealogical Progress 
(Boston, 1945); John Farmer, A Genealogical Register of the First Settlers of 
New England (Lancaster, Mass., 1829), p. iii.

61 Charles B. Hosmer, Jr., Presence of the Past, A History of the Preserva
tion Movement before Williamsburg (New York, 1965), pp. 29-40.
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w ith efforts to purchase M ount Vernon from W ashington’s heirs, 
who kept raising the price. A  Charleston, South Carolina 
woman, A nn  Pam ela Cunningham , established the M ount Vernon 
Ladies’ Association, one of the first women’s organizations in 
the country, to raise whatever sum was necessary. A t first she 
appealed to the South to m ake M ount Vernon a southern sym
bol, but later she changed the direction of her appeal to the 
entire nation to make W ashington’s home a symbol of union. 
T h e  association named women vice-presidents in thirty states 
and began a newspaper, the M ount Vernon Record. Edward 
Everett made 139 appearances for the association, raising an aver
age of $500 at each appearance w ith his unionist oration on 
“ T h e  Character of W ashington.” By the end of the decade, with 
the aid of several state appropriations, the association had raised 
the $200,000 purchase price, plus a fund for upkeep.62

T h e  enthusiasm for things historical— from art and literature 
to societies to genealogy and preservation— obviously reflected 
the feeling that history was a great deal of fun. Beyond that, 
however, Am ericans of the early nineteenth century were also 
persuaded that history was enormously im portant for the w ell
being of society. T h ey  were concerned particularly that history 
occupy a larger place in the school curriculum  so that the 
younger generation m ight gain the benefits o f the past.





History Enters the Schools

h e  m o s t  a c c u r a t e  m e a s u r e  o f  t h e  r is e  o f  h i s t o r y  i n  t h e  e a r l y

nineteenth century was its entrance into the schools. A t the
time of the R evolution almost no one studied history academi
cally, but by the time of the C iv il W ar it was at least as promi
nent in  the elementary and secondary schools— though not in the 
colleges— as it is today.

T h e  entrance of history into the curriculum  was part of a 
dramatic transform ation taking place in both the theory and 
practice of education. M en like Benjam in Franklin, N oah W eb
ster, Thom as Jefferson, and D eW itt C linton denounced the an
cient concept of training a few men to be philosophical gentle
men; instead, they called for a democratic education which 
w ould elevate all society by preparing men for an occupation 
and for the duties of citizenship. Specifically, the old curriculum  
of philosophy and the classics had to yield to new utilitarian sub
jects like spelling, rhetoric, m odern languages, geography, and 
history. T h e  m ovement for more useful courses gained momen
tum in  the 1820’s as men like H enry Barnard and H orace M ann 
began to establish public schools throughout m uch of the na
tion. A  standardized curriculum , prescribed largely by state legis

T h e New Curriculum



lators, replaced the haphazard offerings o f local church schools 
and academies.1

O f course, each generation believes the curriculum  changes it 
makes are practical ones; recently, traditional subjects like his
tory have had to defer to typing and autom obile mechanics. A s 
Am ericans have repeatedly searched for a broader definition 
of democracy, they have also sought a broader definition of prac
ticality. T h e  changing justifications of history have been an in 
dex of its u tility  in  society. Sixteenth-century travelogue history 
became im practical for seventeenth-century Puritans, w ho wanted 
history to m anifest G od; this, in  turn, appeared irrelevant to 
eighteenth-century gentlem en, who im agined that history m ight 
expand their know ledge of hum an nature; and that seemed of 
little use to m en of the nineteenth century, w ho wanted history 
to buttress the truths in  w hich society believed and to probe for 
ultim ate reality. A fter the C iv il W ar this last view  seemed hope
lessly vague to scientific historians who thought that history 
should exp lain  the present, predict the future, and offer gu id 
ance on specific problem s. F inally, this attitude appeared im 
practical to m en o f the tw entieth century w ho often approached 
the past because, like M ount Everest, it was there, and because 
historical know ledge supplied at least a partial answer to m any 
questions, personal and social. In  the tw entieth century a partial 
answer was enough.

T h e  study o f the past first entered the elem entary school cur
riculum  as part of the reading exercises. A s early as 1749 B en
jam in F ranklin  urged that for children, “ H istory be m ade a con
stant Part of their R eadin g.” 2 W ith  the nationalistic im pulse of 
the R evolution, leading educators like B enjam in R ush and 
Sam uel H arrison Sm ith m aintained that prim ary readers should 
include history “ above all,”  and that the quantity  of history in

1 See the various histories of education, for example, Stuart G. Noble, A 
History of American Education (New York, 1930), pp. 110-31; Lawrence 
Arthur Cremin, The American Common School: An Historic Conception 
(New York, 1951), pp. 83-218.

2 Benjamin Franklin, Proposals Relating to the Education of Youth in 
Pensilvania [sic] (Philadelphia, 1749), p. 19.
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readers should be “ greatly increased.” 3 Thom as Jefferson, in 
plannin g for a pu blic  school system, said, “ the books w hich shall 
be used therein for instructing the children to read  shall be such 
as w ill at the same tim e m ake them acquainted w ith  Grecian, 
Rom an, English, and A m erican history.”  4

T h e  m an w ho probably did m ore than any other in the eleva
tion of history to a prom inent place in  the prim ary school read
ers was N oah W ebster, the com piler o f the dictionary. W ebster 
m aintained that “ a selection o f essays” on history, particularly 
A m erican history, “ should be the principal school book in  the 
U nited  States,”  and that “ every child  . . .  as soon as he opens 
his lips . . . should lisp” the lessons of the past.5 W ebster sup
plied  the needed volum e in  1790. E ntitled  T h e  L ittle  R eader’s 
Assistant, it  was a prim er intended for use at about third grade 
level. O ver h alf o f the volum e, 139 out o f 239 pages, was devoted 
to ancient, m odern, and A m erican history. Soon other educators, 
anxious to share W ebster’s success, were em ulating his approach. 
By i860 about one-fifth of the average prim er was devoted to 
history. T h e  fam ous M cG uffey ’s F ifth  Reader  devoted over a 
third of its space to history lessons.8

G radually, history entered the elem entary schools as an inde-
3 Benjamin Rush, A Plan for the Establishment of Public Schools and the 

Diffusion of Knowledge in Pennsylvania . . . (Philadelphia, 1786), p. 29; 
Samuel Harrison Smith, Remarks on Education Illustrating the Close Con
nection between Wisdom and Virtue (Philadelphia, 1798), p. 6.

4 Thomas Jefferson, “A  Bill for the More General Diffusion of Knowledge,” 
Julian Parks Boyd et al., eds., The Papers of Thomas Jefferson (Princeton, 
1950), II, 528; see also Clifton Johnson, Old Tim e Schools and School Books 
(New York, 1917), pp. 252-74.

s Noah Webster, On the Education of Youth in America (Boston, 1788), p. 
23; also Allen Oscar Hansen, Liberalism and Education in the Eighteenth 
Century (New York, 1926), p. 153 and passim; John T . McManis, “History 
as a Study in the American Elementary School,” The Educational Bi-Monthly, 
VI (November, 1911), 150-52.

e A sample of twelve of the most popular primers gives the following 
amounts of space to history: American Society for the Diffusion of Useful 
Knowledge, The American Reader (New York, 1848), 23 per cent; Lyman 
Cobb, Cobb’s Juvenile Reader (Pittsburgh, 1831), 12 per cent; Samuel Gris
wold Goodrich, Goodrich’s Fifth Reader (Louisville, 1857), 6 per cent; 
William H. McGuffey, McGuffey’s Newly Revised Third Reader (Cincinnati, 
1848), 13 per cent; W illiam H. McGuffey, McGuffey’s Newly Revised Rhetori-
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pendent subject as well. In Connecticut in 1839, Henry Barnard 
reported that w ithin the past two decades history had come to be 
taught as a separate subject in “ nearly a ll” of the elementary 
schools of that state.7 B y 1840 history was taught in at least half 
of the primary schools of Massachusetts, and in 1857 the Massa
chusetts legislature required that history be taught in all of its 
public elementary schools.8 By i860 about one-sixth of the nor
mal school teacher-training curriculum  for elementary teachers 
was history.9

In the secondary schools history came to have an even more 
important place than in the primary. First entering the private 
academies through the study of the Latin and Greek classics, it 
quickly emerged as an independent subject.10 T h e  typical pat
tern was evident in New York: in 1825, 33 per cent of the acad
emies taught some form of history; in 1830 the figure had risen to 
77 per cent; and by i860, 92 per cent of the private academies 
offered history as an independent subject.11 T h e  public high

cal Guide, or Fifth Reader (Cincinnati, 1853), 35 per cent; Lindley Murray, 
The English Reader (Utica, 1821), 20 per cent; John Pierpont, The Ameri
can First Class Book (Boston, 1828), 13 per cent; J. Russell Webb, Webb's 
Normal Reader (New York, 1850), 12 per cent; Noah Webster, An American 
Selection of Lessons (Philadelphia, 1787), 60 per cent; Marcius Willson, The 
Fifth Reader (New York, 1861), 9 per cent; Samuel Worcester, A Third Book 
for Reading (Boston, 1857), 19 per cent.

7 Connecticut, First Annual Report of the Board of Commissioners of 
Common Schools (Hartford, 1839), p. 41.

“ Alexander James Inglis, The Rise of the High School in Massachusetts 
(New York, 1911), pp. 72-76; also McManis, “ History in the American Ele
mentary School,” pp. 150-52.

9 United States Bureau of Education, The Inception and Progress of the 
American Normal School Curriculum to i860 (Washington, 1891), p. 279.

“ See Agnew O. Roorbach, The Development of the Social Studies in the 
American Secondary Education Before 1861 (Philadelphia, 1937), passim. 
Sampling 300 catalogues from 238 academies in 23 states from 1820 to i860, 
Prof. Roorbach found (pp. 102, 237, 242) 632 courses offered in history. Also, 
see William H. Cartwright, “Evolution of American History in the Cur
riculum,” Richard E. Thursfield, ed., The Study and Teaching of American 
History (Washington, 1946), passim; Edith W. Osgood, “The Development of 
Historical Study in the Secondary Schools of the United States,” School 
Review, XXII (September, 1914), 449.

11 New York, Thirty-ninth, Forty-ninth, and Seventy-fourth Annual Reports 
of the Regents of the University of the State of New York (Albany, 1825, 
1830, i860), pp. 201-20; 195-217; 242-72.
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schools, w hich were most responsive to popular pressures, were 
ahead of the classically oriented private academies in the adop
tion o f new, practical subjects. D u rin g  the 1820’s, soon after the 
establishm ent of the h igh  schools, Massachusetts, Verm ont, N ew  
York, V irgin ia, and R hode Island required by law  that history be 
taught in  tax-supported institutions.12 By 1860 the typical high 
school student was studying approxim ately three fu ll years of 
history.13 Secondary-school history became an entrance require
m ent of N ew  Y ork  U niversity in  1832, and soon most colleges 
m ade it part o f their published entrance requirem ents.14

In the colleges, history began earliest but developed slowest, 
for higher education lon g rem ained w edded to the classical 
tradition of producing enlightened gentlem en.15 G enerally, un
til after the tim e of the C iv il W ar the colleges tolerated history 
as m en of the eighteenth century had done, as a literary amuse
m ent for the students, taught by a professor whose m ajor con
cern was languages or philosophy. Jared Sparks com plained in 
1830 that “ N o professorships o f history have hitherto  been estab
lished on such a scale and upon such principles as in any degree 
to answer to the pu blic  dem ands.” 16 A s late as the C iv il W ar the 
typical instructor was “ Professor of M oral Philosophy, Classics 
and A n tiqu ities,”  or “ Professor of B elle Lettres and H istory.” 17

Nevertheless, the place of history d id  expand in the colleges 
as it had in  the elem entary and secondary schools, for students 
eventually have their w ay in  spite of educators. T h e  precise

“ See Bessie Louise Pierce, Public Opinion and the Teaching of History 
(New York, 1926), pp. 6-7.

“ Emit Duncan Grizzell, Origin and Development of the High School in 
New England Before i860 (New York, 1923), pp. 290-329; John Elbert Stout, 
The Development of High School Curricula in the North Central States from 
i860 to 1918 (Chicago, 1921), p. 263.

“ Theodore Francis Jones, New York University, 1832-1932 (New York, 
1933), p. 36; Herbert Baxter Adams, The Study of History in American Col
leges and Universities (Washington, 1887), p. 91.

15 See Richard Hofstadter and C. DeW itt Hardy, The Development and 
Scope of Higher Education in the United States (New York, 1952), pp. 9-28.

“ Sparks’ Journal, June, 1830, cited in Herbert Baxter Adams, The Life  
and Writings of Jared Sparks, Comprising Selections from his Journals and 
Correspondence (2 vols.; Boston, 1893), XI, 361-62.

17 For example, at Georgia, Pennsylvania, Michigan, Virginia, Missouri, 
Yale, New York, Columbia. See various college histories.
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“ firsts” lie buried in  college records and obscured by controversy. 
In 1643 H arvard  offered the first course in  history; it was en
titled H istoria Civis and was taught for one hour a week to 
seniors in  their final semester.18 Y ale, Colum bia, Pennsylvania, 
Princeton, Brow n, and N orth  C arolin a provided sim ilar offerings 
to their students before 1800.19 T h e  first independent “ chair” 
of history m ay have been that held by R obert D avidson at P enn
sylvania in the 1780’s.20 John H all was professor o f history at 
M aryland in  1813, and R u e l K eith  held  that title at W illiam  
and M ary in  1821.21 T h e  first courses in  A m erican history were 
probably those at W illiam  and M ary in  1821 and the C ollege of 
Charleston in  1828.22 Especially significant was the appointm ent 
of Francis L ieber as “ Professor of H istory and Political E con
om y” at South C arolin a in  1835, о̂г indicated that history 
was being treated as a social science rather than as part of the 
classical education, probably for the first tim e in an Am erican 
college.23 A t  H arvard in  1839, Jared Sparks offered one of the 
first specialized courses, a series of twelve lectures on the A m eri
can R evolution , w hich was required  of a ll seniors. T h ree  years 
later H arvard  offered the first elective, in  English constitutional

18 Adams, History in American Colleges, pp. 11—14.
18 Ibid., pp. 51, 59; Edward Potts Cheyney, History of the University of 

Pennsylvania (Philadelphia, 1940), pp. 31, 84, 134; Thomas Jefferson Werten- 
baker, Princeton, IJ 4 6 -18 9 6  (Princeton, 1946), p. 93; W alter Cochrane 
Bronson, The History of Brown University (Providence, 1914), p. 105; George 
A. Beebe, “ One Hundred and Fifty Years of History in the University of 
North Carolina” (Master’s thesis, University of North Carolina, 1946), pp.

1-5·
Ancient history was taught at Harvard, Yale, Columbia, Pennsylvania, 

Princeton, Brown, North Carolina, Virginia, Delaware, College of Charleston, 
South Carolina, and Amherst. W orld history was taught at Delaware, Penn
sylvania, New York University, South Carolina, Harvard, Princeton, and 
North Carolina. By no means all inclusive, this list is compiled from pub
lished histories of these institutions.

20 Cheyney, University of Pennsylvania, p. 134.
21 George H. Callcott, A History of the University of Maryland (Baltimore, 

1966), p. 32; Lyon Gardiner Tyler, "A  Few Facts from the Records of William 
and Mary College,” Papers of the American Historical Association, IV (New 
York, 1890), 467.

22 Tyler, “ Records of W illiam  and Mary,” p: 467; Coyler Meriwether, 
History of Higher Education in South Carolina (Washington, 1889), p. 60.

23 Daniel Walker Hollis, University of South Carolina (2 vols.; Columbia,
1951)· L  120-23.



history.24 Finally, the first separate “ departm ents” of history 
were probably those at N orth  C arolin a in  1853 and at M ichigan 
two years later.25 In  summary, a one-semester history course was 
com mon in  the colleges by 1830, and by i860 the typical student 
received about three semesters o f history.

T h e  best evidence of the emergence of history in the schools 
and colleges was the appearance o f history textbooks. Several 
bibliographies have been com piled, together showing 439 edi
tions of history texts in  use in  the U nited  States before i860. 
O f these, about 2 per cent appeared before 1800, about 30 per 
cent from 1800 to 1830, and about 65 per cent from  1830 to 

i860.26

24 Adams, History in American Colleges, pp. 18-22.
25 Catalogue of the Trustees, Faculty, and Students of the University of 

North Carolina (Raleigh, 1854), p. 134; Adams, History in American Colleges, 
pp. 16-17, 92—97.

26 A t least three laborious and fairly complete compilations have been 
made of the history textbook editions that were used in this country before 
the Civil War. (Henry Barnard, “ American Text-Books,” American Journal 
of Education, X III [June, 1863], 202-22; [September, 1863], 401-8; [December, 
1863], 626-40; X IV  [December, 1864], 751-57; X V [September, 1865], 639-75; 
W illiam F. Russell, “ Historical Text-Books Published Before 1861,” History 
Teacher’s Magazine, VI [April, 1915], 122-25; Roorbach, Development of 
Social Studies in the American Secondary Schools, pp. 246-78.) Together they 
have found the following number of editions:
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1775“ 1799 3 1 3 7
1800-1809 8 3 7 1 3 22
i8 io -i8 ig 13 1 15 7 1 1 1 1 40
1820-1829 16 23 19 5 5 4 72
1830-1839 9 23 15 3 2 1 1 2 1 57
1840-1849 19 23 15 5 3 6 1 1 73
1850-1859 33 35 3 i 13 3 4 2 5 4 1 1 132
n.d. 12 4 6 5 2 1 1 1 32

Total 115 »»S ИЗ 39 17 12 11 8 4 4 3 439
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M ethods of Teaching History

T h e  same educational revolution  that brought a new  curricu
lum  and p u b lic  schools in the early nineteenth century also 
brought im portant changes in  teaching methods. T h e  result was 
that history entered the schools not as a dry and dreaded sub
ject but as an enjoyable one. T h e  changes in  teaching methods 
were based on the theories of Rousseau and Johann H einrich  
Pestalozzi. Protesting against the form al, eighteenth-century 
methods w hich treated the child  as an adult, forcing him  to 
m emorize facts and principles he did not understand, Rousseau 
declared that a ch ild  m ust be stim ulated, not forced; he should 
find learning natural, pleasant, and enjoyable.27 Pestalozzi set 
out to apply this theory, to discover just how  learn in g could be 
made pleasant and the student’s curiosity aroused. T h is  must be 
done, he said, by abolishing the long-established practice of 
rote instruction, by substituting student participation  for m em 
orization, and by the use o f stories, discussions, projects, and 
games as part o f the teaching process.28 T h e  new m ethods ap
pealed to A m erican educators and were spread throughout the 
country by such m en as Joseph N eef, John Griscom , H enry 
Barnard, H orace M ann, and C alv in  E. Stowe (whose better-known 
w ife applied  the theories in  her book, U ncle T o m ’s Cabin).29

T h e  change came slowly, for the old  system was w ell en
trenched. In  1807 the typical history textbook still called for 
every student “ to com m it all the historical facts to memory and 
at the end of every section to repeat the w hole of w hat has been 
learn t,” and as late as 1840 another called for the student to 
recite “ exactly in  the language of the textbook.”  30 T h e  teacher

27 W. H. Payne, ed. and trans., Rousseau's Émile; or, Treatise on Education 
(New York, 1893), see especially pp. 54, 137.

28 Eva Channing, ed. and trans., Pestalozzi’s “Leonard and Gertrude”  (Bos
ton, 1885), pp. 129-31 and passim.

29 For example, John Griscom, "A  Year in Europe,”  and Calvin Ellis Stowe, 
“ Report on Elementary Public Instruction in Europe,” Edgar W. Knight, ed., 
Reports on European Education (New York, 1930), pp. 16-115, 248-317. See 
Noble, History of American Education, pp. 197-217.

30 John Robinson, An Easy Grammar of History, Ancient and Modern (Phil
adelphia, 1807), p. 4; Fifty-Fourth Annual Report of the Regents of the Uni
versity of the State of New York (Albany, 1840), p. 94.



w ould read questions from the textbook on the day’s assignment, 
and the student, w ith  books closed, and upon threat o f the 
birch, w ould  recite the answers verbatim . M any of the earliest 
textbooks were w ritten  in  the question and answer style of a 
religious catechism .31 As rote instruction came under attack, its 
advocates tried desperately to stream line their procedures to 
keep u p  w ith  the times. T extb o ok s appeared in  rhym ing verse 
to facilitate m em orization, and one author devised a mem ory 
aid whereby syllables were substituted for num bers and non
sense words m ade o f the syllables, in  order to help  in  the m em 
ory of dates.32 Advocates o f rote claim ed that m em ory in  itself 
was an essential part of education, that it w ould  “ im prove the 
m ind,”  that any other k ind  of learning was “ superficial,” and 
that the traditional m ethods of instruction had “stood the test 
o f tim e.” 33

Advocates of new subjects like history led the way in  calling 
for newer m ethods o f instruction. T h e y  attacked rote instruction 
on at least four counts: it m ade history dull, the facts were soon 
forgotten, true wisdom  was not the accum ulation o f inform a
tion, and the entire principle of d rillin g  to im prove the m ind 
was falacious. A s early as 1795, O liver G oldsm ith criticized “ the 
dry m ode of question and answer,” suggesting that it was a 
refuge for Schoolbook authors who could not w rite and teachers 
who could not teach.34 O ther historians took up the attack: 
mere facts “ ch ill and disgust the m ind” ; they “ neither amuse 
nor instruct the reader” ; they leave the student “ as ignorant 
as a poet w ho has learned a gram m ar by heart” ; students m ust 
“ learn to th in k.” 35

31 For example, Frederick Butler, A Catechical Compend of General History, 
Sacred and Profane (Hartford, 1817); W illiam Mayor, T he Catechism of Uni
versal History (Boston, 1814).

33 For example, Hannah Townsend, History of England in Verse (Philadel
phia, 1852); Richard Valpy, A Poetical Chronology of Ancient and English 
History (Boston, 1813); Robinson, Easy Grammar of History.

33 Fifty-Second and Fifty-Third Annual Report of the Regents of the Uni
versity of the State of New York (1838, 1839), pp. 94, 103, 126; Robinson, Easy 
Grammar of History, p. 6.

31 Oliver Goldsmith, Dr. Goldsmith’s Roman History (Philadelphia, 1795), 
p. 1.

35 Samuel Whelpley, An Historical Compend, Containing a Brief Survey of
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By the 1830’s most history textbooks were im plorin g teachers 
to “m ake the tim e o f study pass pleasantly,” “ excite rather than 
gratify the curiosity,” “ feed the ch ild ’s im agination,”  “ stim ulate 
a desire for m ore,” and “ inspire the pu p il w ith  a sense of the 
value and im portance o f know ledge.” 38 Frequently this m eant 
m inim izing the im portance o f the textbooks w hich were the 
chief vehicle for this sentiment. “ School books are at best ele
m entary tools,” said one author. Lectures, projects, and class 
discussion ought to be em ployed.37 Teachers w ould  be especially 
rewarded for the effort o f a lecture, prom ised one educator, 
for “ the m arked attention . . . the starting tear, and the heav
ing bosom w ill testify to his success.” 38

H istory textbook authors struggled to m ake their ow n books 
interesting. O ne w ay was through style, “ eloquence of m anner 
w hich reveals pictures to the im agination [and] excites sym
pathies in  the heart.”  T h e re  should be as m any “ incidents 
and anecdotes”  as in  a novel; words should be used as felicitously 
as in a poem .39 A noth er m ethod o f pleasing readers was in care

tte Great Line of History from the Earliest Times . . .  (2 vols.; Morris Town, 
N.J., 1806), II, 1; Samuel Griswold Goodrich, The First Book' of History for 
Children and Youth (Boston, 1833), p. iii; George T . Manning, Outlines of the 
History of the Middle Ages . . . (London, 1853), p. 12; Fifty-Second Annual 
Report of the Regents of the University of the State of New York (1838), p. 
103; also Samuel Griswold Goodrich, Peter Parley’s Universal History on the 
Basis of Geography (Boston, 1837), p. 2.

30 Emma Hart W illard, Universal History in Perspective . . . (New York, 
1858), p. v; Salma Hale, History of the United States (New York, 1837), p. 6; 
Jesse Olney and John Warner Barber, The Family View of History . . . (Phil
adelphia, 1839), p. 6; John Frost, Pictorial History of the World (Richmond, 
1848), p. ix; Fifty-First Annual Report of the Regents of the University of the 
State of New York (1837), p. 97; also anon., Tales from American History 
(New York, 1844), p. 5; Charles A. Goodrich, A History of the United States 
(Hartford, 1831), p. 1.

31 Manning, History of the Middle Ages, p. 13; also Francis Lister Hawks,
History of New England . . . (Boston, 1831), p. 5; Emma Hart W illard, His
tory of the United States (New York, 1845), p. iii.

38 Fifty-Third Annual Report of the Regents of the University of the State 
of New York (1838), p. 107.

38 A. H. L. Heeren, History of the States of Antiquity (Northampton, Mass.,
1828), p. iii; S. G. Goodrich, Universal History, p. 2; Olney and Barber, Family
View of History, p. 5; also, Whelpley, An Historical Compend, I, vi; Gold
smith, Roman History, p. 1; Samuel Griswold Goodrich, Pictorial History of
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fu l selection of the kinds of history to be studied. W riters es
pecially called for large am ounts of m ilitary history, since 
battlefield events seemed particu larly  fu ll o f adventure and 
heroic drama, and for social history, w hich allow ed students to 
identify w ith  the d aily  life  of m en in  the past. Chiefly because 
educators believed these subjects were most interesting, about a 
third of the typical textbook after 1830 was devoted to m ilitary 
history and a tenth to social history.40 A bove all, authors strug
gled to enliven their books by introducing ideas as w ell as facts. 
Endlessly, they prom ised “ to exercise the . . . h abit o f th in king” 
and “ to fill the narrative w ith  reflection rather than details 
. . .  in  order to m ake the w ork more interesting.”  41

T o  be sure, few textbooks actually contain very stirring narra
tive or do m uch to stim ulate excitem ent for a m odern reader. 
T h e  point is, however, that most historians ardently cham pioned 
the new educational methods, and, according to all evidence, 
history emerged as a favorite subject for the students. A s is often 
the case, technology was ahead o f theory. T h e  formats of text
books changed notably after about 1820, w ith more pages, larger 
type, topical headings, maps, and pictures. “ Everything must, 
if possible, be presented to the eye,” said an educator.42 O ne of 
the most popular histories of Greece contained 200 pages of 
pictures in 400 pages o f text; and one of the most w idely used 
histories of the w orld  contained 1,100 pictures in  1,000 pages of 
text.43 D espite the difficulty o f reproduction, textbook maps 
and charts m ay have been in  greater use by the m id-nineteenth

the United States (Philadelphia, 1845), p. iv; W illiam Cooke Taylor, A Man
ual of Ancient History (New York, 1855), p. vii.

40 See below, p. 102.
«John Bigland, Letters on French History (Baltimore, 1819), p. 4; Joseph 

Emerson Worcester, Elements of History (Boston, 1840), p. v; also, Eliza 
Robbins, English History (New York, 1839), pp. 7-8; Manning, History of the 
Middle Ages, p. 12; Taylor, Manual of Ancient History, pp. iv, vii; Heeren, 
History of the States of Antiquity, p. iv.

42 Fifty-Third Annual Report of the Regents of the University of the State 
of New York (1838), p. 97; also W illard, History of the United States, p. iii; 
Marcius Willson, American History . . . (New York, 1855), p. ix.

43 Samuel Griswold Goodrich, A Pictorial History of Greece (New York, 
1851); Frost, Pictorial History of the World.
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century than they are today. C olored maps appeared in  almost 
every text, and fold-out charts o f vast ingenuity sometimes made 
historical facts appear m ore com plex than they were in  reality.44

History, then, m ade its way prom inently into the schools 
during the early nineteenth century, prim arily because it seemed 
useful, but also because it seemed interesting. A lo n g  w ith the 
new  aims and m ethods in  education came a definite concept of 
what history was supposed to be— a pleasant and exciting sub
ject o f stirring narrative and intellectual adventure.

“ For example, W illard, Universal History; Elizabeth Peabody, Chronologi
cal History of the United States (New York, 1856); Joseph Emerson Worcester, 
Elements of History . . . With a Chart and Tables of History Included 
Within the Volume (Boston, 1848); Manning, History of the Middle Ages.



IV
The Writers o f  History

In i8og, in  one o f the m ost fam ous parodies o f A m erican litera
ture, W ashington Irvin g  drew a caricature of the contem po

rary historian. T o  Irvin g  the historian was a slightly ridiculous 
figure, a good-natured sou 1, abhorring publicity, too m uch in 
love w ith pedantic toil ever to com plete his work, and so wedded 
to the past as to be oblivious to the realities o f the present.1 
T h ere  was m uch truth in  the portrait. T h e  pre-Civil W ar his
torian turned to the past almost entirely as an avocation, secure 
in  the know ledge that he was serving a useful purpose, and he 
often resem bled m odern cartoons o f the absent-m inded professor.

W ho They Were

T h ere  are 145 historians listed in T h e  Dictionary of A m eri
can Biography— a surprisingly large num ber— who did a m ajor 
portion of their w ork between 1800 and i860, and from  their 
lives a m ore thorough, i f  less colorful, portrait than that o f 
Irvin g emerges.2

1 Diedrich Knickerbocker [Washington Irving], A History of New York, 
from the beginning of the world to the end of the Dutch Dynasty . . . being 
the only authentic history of the time that hath ever been, or ever will be 
published (2 vols.; New York, 1809), I, 1-8.

2 Allen Johnson and Dumas Malone, eds., The Dictionary of American B i
ography (22 vols.; New York, 1928—44). T he Dictionary is remarkably accurate
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T h e  early nineteenth-century historian was, first o f all, likely  
to be a N ew  Englander. A lth o u gh  com prising only 10 per cent 
of the population  in i86o, the region produced 48 per cent of 
the historians, and Massachusetts alone produced over h a lf of 
those. T h e  M iddle States produced 25 per cent of the historians; 
the South, 17 per cent; and 10 per cent were from abroad. Areas 
w ith  rich historical heritages seemed to breed a consciousness 
of the past; only six historians were born in  the trans-Appala
chian region, but over twice that num ber were im m igrants from 
the O ld  W orld .3

T h e  historians were an extrem ely well-educated group. A l
though considerably less than 1 per cent of the population  was 
educated beyond h igh  school, 70 per cent o f the historians had 
attended college. Several had done graduate w ork at European 
universities, though only George Bancroft had earned the Ph.D . 
degree.4 N aturally , the N ew  E nglan d colleges produced the 
largest num ber o f historians, w ith twenty-six from  H arvard, 
fifteen from  Yale, five from  Brow n, four from  Princeton, and 
three or less from  each of thirty other colleges. A lth o u gh  the 
publicly  supported city colleges and state universities emphasized 
history considerably m ore than the private classical colleges, 
the classical institutions produced by far the greater num ber of

and thorough in its index listing of the various occupations of its subjects, 
and most of these 145 men are to be found under the listing "Historians.” 
Nevertheless, related occupations such as antiquarians, authors, biographers, 
chroniclers, church historians, editors, educators, medical historians, and 
writers have also been checked, and these occupations yielded a few other 
names.

For a similar statistical analysis of contemporary historians based on 2,979 
replies to à questionnaire, see J. F. Wellemeyer, Jr., “ Survey of United States 
Historians, 195a, and a Forecast,” American Historical Review, X L I (January, 
1956), 339-52.

3 Birthplaces of 145 historians: Massachusetts, 38; New York, 18; Connec
ticut, 16; Pennsylvania, 13; Virginia, 10; Maine, 6; England, 6; Ireland, 5; 
North Carolina, 5; Maryland, 4; New Hampshire, 4; Rhode Island, 4; New 
Jersey, 3; Georgia, 2; Kentucky, 2; South Carolina, 2; Bermuda, 1; Germany, 
1; Louisiana, 1; Mississippi, 1; Switzerland, 1; Tennessee, 1; and Vermont, 1.

‘ Today 99 per cent of the historians have at least one college degree, and
57 per cent have the Ph.D. Wellemeyer, “Survey of United States Historians,” 
p. 346.



historians.5 T h e  kind of student who w ould becom e a historian 
was evidently attracted to the classical college. Possibly a classical 
education encouraged the study of history, w hile the additional 
history courses offered in pu b licly  supported schools dam pened 
further historical investigation.

G enerally, it  was not the young m an just out of college who 
turned to history b u t rather the m ature m an w ith  tim e and 
leisure for a hobby. Less than one-fourth of the historians pub
lished their first books before they were thirty years old, and over 
one-fourth published their first works after they were fifty. T hese 
m en reflected the benefits o f a good classical education, being 
able to turn to cu ltural pursuits such as the w ritin g of history 
in  the leisure o f m iddle age.

T h e  most striking contrast w ith  the tw entieth century was, 
o f course, the nonprofessional character o f the early nineteenth- 
century historian, for almost every one claim ed som ething be
sides history as his chief profession or livelihood.® T h e  prim ary 
professional occupation of the 145 m ajor A m erican historians 
was as follows:
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Clergym an 34
Lawyer-statesm an 32
Printer, editor, bookseller 18
Physician, scientist 17
G entlem an of w ealth 9
T each er 9
W riter, journalist 7
L ibrarian, archivist 7
Businessman 5
Engraver, artist 4
Planter 2
H istorian 1

T h e  clergym en and lawyer-statesmen, by far the most numer-

5 See Richard Hofstadter and C. Dewitt Hardy, T he Development and 
Scope of Higher Education in the United States (New York, 1952), pp. 9-28.

8 In 1952 only 135 out of 2,979 historians were not professors, and many of 
these were retired or were still college students. Wellemeyer, “ Survey of 
United States Historians,” p. 340.



ous groups, were generally the least distinguished as historians. 
A lth o u gh  these included  statesman John M arshall and clergy
m en A b ie l H olm es and Francis Lister Hawks, m en in these 
professions generally produced only one or two m odest works, 
usually o f local history. Sim ilarly, other occupations w hich were 
not closely related to history w ritin g— m edicine, teaching, busi
ness, farm ing— produced a large num ber o f relatively m inor 
writers, though physician D avid  Ram say and educator George 
T ick n o r provided som ething of an exception.

Professions that stood closer to the literary life produced a 
more em inent group. Printers, editors, and librarians easily 
com bined an interest in the past w ith  their occupations, and 
such m en as Jared Sparks and Peter Force com piled and edited 
large masses of historical m aterial. Professional writers and 
journalists also produced able histories. T h e ir  h istorical works 
were usually excitin g narratives as opposed to the com pilations 
of docum ents that preoccupied editors and librarians. Em inent 
novelists lik e  W ashington Irving, James Fenim ore Cooper, N a 
thaniel H aw thorne, and W illiam  G ilm ore Simms produced out
standing works o f serious history. T h ree  m en listed as writers—  
James Parton, Joel T y le r  H eadley, and Benson John Lossing 
— m ight alm ost be called historians by profession, for they were 
am ong the most prolific writers about the past. T h e ir  best works 
were historical; however, they wrote m uch else besides, and es
sentially their purpose was to serve the muses of literature, biog
raphy, and journalism  rather than C lio.

C learly the outstanding historians were am ong the sm all body 
of m en w ith  no real profession at all, gentlem en of w ealth  and 
leisure. W ritin g  chiefly for love o f the subject and from  a sense 
of service to society, they had little  concern for profit or acclaim. 
T h e y  approached history as an avocation rather than as a pro
fession or means of livelihood. In  this category were the nation ’s 
most em inent historians— W illiam  H icklin g  Prescott, Francis 
Parkm an, and John L othrop  M otley. Others such as John G or
ham Palfrey, George T ickn or, and George Bancroft m ight also 
b e included in  this group, for w hile they are listed as editor, 
educator, and historian, they too were m en o f w ealth w ho wrote
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history for love of the subject rather than as a means of liveli
hood. M ost of these outstanding historians were of the Boston 
B rahm in caste w hich contributed so rich ly to A m erican culture 
and could claim  to have returned w ith large dividends the 
fortunes society had created for them. M any of the Brahm ins 
devoted themselves to literary pursuits in ante-bellum  Am erica, 
and a rem arkable num ber chose to write about history. O nly 
slightly less em inent were Sam uel E liot, M ercy Otis W arren, and 
Isaiah T hom as of Boston, Charles Etienne G ayarré of N ew  O r
leans, and H enry Charles Lea of Philadelphia, all of w hom  had 
a position, if  not a profession, of leisure w hich perm itted them 
to indulge in the w ritin g  of history.

T h e  interest o f historians in  the past came surprisingly late in  
the prewar period. W h ile  the peak of public interest in history 
had come in the 1820’s and was on the decline by the 1850’s, 
the interest o f writers in  the past was only beginn in g in  the 
1830’s, and they were rapid ly  increasing their output at the 
end of the period. T h e  145 im portant historians between 1800 
and i860 published 625 significant historical volum es w hich 
appeared by decades as follows:
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1800-1809 26
1810-1819 42
1820-1829 50
1830-1839 158
1840-1849 123
1850-1859 226

T h e  great increase in  historical w riting in the 1830’s can be 
explained largely by the publication  of historical documents, 
w ith Jared Sparks’s docum entary and biographical works alone 
accounting for 47 volum es. G en erally  instigated and financed by 
the national and local governments, these ponderous docum en
tary publications were products of the popular dem and for his
tory. M any of the best narrative histories came even later; writers 
such as Bancroft, M otley, Prescott, Parkm an, and Lea, whose 
early w ork relates them to the first part o f the century, actually 
brought out m any of their works in the 1860’s, the 1870’s, and



even the 1880’s, by w hich tim e their R om an tic concept of his
tory was generally considered old-fashioned.

T h u s the writers of history appeared to be the product, not 
the cause, o f the new historical interest w hich was m anifest in  
the schools, in  the establishm ent of historical societies and gov
ernm ent archives, in  architectural revival styles, and in  popular 
reading. T h e  historians’ lag can partly be explain ed by the age 
of the writers, for w hile their interest in  and view  of history was 
form ed early in  life when the R om antic m ovem ent was at its 
peak, they were often past m iddle age when their m ajor works 
appeared, and by then their concepts were often dated. Perhaps 
there is a consistent pattern in  the lag  of historical scholarship. 
W ith  the com ing o f in tellectual currents like rationalism  in the 
eighteenth century, Rom anticism  in  the early nineteenth, real
ism in the m id-nineteenth, and relativism  in the early twentieth 
— history seemed to trail behind literature, art, philosophy, sci
ence, and possibly even behind the tem per of the pu blic  m ind.

Why They Wrote

H istory was prim arily a hobby in ante-bellum  Am erica, and 
by far the greatest num ber of historians were m otivated sim ply 
by a love o f the past, a desire to amuse themselves and occupy 
their hours of leisure. M en of leisure like the Brahm ins could 
afford to devote fu ll tim e to their hobby, and this was one reason 
for the pre-eminence o f their work. O ften  their interest in the 
past was whetted by a rich fam ily heritage and intensified by 
European travel. Jared Sparks explain ed that history had been 
an “ absorbing passion” since youth. Francis Parkm an, John 
L othrop  M otley, George T ickn or, and Charles Etienne Gayarré 
wrote of how  history, as a pleasant diversion, had been a great 
love and hobby at least since college days.7 A s Prescott e x 
plained:

7 Sparks to George Bancroft, December 26, 1825, cited in John Spencer Bas
sett, The Middle Group of American Historians (New York, 1917), p. 137. 
Prescott’s Journal, 1822, cited in George Ticknor, Life of William Hickling  
Prescott (Boston, 1863), p. 70. Parkman to F. P. Martin Brimmer, October 28, 
1886, quoted in Henry Dwight Sedgwick, Francis Parkman (Boston, 1904), p. 
328; Motley to W illiam  Amory, February 26, 1859, quoted in Oliver Wendell
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P u rsuin g the w ork in  this quite  leisurely  way, w ith ou t overexertion  
or fatigue, or any sense o f o b ligatio n  to com plete it in  any g iven  time,
I have foun d it a co n tin u al source o f  pleasure. It  has furnished food 
for m y m editations, has g iven  a d irection  and object to m y scattered 
reading, and supplied  m e w ith  regu lar occupation  for hours that 
w ou ld  otherw ise have filled  m e w ith  ennui.8

O ther men, less fortunate financially, could turn to w ritin g  
history only in  their spare time. “ I felt the necessity of some
thing, which, by occupying m y m ind, should relieve m e” from  
the tedium  of m y profession, explain ed  a historian-doctor.9 A n 
other declared that w ritin g  history had been “ one of the cher
ished projects o f his youth ,” and that “very early in  the period 
o f his professional life he began the task of collecting and 
arranging the m aterials,” w hich only now, durin g retirem ent, 
he was able to narrate.10 John G orham  Palfrey discovered in 
retirem ent that the subject w hich had “ been lon g a favorite 
occupation of my leisure”  w ould  be “ a suitable em ploym ent 
for w hat m ay rem ain in  my life .”  11 M any a book was “ the 
fru it o f days and nights stolen from  other pursuits,”  and m any 
historians explain ed that their w ork was w ritten “ whenever 
the author’s occupation in  life w ould  perm it his indulgence in 
any literary pursuit,”  or “ during those hours of leisure that 
could be found in  the intervals o f the regular practice of m edi
cine” or the duties of a clergym an.12
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Holmes, John Lothrop Motley: A Memoir (Boston, 1879), pp. 63-65; Anna 
Ticknor, Life, Letters, and Journals of George Ticknor (2 vols.; Boston, 1877), 
pp. 243-44; Charles Gayarré, Romance of the History of Louisiana (New 
York, 1848), pp. 9-10.

8 Prescott’s Diary, June 26, 1836, cited in G. Ticknor, Life of Prescott, p. 103.
“ Henry Reed Stiles, The History of Ancient Windsor, Connecticut . . . 

(New York, 1859), p. v.
“ John Van Lean McMahon, An Historical View of the Government of 

Maryland, From Its Colonization to the Present Day (Baltimore, 1831), pp. iii— 
iv.

11 John Gorham Palfrey, History of New England (5 vols.; Boston, 1859-90), 
I, x-xi.

u Henderson Yoakum, History of Texas from Its First Settlement in 1685 to 
Its Annexation to the United States in 1846 (2 vols.; New York, 1856), I, 3; 
John Leeds Bozman, A Sketch of the History of Maryland during the First 
Three Years after Its Settlement (Baltimore, 1811), p. v; Robert Breckinridge



T o  some hobbyists the process of w ritin g  history was, as 
W ashington Irvin g  suggested, a labor o f love w hich the author 
so relished that he hated to com plete his work. G eorge T ick n o r 
called his w ork “ a task I cannot find it in  m y heart to hurry, 
so agreeable it is to m e.” 13 A nother w riter declared: “ If the 
reader shall derive from  its perusal the same satisfaction w hich 
I have found in  its com pilation, I shall feel m yself abundantly 
rem unerated for this labor o f love.”  14

T o  other historians it was not so m uch the process of w ritin g 
as the rom ance o f the past itself that was exciting. T h e  devoted 
antiquarian  felt a warm  and m elancholy glow  in m using on an
tiq uity  and w andering in  graveyards. I t  was not the particular 
subject that m attered, these m en w ould say, but sim ply “ the 
love o f o lden tim e” gratified by dw elling on the past.15 “A ll 
antiquity is environed by some halo o f rom ance— by a m ystic 
ve il that greatly engages our curiosity.” 16 Y o u n g  m en went 
abroad to indulge a love of antiquity, or sometimes they first 
discovered a love of the past in the ruins found there. M otley, 
alone in  H olland, wrote of his delight in  ruins, tombs, old  
castles, and ancient art. “ T h e  dead m en o f the place are my 
intim ate friends,” he wrote. “ I am at home in  any cem etery.”  17
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McAfee, History of the Late War in the Western Country . . . (Lexington, 
Ky., 1816), p. iii; Samuel Prescott Hildreth, Pioneer History: Being An Ac
count of the First Examination of the Ohio Vatley, and the Early Settlement 
of the Northwest Territory (Cincinnati, 1848), p. iv; see also John Hill 
Wheeler, Historical Sketches of North Carolina, from 1584 to 1851 (2 vols.; 
Philadelphia, 1851), I, xvii; Clifford Kenyon Shipton, Isaiah Thomas, Printer, 
Patriot and Philanthropist, 1749-1831 (Rochester, 1948), pp. 74-80.

13 Cited in A. Ticknor, Life of George Ticknor, I, 244.
“ Alexander Young, Chronicles of the Pilgrim Fathers of the Colony of 

Plymouth from 1602 to 1625 (Boston, 1841), p. xi; see also, Hildreth, Pioneer 
History, p. iv.

15 John Hammond Trum bull, The Public Records of the Colony of Connect
icut, Prior to the Union with the New Haven Colony, May, 1665 . . .  (3 vols.; 
Hartford, 1850-59), I, iii.

16 David Hoffman, Chronicles Selected from the Originals of Cartaphilus, the 
Wandering Jew (3 vols.; London, 1853), I, v; see also Charles Colcock Jones, 
Monumental Remains of Georgia (Savannah, 1861), p. 7.

17 Motley to Oliver Wendell Holmes, November 20, 1853, cited in Holmes, 
John Lothrop Motley, p. 69; see also Chester Penn Higby and Bindford 
Toney Schantz, John Lothrop Motley (New York, 1939), p. xxiii.



A nother w riter told how  he “ loved to m editate am ong old 
tombs,” how  he “w ould  rather hold  converse w ith  old  books, 
and old epitaphs, and old  ruins, than w ith the liv in g .” 18 One 
author com piled five volum es o f graveyard epitaphs, explain in g 
that “ from  an early age, I have been in  the habit, as opportunity 
presented, of copying from  stones, erected to the m em ory of 
the dead.” H e believed that it w ould  “ afford religious gratifica
tion and advantage to every heart fraught w ith  Christian [sic] 
sensibility, to m editate am ong the tom bs.” 19

T o  others it was the love of a particular subject rather than 
w ritin g or antiquity  that gave to history its attractiveness. “I 
had not first m ade up  m y m ind to w rite a history, and then cast 
about to take u p  a subject,” wrote one scholar. “ M y subject had 
taken m e up, draw n m e on, and absorbed me into itself.” 20 
Francis Parkm an also came to history not because of fondness for 
the past or a literary life, but through fascination w ith  the colors 
and fragrance o f the western forest and the dram a of the con
quest o f a continent. “D elvin g  into  dusty books and papers,”  he 
said frankly, was “ a k ind  of w ork I detested.” 21 Prescott, too, 
though he loved writing, was m uch m ore interested in  the ex
citem ent o f the subject itself than in research. C h eerfu lly  he 
adm itted that m ere digging into  the past was som ething he 
“ destested— h u n tin g  up  latent, barren antiquities.”  22 M an y local 
historians, especially those o f religion, explain ed that it  was 
affection for the subject itself that led them to explore its back
ground and history, to “ dw ell lovingly upon her conflicts and 
trium phs, her sufferings and joys, her thoughts, words, and 

deeds.”  23

18 Philip Slaughter, A History of Bristol Parish, Virginia, with Genealogies 
of Families Connected Therewith, and Historical Illustrations (Richmond,
1846), p. X . _

“  Tim othy Alden, A Collection of American Epitaphs and Inscriptions with 
Occasional Notes (5 vols.; New York, 1814), I, 5-6.

20 Motley to W illiam  Amory, February 26, 1859, cited in Holmes, John 
Lothrop Motley, p. 63.

21 Parkman to F. P. Martin Brimmer, October 28, 1886, cited in Sedgwick, 
Francis Parkman, p. 330.

22 Cited in G. Ticknor, L ife of Prescott, p. 75.
23 Philip Schaff, History of the Apostolic Church: With a General Introduc

tion to Church History (New York, 1854), p. iii. See also Frank Lister Hawks,
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T h e  m an w ith  the avocation of history often cared little  for 
the product of his labor. “ I d on ’t care for the result,” wrote 
M otley; “ T h e  labor is in  itself its own rew ard and all I w ant.” 24 
M any writers began w ith  no thought of publication  and agreed 
to it reluctantly so that “ it m ight afford the reader h alf the 
pleasure I  had in its com pilation,”  or so that “ others may share” 
the delight the author found in  the subject.25 A fter he had 
com pleted his first m anuscript on Spain, Prescott hesitated long 
before allow ing it to be published. T h e  work, he explained, 
had been for his ow n amusement, not for the public. W hen 
finally persuaded to let it  go to press, he wrote again, “ I must 
confess that I feel some disquietude at the prospect o f com ing in 
fu ll bodily presence, as it were, before the public . . . .  W h en  
I saw m y name— harm onious H ick lin g  and all [in a prepubli
cation advertisement], it  gave me . . . quite a turn;— anything 
but agreeable.” 26

W hether historians were m otivated by a fondness for writing, 
a feeling for past time, or a particular subject, few m en in  pre- 
C iv il W ar A m erica turned to w ritin g history for profit, and 
most o f those w ho did so were disappointed. A lth ou gh  the 
public bought history books in  proportions w hich have not 
been equaled since, little  w ritin g of any kind  was profitable to 
Am erican authors of the early nineteenth century. T h e  book- 
buyin g public was small, prin tin g was expensive, and copyright 
laws were ineffective. A uthors seldom expected royalties, for

Contributions to the Ecclestiastical History of the United States of America 
(2 vols.; New York, 1836-39), I, ix; John Leeds Bozman, A Sketch of the His
tory of Maryland, p. 349; Lorenzo Sabine, The American Loyalists . . . (Bos
ton, 1847), p. 372; W illiam Leete Stone, Life of Joseph Brant . . .  (2 vols.; 
New York, 1838), I, xix.

24 Motley to Oliver Wendell Holmes, November 20, 1853, cited in Holmes, 
John Lothrop Motley, p. 70.

25 Yoakum, History of Texas, I, 3; McMahon, Historical View of Maryland, 
p. iv; see also W illiam  Henry Prescott, The Diplomatic History of the A d
ministrations of Washington and Adams, 1789-1801 (Boston, 1857), p. viii; 
Alexander Young, Chronicles of the Pilgrim Fathers of the Colony of Ply
mouth, from 1602 to 1625 (Boston, 1841), p. xi; George Ticknor, History of 
Spanish Literature (3 vols.; New York, 1849), I, x.

20 Prescott to Tick nor, April 11, 1837, cited in G. Ticknor, L ife of Prescott, 
p. 105.
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w ritin g was generally considered the polite occupation of a 
gentleman.

T h a t few m en could have been w ritin g for profit seems evi
dent from the small royalties w hich even the most successful 
historians realized. I f  such m en as Irving, Bancroft, Prescott, and 
Sparks, w ith  the most popular subjects, could not m ake a living 
at w riting history, the ordinary hobbyist could not hope to 
acquire m uch profit. T h e  greatest single incom e from history 
royalties was probably that o f W ashington Irving. In cludin g 
such works as the K nickerbocker history of N ew  Y ork w hich is 
semifictional, and T h e  Legend from  the Alham bra  w hich is 
largely travel, his total incom e from w ritin g  history was probably 
about $100,000. D istributed  over the fifty years from 1809 to
1859, during w hich his twelve volum es of history appeared, Irv
in g ’s total incom e from  the subject was about $2,000 a year.27

George B ancroft’s royalties varied from  a peak of about $4,250 
in 1841 to $1,448 in 1865.28 Bancroft reported that he had actu
ally spent $100,000 on collecting and w ritin g his history, and 
i f  he averaged $2,500 a year in  profits, it  w ou ld  have taken 
forty years to pay his actual costs.29 Jared Sparks, an experienced 
editor w ith  an eye to profits, earned about $75,000 during a 
lifetim e of publishing m ore than sixty volum es, chiefly from 
editing the twenty-five-volume Library of Am erican Biography 
in  a m anner that was, to say the least, shrewd.30 Prescott’s incom e 
from history was probably about $60,000, and from  this he paid 
secretaries and European copyists, in  addition to the cost of 
the library he was forced to purchase. L ike m any of the gentle- 
man-authors, he expected financial loss, observing that “ lucre is

27 Pierre Munroe Irving, The L ife and Letters of Washington Irving (4 vols.;
New York, 1864), IV, 410-11; Stanley Thomas Williams, The Life of Wash
ington Irving (2 vols.; New York, 1935)> 33® and passim; Bassett, Middle
Group of American Historians, pp. 313-14· These figures, like the following 
ones, are estimates at best.

28 Russel B. Nye, George Bancroft: Brahmin Rebel (New York, 1944), pp. 
181, 227.

20 Michael Kraus, The Writing of American History (Norman, Okla., 1953), 
p. 122. Bancroft’s profits are estimated at $2,500 a year in Donald E. Emer
son, Richard Hildreth (Baltimore, 1947), p. 143.

30 Bassett, Middle Group of American Historians, pp. 308-12.
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not my object.” 31 M arshall received about $20,000 from  his 
life of W ashington; H ild reth  m ade less than $5,000 on his m as
sive volum es; and Parkm an received no royalties on his w ork 
until after the C iv il W ar.32 T h e  journalist James Parton, called 
by his biographer the first A m erican to m ake a liv in g  entirely 
by w riting, earned about $2,000 on each o f his three popular 
histories w hich appeared before i860.33

T o  the great body of part-time antiquarians— the hundreds of 
retired clergym en and lawyers who becam e local chroniclers—  
profit was no object at all. T h e  most popular of the scholarly 
state histories, that o f Jerem y Belknap, cost the author so dearly 
that he was forced to delay publication  of the last volum e for 
eight years.34 Local histories and local biographies had to be 
subsidized by the town, state, or local historical society, or else 
were published by the author as a service.

A lth ou gh  spectacular royalties d id  not m aterialize and the 
profit m otive could only have applied to a few, such an incentive 
at least helped produce some of the most popular volumes. 
Authors like Bancroft, Sparks, Irving, and M arshall undoubtedly 
kept an eye to profit, and even if they were generally disap
pointed, a sm all incom e from  their avocation helped reconcile 
them to spending the time on it.35 Journalists, printers, and 
literary adventurers like Parton, H eadley, A bbott, Lossing, and 
Bulfinch eagerly sought the modest royalties available in his
torical publishing. W h ile  few in  num ber, these m en produced 
num erous exotic historical studies, popular surveys o f relig ion

31 Prescott to Ticknor, December 29, 1835, cited in G. Ticknor, Life of 
Prescott, pp. 107, 105. Prescott sold approximately 60,000 copies of his works 
at a profit of about one dollar a copy. See Bassett, Middle Group of American 
Historians, pp. 312-13; Harry Thurston Pack, William Hickling Prescott 
(New York, 1905), p. 95.

32 Albert Jeremiah Beveridge, The Life of John Marshall (4 vols.; Boston, 
1919), III, 226, 251; Emerson, Richard Hildreth, pp. 143; Charles Haight 
Farnham, A Life of Francis Parkman (Boston, 1901), p. 189.

33 Milton Embick Flower, James Parton: The Father of Modern Biography 
(Durham, N.C., 1951), pp. 4, 33·

34 Bassett, Middle Group of American Historians, pp. 306-7.
35 See ibid., pp. 303-14; Nye, George Bancroft, pp. 121, 227; Williams, Life  

of Washington Irving (2 vols.; New York, 1935), II, 338 and passim; Beveridge, 
Life of Marshall, III, 223-25.
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and of battles, and popular biographies. E ven for the most 
mercenary, however, it  took a genuine love of history to turn 
m en to the past.

A nother m otive, perhaps deeper than pleasure or profit, that 
caused m en to w rite history was a sense of service, a sincere 
conviction of the duty of m an to utilize his tim e and talents in  
activity beneficial to m ankind. W ritin g  history was a service to 
the com m untiy that w ould  educate and u p lift the masses, rescue 
the w orthy from  oblivion , m em orialize a beloved town or state, 
and m ake a contribution  as literature to A m erican culture. 
L ike the ideals w hich R om an tic educators inculcated in history 
textbooks, this concept o f service was really m ore V ictorian  
than R om antic. Perhaps this attitude stemmed from a P uritan 
heritage, perhaps it was noblesse oblige, b u t certainly it was 
genuine and pow erful. In  the tw entieth century m en are often 
suspicious of elevated motives. T o  m any historians of ante-bellum  
Am erica, however, it was far m ore than hypocrisy or desire for 
acclaim  that led them  to express their eagerness to serve, and 
far m ore than self-seeking that led them to the past. A lb ert 
James Pickett, an A lab am a planter-historian, analyzed his rea
sons for w ritin g  history:

A b o u t four years since, fee lin g  im pressed w ith  the fact that it  was the 
duty o f every m an to m ake him self, in  some w ay, useful to his race, I 
looked aroun d in  search o f some object, in  the p ursuit o f w hich I 
could benefit m y fellow -citizens; for a lth ou gh m uch interested in  a gri
culture, that did n ot occupy one-fourth  o f  m y time. H a vin g  no taste 
for politics, and n ever h avin g studied a profession, I determ ined to 
w rite a H istory.38

O ne w riter declared that he wrote “ for the pleasure of con
tributing his m ite to the service of the com m unity” ; another in 
sisted that “P u b lic  Utility  has been the predom inant object o f 
m y labour.” 37 M en really believed, in the nineteenth century, 
that “ m an subserves the purpose o f m oral existence, when he

36 Albert James Pickett, History of Alabama, and Incidentally of Georgia 
and Mississippi, from the Earliest Period (Sheffield, Ala., 1851), p. 10.

37 Benjamin Trum bull, A Complete History o f  Connecticut . . .  to the 
Year 1764 (2 vols.; New Haven, 1818), I, 5. Humphrey Marshall, The History 
of Kentucky (2 vols.; Frankfort, 1824), I, iii.
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does w hat is a real benefit to his C ou n try”— and w ritin g  history 
was such a subservice of existence.38 T h e  Brahm in historians 
were particu larly  aware o f their obligations in  this respect. 
M ercy Otis W arren explained  that she had devoted herself to 
history in  order “ to im prove the leisure that Providence has 
len t” ; Parkm an expressed a sim ilar sentim ent.39 Prescott ex
plained his search for an occupation:

A  person in  o u r coun try  w ho takes little  interest in  p olitics or in  
m akin g m oney— o u r staples, you  kn ow — w ill be throw n  p retty  m uch 
on  his ow n resources, and i f  he is n o t fo n d  o f books he m ay as w ell 
go h an g him self, for as to a class o f  idle gentlem en, there is no 
such th in g  here.40

Such an attitude drove historians to continue their labors long 
after w riting had ceased to be a pleasure. M an m ust w ork hard 
to be useful, m ust utilize a ll his talents, m ust force him self on 
w hen he w ould  prefer to rest. “ I held  that the true aim  of life 
was not happiness b u t achievem ent,” wrote Parkm an.41 W hen 
Prescott lapsed into idleness or fell behind schedule he im posed 
fines upon himself, am ounting to as m uch as $1,000 a year, w hich 
he contributed to charity.42 “ T h e  end of bein g was best an
swered,” he believed, “ by a life  o f active usefulness, and not by 
one of abstract contem plation, or selfish indulgence, or passive 
fortitude.” 43

A m erican historians of this period, then, m ay be classified

38 W illiam Durken Williamson, T he History of the State of Maine; From 
its First Discovery, A.D. 1602 to the Separation, A.D. 1820, Inclusive (2 vols.; 
Hallowell, Me., 1839), I, iv. See also Sabine, American Loyalists, p. iv; Samuel 
Green Arnold, The L ife of Patrick Henry of Virginia (Auburn, N.Y., 1854), p. 
14.

39 Mercy Otis Warren, History of the Rise, Progress and Termination of the 
American Revolution . . .  (3 vols.; Boston, 1805), I, iii. Parkman to F. P. 
Martin Brimmer, October 28, 1886, cited in Sedgwick, Francis Parkman, 
pp. 329-35.

"Prescott to Nicolaus Heinrich Julius, May 20, 1839, Roger Wolcott, ed., 
The Correspondence of William Hickling Prescott, 1833-1847 (Boston, 1925), 
pp. 71-72.

41 Parkman to F. P. Martin Brimmer, October 28, 1886, cited in Sedgwick, 
Francis Parkman, p. 329.

“ Ticknor, Life of Prescott, pp. 135-37.
“ W illiam Hickling Prescott, Biographical and Critical Miscellanies (Phil

adelphia, 1865), p. 93.



into three or four distinct types w ith  different interests. First of 
all there were the gentlem en o f leisure. A blest o f the historians 
and fairly numerous, they were m en of inherited w ealth  or 
were retired from  a successful career. T h e y  were lik ely  to be 
from Boston, or at any rate from  one of the older eastern states. 
H ighly educated, w ith  a degree from a classical college, they 
undertook am bitious subjects to amuse themselves and to serve 
the public. Perhaps they chose an exotic subject such as Spain or 
Peru, perhaps a history o f A m erica or some broad, cu ltural topic. 
T h e ir  works com bined art and scholarship, for they were in 
terested in history in its grandest sense, as art and truth.

A  sim ilar group of historians were the lawyers, doctors, and 
clergym en w ho throughout their lifetim es had turned to collect
ing historical m aterials and w ho in  their retirem ent, devoted 
themselves to com piling a single grand opus. T h ey, too, were 
prom inent citizens, h igh ly  educated, often from  N ew  E nglan d or 
the East. N um erically they were the largest group of historians, 
but they were modest in aims and accomplishments. Alm ost 
invariably they were interested in  a local subject— the history of 
their native town or state or the biography of a local m an of 
eminence. T h e ir  volum es were generally com pilations of m yriad 
facts, evincing laborious scholarship but little philosophy or art.

A  few professional journalists, printers, and novelists also 
turned to history to find an exciting  story, to m eet the pu blic  de
m and for a short and dram atic, simple and inform ative narra
tive. M en of little  education, perhaps from  N ew  York, they were 
younger, few in  num ber, but prolific in works and in sales. B i
ography was their favorite topic, for that is w hat the public 
wanted to buy, though sometimes they w ould  bring out a history 
of religion, an episode from  the R evolution , or a tale o f exotic 
peoples. T h e y  did not pretend to scholarship; they sought chiefly 
to popularize w hat others had done, and their art was the art of 
journalism .

Finally, there were the patient professional archivists, editors, 
and collectors. T h e y  were the smallest group, and least em inent 
in  society, education, and ability. A  few, such as professional 
publishers, undertook these com pilations for profit; some were
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salaried state employees; all, however, were devoted antiquarians 
w ho looked upon their projects as labors of love and service.

In all A m erica not a book was w ritten to earn a m an a degree, 
and scarcely one was w ritten to earn its author professional 
recognition. Perhaps the distinguishing characteristic o f histor
ians was their internal m otivation. A s the historians of that 
generation were different from  their professional progeny, the 
kind of history they produced was different also.
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The Subject M atter o f  History

T h e  fashion for various fields o f history changes. In  1957 
the school board of H ouston, T exas, revised its social 

studies curriculum , elim in ating w orld history and striking all 
m ention of the U n ited  N ations. T h e  board substituted one year 
of H ouston history, two years o f T exas history, and two years of 
A m erican history “ w ith emphasis on the Southwest.” Am ericans 
in  the nineteenth century preferred somewhat different fields.

H istory presented such an unexplored  panoram a at the be
g innin g o f the nineteenth century that choosing the correct 
subject seemed especially im portant. Later historians m oved 
m ethodically into  w hat “ needed to be done,” but m en of the 
R om antic era d id  not take the subject so m uch for granted. 
Schoolmasters argued endlessly w hether “ universal,” ancient, 
or Am erican history best presented the lessons o f the past. A u 
thors agonized over possible topics before they began to write. 
Reviewers debated angrily w hich author had been most felicitous 
in choice of subject.1

Since m en thought of history as story, the historian’s d uty was 
to select a subject that served as a narrative tale, unified and

1 See reviews in Atlantic Monthly, III (January, 1859), 122; Living Age, 
X X IV  (February, 1850), 202; Christian Examiner, X X X  (July, 1841), 310
12; Christian Examiner, X X IV  (March, 1838), 99; North American Review, 
XC (January, i860), 23.



com plete. Charles W . B otta decided to w rite a history of the 
Am erican R evolu tion  after listening to a discussion in  a Paris 
salon about the most appropriate topic for an epic poem. If 
the R evolu tion  was the grandest theme for a poem, he reasoned, 
it was certainly the grandest for a history. Sometimes writers 
decided upon subjects for their inherent drama, claim ing that 
their choice included “ all that is w ild  and w onderful in  history 
. . .  so m uch that is strange and rom antic.” 2 O ther times they 
em phasized significance, a topic w hich “ changed the direction of 
history,” or the one w hich “ shaped the m odern w orld .” 3 A t 
still other times the sk illfu l w riter justified his choice by arguing 
its relevance to the d aily  life o f his readers, guaranteeing that 
D utch  independence, Spanish expansion, or A ustrian  feudalism  
were intim ately “ bound up  w ith  the everyday affairs” o f con
tem porary Am ericans.4

Critics, especially, assumed that the historian chose his topic 
in  m uch the same way that an artist selected the subject for his 
painting, deliberately m atching it to his personality, literary 
style, ideas, and purpose. Just as the color, line, and feeling of 
T it ia n  were suited to sensuous nudes, so the style, philosophy, 
and feeling of B ancroft were suited to depicting the glory of the 
U nited  States. G ainsborough should not paint nudes, and Pres
cott should not w rite about Puritans. “ T h e  first indication  of the 
degree to w hich the historian possesses the power o f judgm ent 
is to be seen in  his choice of subject.” K eep in g in  m ind the 
theme he wished to develop, his stylistic abilities, his taste, ideas,

2 John Stevens Cabot Abbott, The Empire of Austria (New York, 1859), p. v; 
also Humphrey Marshall, The History of Kentucky (2 vols.; Frankfort, 1811), 
I, viii.

3 Samuel Green Arnold, History of the State of Rhode Island . . .  (2 vols.; 
New York, 1859), I, v; James Parton, Life of Andrew Jackson (3 vols.; New 
York, 1820), I, vi; Samuel Eliot, History of Liberty (4 vols.; Boston, 1853), I, 
v; John Lothrop Motley, The Rise of the Dutch Republic (3 vols.; New York,
1856), I, iii-v.

1 Motley, Dutch Republic, I, v; Prescott’s Journal, 1825, cited in George 
Ticknor, Life of William Hickling Prescott (Boston, 1863), p. 72; Abbott, Em
pire of Austria, p. vi; Benjamin Trum bull, A Complete History of Connect
icut . . .  to the Year 1764 (2 vols.; New Haven, 1818), I, v.
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and em otional attachments, he should “ choose his subject, so as 
to do most justice to his ow n abilities.” 5 Critics declared that an 
artist like Francis Parkm an, w ith  his style “redolent w ith forest 
fragrance,” had to w rite about the A m erican frontier; that W il
liam  H. Prescott’s dram atic style was ideally suited to “ m em orials 
o f vanished greatness” o f the Incas and Aztecs; and that George 
B ancroft’s sweeping style suited him  to the epic of A m erica’s 
grow th.6 Later historians could hardly quarrel w ith  the theory, 
but few were so conscious of pu ttin g  it to practice.

T h e  fo llow ing table indicates the areas of history to which 
schoolboys were most exposed, in  w hich writers were most pro
ductive, and to w hich the reading public was most responsive.
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POPULARITY OF VARIOUS FIELDS 7

Field
Percentage of 

Textbooks

Percentage of 
Works by 145 

Leading 
Writers

Percentage of 
Most Popular 

Books

United States
General 25 13 22
Regional 2 10 4
State 3 13 4
Local 0 5 2

Western civilization
General 25 5 6
Ancient 26 1 4
Medieval 1 1 11
Since 1500 12 4 24

Non-Western 0 13 3
Biography 2 26 17
Religion 3 8 2

6 John Hill, “ An Essay upon the Principles of Historical Composition,” Port
folio, IX  (April, 1820), 347; also, review, Philadelphia Museum, X X X V I (Au
gust, 1839), 454.

“ Reviews, Living Age, X X X I (October, 1851), 138; North American Review, 
L X X X V III (April, 1859), 463; North American Review, X L  (January, 1835), 
100.

7 This is based on the 439 textbooks, 625 works by leading historians, and 
147 best sellers discussed above. Multivolume studies are counted as a single 
work.
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U nited States History

U nited  States history com prised only about one-third of A m er
ican general interest in the past, probably a sm aller propor
tion than it does today. Stim ulated by the nationalism  follow ing 
the R evolution, interest in  A m erican history developed earliest 
am ong the historians themselves, w ho were anxious to know and 
proclaim  the historic mission of Am erica. T h e  reading public, 
perhaps d utifu lly  at first, seized upon the first accounts because 
they were new and flattering. T h e  historians who endeavored to 
write about the vast and undeveloped subject o f the new coun
try were few in num ber, considerably fewer than those who wrote 
about a local subject, b u t they were an able and am bitious 
group. T h e  five best general histories— w ritten by A b ie l Holmes, 
D avid Ram say, G eorge Bancroft, R ichard  H ildreth, and George 
T u ck er— were all serious m ultivolum e works, based on some 
degree of original scholarship and occupying a large portion of 
the author’s life .8 T h ere  were, o f course, m any less am bitious 
works on general A m erican history, notably the histories of the 
R evolution  by Ram say, M ercy Otis W arren, T im o th y  Pitkin, 
and Benson John Lossing.9 E xcept for the R evolution , however, 
early nineteenth-century historians generally avoided m ono
graphic studies of periods, issues, or institutions, for these were

8 Abiel Holmes, The Annals of America, From the Discovery by Columbus 
in the Year 1492, to the Year 1826 (2 vols.; Cambridge, Mass., 1805); David 
Ramsay, History of the United States From Their First Settlement as English 
Colonies in 1607, to the Year 1808 . . .  (3 vols.; Philadelphia, 1816-17); George 
Bancroft, History of the United States of America From the Discovery of the 
Continent to 1789 (10 vols.; Boston, 1834-75); Richard Hildreth, The History 
of the United States of America (6 vols.; New York, 1856); George Tucker, 
The History of the United States, From their Colonization to 1841 (4 vols.; 
Philadelphia, 1856-57). For a discussion of these works, see Michael Kraus, 
The Writing of American History (Norman, Okla., 1953); and John Spencer 
Bassett, T he Middle Group of American Historians (New York, 1917).

e David Ramsay, The History of the American Revolution (2 vols.; London, 
1793); Mercy Otis Warren, History of the Rise, Progress and Termination of 
the American Revolution . . .  (3 vols.; Boston, 1805); Tim othy Pitkin, A 
Political and Civil History of the United States of America From the Year 
ι η 6 to the Close of the Administration of President Washington, . . . (2 
vols.; New Haven, 1828); Benson John Lossing, The Pictorial Field-Book of 
the Revolution (2 vols.; New York, 1851-52).



incom plete and unsatisfying subjects. Instead, if  they had to re
strict themselves, they usually dealt w ith  biography or w ith  a com
plete story o f some particular locality.

A  m uch larger num ber of historians were attracted to regional, 
state, and local history. T h e  m ore localized, the greater was the 
interest; indeed, the historians’ pre-Civil W ar concern w ith  local 
history has never since been equaled. A s is often the case, how
ever, the more geographically lim ited the interest o f historians 
were, the m ore m odest their accomplishments. W h ile  Am erican 
history was characterized by a few im portant works, regional and 
state history was characterized by a reasonable num ber of m oder
ately good works, and town history by a large mass of generally 
poor histories.

T h e  five-volume History of New  England  by John Gorham  
Palfrey was the most am bitious and fam ous of the regional 
works.10 A b le  works on the M ississippi V alley  by T im o th y  Flint, 
H enry H owe, and John W esley M onette also appeared.11 By
i860, every one of the origin al states and m any of the new west
ern ones boasted long, thorough volum es about their past, but 
they were more likely  to be am ateurish com pilations than the 
flowing narratives com m only associated w ith R om antic histo
rians. A m on g the best were the volum es of Jeremy Belknap, John 
D aly Burk, D avid  Ram say, B en jam in T ru m b u ll, and Charles 
Etienne G ayarré.12 T h e  vast num ber of town chronicles were

10 (Boston, 1850-90).
11 Tim othy Flint, The History and Geography of the Mississippi Valley (2 

vols.; Boston, 1833); Henry Howe, Historical Collections of the Great West 
. . .  (2 vols.; Cincinnati, 1852); John Wesley Monette, History of the Discovery 
and Settlement of the Valley of the Mississippi . . .  (2 vols.; New York, 1846).

12 Typical, and among the best state histories before i860 were: Thomas 
Hutchinson, The History of the Colony and Province of Massachusetts Bay 
(3 vols.; London, 1764-1828); Alexander Hewat, An Historical Account of the 

Rise and Progress of the Colonies of South Carolina and Georgia . . .  (2 
vols.; London, 1779); Jeremy Belknap, The History of New Hampshire (3 
vols.; Philadelphia and Boston, 1784-92); Robert Proud, The History of 
Pennsylvania . . .  (2 vols.; Philadelphia, 1797-98); John Daly Burk, The His
tory of Virginia, From Its First Settlement to the Present Day (4 vols.; Peters
burg, Va., 1804-8); David Ramsay, The History of South Carolina From Its 
First Settlement in ι6ηο to the Year 1808 (2 vols.; Charleston, 1809); John 
Leeds Bozman, A Sketch of the History of Maryland during the First Three
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generally detailed, h ighly factual, liberally sprinkled w ith  geneal
ogy, and frequently 700 pages or m ore in  length.13 N ew  E ngland 
produced the best and most num erous o f these chronicles; the 
South tended to excel in  state histories, and the W est boasted the 
best regional ones.

T h e  schools lagged behind the public in  concern for Am erican 
history. R ath er than the subject evolving easily from  the old clas
sical curriculum , it entered the classroom as a result o f the 
demands o f statesmen, legislators, and the press. N ot until the 
establishm ent o f pu b lic  schools in  the 1820’s, did A m erican his
tory begin to assume an im portant place. Six states required  by 
law  that A m erican history be taught in  the public schools, w hile 
ancient history, w hich was far m ore popular in the private 
academies, was not required  by a single one. T h e  teaching of 
A m erican history seemed to be an ideal way of inspiring patri
otism and good citizenship, practical results o f education that the 
public believed it could justifiably expect from the public schools.

T h e  first textbook of A m erican history was the long-anony
mous Introduction to the History of Am erica  w ritten by John 
M cCulloch, a P hiladelphia  publisher, in  1778.14 D u rin g  the next 
thirty years only four other texts appeared, b u t a deluge began

Years After Its Settlement (Baltimore, 1811); Benjamin Trum bull, A Complete 
History of Connecticut . . . to the Year 1764 (2 vols.; New Haven, 1818); John 
Haywood, The Civil and Political History of the State of Tennessee (Knox
ville, 1823); Humphrey Marshall, The History of Kentucky (2 vols.; Frankfort, 
1824); W illiam D. Williamson, The History of the State of Maine . . . (Hal
lowell, Me., 1839); W illiam  Bacon Stevens, A History of Georgia (2 vols.; New 
York, 1847-59); Charles Etienne Gayarré, Louisiana: Its Colonial History and 
Romance (3 vols.; New York, 1851-54); Henderson Yoakum, History of 
Texas from Its First Settlement in 1685 to Its Annexation to the United 
States in 1846 (2 vols.; New York, 1856); Francis Lister Hawks, History of 
North Carolina . . .  (2 vols.; Fayetteville, N.C., 1857-58); Edward Duffield 
Neill, The History of Minnesota . . . (Philadelphia, 1858); Samuel Green 
Arnold, History of the State of Rhode Island and Providence Plantations (2 
vols.; New York, 1859).

13 Typical of these histories were W illiam  Read Staples, Annals of the 
Town of Providence (Providence, R.I., 1843); Henry R . Stiles. The History 
of Ancient Windsor, Connecticut . . . (New York, 1859); Daniel Pierce 
Thompson, History of the Town of Montpelier . . . (Montpelier, Vt., i860).

14 See Alice W inifred Spieseke, The First Textbooks in American History 
and Their Compiler John McCulloch (New York, 1938).



in the 1820’s. O u t of the m ore than one hundred A m erican his
tories that appeared there were about eight w hich set the pattern 
and largely dom inated the schools. T h e  most prom inent author 
was Samuel G risw old G oodrich, w ho wrote under the nam e of 
Peter Parley. A  professional textbook author on every conceiva
ble subject, he claim ed to have w ritten 170 volum es, w hich sold 
7,000,000 copies. T h e  most popular of his books was A Pictorial 
History of the U nited States . . . .  G oodrich ’s chief com petitor 
m ay have been his brother, Charles Augustus Goodrich, who 
gave up the profession o f clergym an to devote his fu ll tim e to 
w ritin g and revising children ’s texts. Em m a H art W illard , a 
crusader for fem ale education, was said to have sold a m illion  
copies of her textbooks, o f w hich her History of the U nited States 
. . . was the most successful. A lm ost as popular were the books 
of John Frost, M arcius W illson, Jesse O lney, Salm a H ale, and 
W illiam  Grim shaw. O f these eight most prom inent authors, all 
but Grim shaw, an Irishm an w ho m igrated to Pennsylvania, were 
from N ew  England; the region most conscious of education and 
tradition led the way in  the study of A m erican history. Seldom 
professional educators, the textbook authors were m en of the 
w orld  who found this k in d  of w ritin g needed and profitable. O f 
the eight, five were at some tim e pu blic  officeholders; however, 
w ith the exception o f Mrs. W illard , a school principal, all 
dropped their form er professions to devote fu ll tim e to textbook 
w ritin g.15

T h e  study of U n ited  States history was concentrated at the 
prim ary level in  the schools, w hile ancient and w orld history

15 Samuel Griswold Goodrich, A Pictorial History of the United States . . . 
(Philadelphia, 1845); Charles Augustus Goodrich, History of the United 
States of America (Hartford 1823); Emma Hart W illard, History of the United 
States . . . (New York, 1828); John Frost, T he Pictorial History of the 
United States . . . (Philadelphia, 1843); Marcius Willson, American History 
. . . (New York, 1847); Jesse Olney, A History of the United States for the 
Use of Academies (New Haven, 1851); Salma Hale, History of the United 
States . . . (New York, 1825); W illiam  Grimshaw, History of the United 
States . . . (Philadelphia, 1822). See Clifton Johnson, Old Time Schools and 
School Books (New York, 1904), p. 372 and passim; Alfred Goldberg, “ School 
Histories of the Middle Period,” Eric Frederick Goldman, ed., Historiography 
and Urbanization, Essays in Honor of W. Stull Holt (Baltimore, 1941 ), pp· 
171-88.
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appeared most often in  the upper levels. In  part this stemmed 
from the greater pu b lic  control over the low er grades, and in 
part from  the assum ption that A m erican history was less a diffi
cult subject requ irin g m ature th in king than an easy subject re
quirin g m alleable em otions.16

T h ere  was little  state or regional history in  the schools in 
spite of the intense regional feelin g and the interest o f historians 
and readers in the subject. O n ly  seventeen textbooks appeared 
(seven on N ew  England, one on the South, three on South C aro
lina, three on N ew  York, two on Verm ont, and one on N ew  
H am pshire), and all were apparently published from a sense of 
service rather than for expected profits. T h e  subject o f local his
tory was never really  popular in  the schools despite state loyalty 
and even state law s.17 T h e  secessionist-minded South seemed 
particularly uninterested in  its distinctiveness as a region, both 
in studying its history in school and in  w ritin g  about it.

Universal History

U niversal history, the term for both w orld  history and western 
civilization in the early nineteenth century, was generally a sub
ject for schoolboys, European philosophers, and A m erican jo u r
nalists who wrote articles b u t did not have time to w rite a book. 
T h e  only significant A m erican contribution in  the area was 
D avid  Ram say’s twelve-volum e Universal History Am ericanized  
. . . , an uninteresting sum m ary of facts com piled in  the m anner 
of the eighteenth-century encyclopedists, w hich was little  noticed 
excepted for its b u lk .18 In  Europe, universal history generally 
m eant theories about the stages of civilizations, usually w ritten 
by philosophers rather than historians. H undreds of works 
poured fourth, particu larly  from  G erm any and France, includ
ing m ajor ones by such im portant thinkers as K arl von Schlegel,

19Agnew O. Roorbach, The Development of the Social Studies in American 
Secondary Education Before 1861 (Philadelphia, 1937), pp. 103, 144.

17 Ibid., pp. 246-78.
“ David Ramsay, Universal History Americanized; or, An Historical View 

of the World From the Earliest Records to the Year 1808 (12 vols.; Phila
delphia, 1819).
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G eorg W . F. H egel, Johann G ottfried  Fichte, Charles C. F. 
Krause, V ictor Cousin, T h eod ore Jouffroy, Edgar Q uinet, Fran
çois Laurent, and A uguste Com te. M any of these studies were 
widely read and even m ore w idely discussed in  Am erica.

A lth ou gh  these theories rem ained foreign to the concerns of 
Am erican historians, dilettantes delighted in  sw eeping explan a
tions of m an’s experience on the planet. Am erican m agazine edi
tors deluged their readers w ith summaries and commentaries 
about the European philosopher-historians, and orators referred 
glib ly  to the cycles, stages, streams, and directions of history 
w hich they gleaned from  others or invented for themselves. It 
was an age of historical theorizing. A pproxim ately  one-third of 
the historical articles from  1800 to i860 indexed in P oole’s Index  
to Periodical Literature  dealt w ith this m élange of philosophy 
and universal history. Significantly, most of the authors o f these 
articles were notably undistinguished, and almost none were his
torians. A lth ou gh  A m erican philosophers like R alp h  W aldo 
Emerson and historians like B ancroft and Prescott wrote exten
sively about historical theory, their concern was not w ith  ex
plain in g universal history b u t w ith the methods, the appropri
ate interpretive themes, and the purpose of historical w ritin g.19

W orld  history also had an im portant place in  the schools. T h e  
first texts that appeared were in  the eighteenth-century classical 
tradition, em phasizing philosophy and G reek and R om an an
tiquities m ore than history. G radually, w orld history gained in
dependence from  the classics and began to be studied for its own 
sake, for it had lessons to teach and morals to im part. W orld  his
tory, said a textbook author, was “ a source of practical wisdom 
to legislators and rulers, and of profitable reflection to private 
persons.” 20 T h e  rise and fa ll o f nations possessed dram atic 
grandeur, and details o f the history of obscure nations served a

“ Ralph Waldo Emerson, “ History,” The Essays of Ralph Waldo Emerson 
(Modern Library edition, New York, 1944; originally published 1841); 
George Bancroft, Literary and Historical Miscellanies (New York, 1855); 
W illiam Hickling Prescott, Biographical Miscellanies (New York, 1865).

20 Royal Robbins, Outlines of Ancient and Modern History on a New 
Plan (Hartford, 1839), p. 7.
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passion for the exotic. By i860, at least 113 textbooks of w orld 
history were in use in the U nited  States. T h e  subject was fairly 
evenly distributed at different grade levels and in the colleges.

T h e  m aterial covered in  w orld history courses was sim ilar to 
that studied in  schools today. T h e  fo llow in g table shows the 
average am ount of space devoted to different periods by seven of 
the most w idely used w orld  history textbooks before i860 com 
pared w ith four of the most popular m odern texts:

SUBJECTS COVERED IN WORLD HISTORY TEXTBOOKS 21

Percentage of 
Space in 

Textbooks, 
1800-1860

Percentage of 
Space in 
Modern 

Textbooks

Pre-Greek 9 11
Greece and Rome 26 22
476-1400 15 26
1400-1800 34 26
United States 10 3
Non-Western 5 12

T h e  relatively  m inor differences indicate that the texts o f the 
early nineteenth century tended to emphasize the classical, the 
Am erican, and the m odern periods; by present standards they 
som ewhat de-emphasized the pre-Greek, the m edieval, and the 
non-European aspects o f history. O n  the one hand writers were 
doubtless influenced by the prevailin g  emphasis on the classics, 
and on the other hand they were influenced by the R om an tic 
desire to delve into exotic topics as only universal history could 
do. T h e  emphasis on A m erican history reflected the all-pervad-

21 Early nineteenth-century texts by John Frost (1848), Samuel G. Goodrich 
(1837), Royal Robbins (1839), Alexander Frazer Tytler (1825), Emma W illard 
(1858), Samuel W helpley (1808), and Joseph Emerson Worcester (1840). 
Texts in use today: Carleton J. H. Hayes et al., World History (New York, 
1950); Frederick C. Lane et al., The World’s History (New York, 1950); 
Arthur E. R. Boak et al., World History (New York, 1947); W alter Wallbank 
and Alstair M. Taylor, Civilization Past and Present (Chicago, 1952); Crane 
Brinton et al., A History of Civilization (2 vols.; Englewood Cliffs, N.J., 1967). 
Percentages of all books are based only on material covering the years to
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ing nationalism  of the period, for the in fan t country seemed rela
tively m ore im portant to A m erican educators in  the early 
nineteenth century than it seemed to educators a century later.

N o w orld history textbook stood significantly above its com
petitors. Some of the m ore successful authors like Em m a W illard , 
Samuel G risw old Goodrich, and John Frost were professionals, 
better know n for their A m erican history texts; A lexan der Frazer 
T ytler, w ho wrote under the name of Lord  W oodleehouse, was 
a w idely used English author; R oyal R obbins and Sam uel W hel- 
pley were N ew  E n glan d preachers whose college-level texts 
stressed a theological point o f view; Joseph Em erson W orcester 
was a N ew  E nglan d teacher w ho sold over 100,000 copies of his 
elem entary text by i860.

A n cien t, M edieval, and M odern History

T h e  subject w hich received w hat m odern readers w ould  con
sider most extraordinary emphasis in  the early nineteenth cen
tury was ancient history, the ages o f Greece and Rom e. A ppre
ciation of the classical w orld  was old, o f course, having gradually 
increased almost w ithout interruption  from  the tim e of the R en 
aissance. Early-nineteenth-century historians m ade a great con
tribution by adding to this an appreciation of other periods; 
but they never rebelled  against the classical w orld. For A m eri
can artists, architects, and orators it  rem ained the golden age 
of the past. In  popular literature, the love o f classical subject 
matter, though slowly declin ing throughout the nineteenth cen
tury, appeared in such best sellers as B ulw er-Lytton’s T h e  Last 
Days of P om p eii.22 In  scholarship Am ericans expressed interest 
in the classical w orld  in  such works as T h om as B ulfinch ’s popu
lar m ythology, Sam uel E lio t’s four-volum e history of liberty in  
the ancient w orld, and Charles A n th o n ’s erudite works on Greek 
and R om an civilization.23 In  the schools this emphasis was still 
more apparent, for m ore courses were taught in ancient history,

22 (London, 1834).
23 Thomas Bulfinch, The Age of Fable (Boston, 1855); Samuel Eliot, His

tory of Liberty (4 vols.; Boston, 1853); Charles Anthon, A Manual of Greek 
and, Roman Antiquities (2 vols.; New York, 1851-52).
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especially in  the early decades o f the nineteenth century, than 
in  any other single field.

T h e  first history courses taught in the schools were about 
Greece and Rom e, and they were im portant in preparing the 
way for the study o f other areas. Classical languages had lon g  
been a m ajor part o f the curriculum , so that when classical his
tory appeared in  the nineteenth century, it m erged easily w ith  
the old  educational approach of the eighteenth century. A l
though ancient history increasingly gained recognition as a sep
arate subject, it  tended to rem ain a part o f the conservative 
concept of education, providing the wisdom of the ancients for 
gentlem en. It retained its place in  the classically oriented acad
emies and colleges; however, the new public schools, w ith  their 
dem ocratic view  of education, found Am erican, m odern, and 
w orld history better suited to their aims. T h e re  was no state re
quirem ent for ancient history. A s A m erican history was con
centrated in the low er grade levels where pu b lic  control of edu
cation was most firm ly established, ancient history, along w ith  
L atin  and Greek, was concentrated in  the upper levels and in  
the colleges.24 T h e  textbooks of O liver Goldsm ith, a lum inary 
o f the English Enlightenm ent, dom inated the field.25 A t  least 
sixty editions of his G reek and R om an histories appeared in  
various revised forms in  Am erica, though by the 1850’s there was 
increasing com petition on the elem entary and secondary levels 
from  the books of Sam uel G risw old Goodrich, and on the col
lege level by the detailed texts o f Charles A nthon, W illiam  Cooke 
T aylo r, and Sam uel W h elpley.26

A lth o u gh  European historians were enthusiastically discover
ing the M iddle Ages in  the early nineteenth century, this discov
ery never displaced interest in  other periods. T o  most Am ericans

24 Roorbach, Development of Social Studies, pp. 103, 144.
25 Oliver Goldsmith, The Grecian History, from the Earliest State to the

Death of Alexander the Great (London, 1774); Oliver Goldsmith, The R o
man History from the Founding of the City of Rome to the Destruction of 
the Western Empire (London, 1770). .

26 Anthon, Manual of Antiquities; W illiam Cooke Taylor, A Manual of 
Ancient History . . . (New York, 1855); Samuel W helpley, Lectures on A n
cient History . . . (New York, 1816).
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the subject o f the M iddle Ages was a fancifu l one, for enter
tainm ent rather than for serious study. It was like the history of 
pre-classical times, distant Asia, or aboriginal A m erica— fine sub
jects for historical fiction b u t hardly for the serious w riter and 
certainly not for the schools. N o A m erican produced significant 
work in these areas, and the first m edieval history textbook did 
not appear u n til 1854. Am erican readers were dependent upon 
European novelists, especially Sir W alter Scott, who reached u n 
paralleled popularity  in  the U nited  States w ith  Ivanhoe, K en il
worth, and T h e  Talisman:27 A lm ost everyone read A lexan dre 
Dum as’ T h e  T hree M usketeers, V ictor H u go ’s T h e  H unchback  
of N otre D am e, Charles R ead e’s T h e  Cloister and the H earth, 
and Boccaccio’s new ly translated Decam eron ,28 A m erican histo
rians produced such popular works as T h om as B ulfinch ’s T he  
Age of Chivalry, Francis L iston H aw ks’s T h e  M onum ents of 
Egypt, and Sam uel G ardiner D rake’s Biography and History of 
the Indians of N orth  Am erica .29 Critics found a book on fourth- 
century Constantinople “ a fascinating subject,”  and the Assyrian 
Em pire provided such a “ b rillian t chapter of history” that it 
could only be com pared to the story of the A rab ian  N ights.30

T h e  four or five centuries since the Renaissance seemed al
most as im portant in  the early nineteenth century as the five or 
six centuries o f m odern history seem now. A lth ou gh  the books 
Am ericans wrote on m odern European history were not great in

27 (London, 1820); (London, 1821); (London, 1825).
28 (New York edition, 1844); (Philadelphia edition, 1834); (London, 1855); 

(Philadelphia edition, 1850).
29 (Boston, 1859); (New York, 1850); (Cincinnati, 1851).
“ Reviews in Eclectic Magazine, X  (January, 1847), 19; North American 

Review, X C (January, i860), 23. Many scholars have commented on the 
Romantic love of the exotic. See, for example, Harry Elmer Barnes, A 
History of Historical Writing, (Norman, Okla., 1937) pp. 178-79, and 
George Peabody Gooch, "T h e Growth of Historical Science,” Aldophus 
William W ard et al., eds., The Cambridge Modern History (New York, 
1910), XII, 816-50. Professor Gooch considers the “passionate love for the 
past, for the exotic, for the marvelous and picturesque, for distant lands and 
literatures” as the first stimulus to the modern interest in and study of 
history. (See especially pp. 818-19.) He also sees other stimuli to the study of 
history— nationalism, the study of institutions, and the beginning of serious 
criticism of sources.



num ber, they were am ong the best-written books of the period. 
A m bition  and ability  were needed to com pete w ith foreign au
thors, and the field particu larly  attracted those Boston Brahm ins 
— Prescott, M otley, T ickn or, and E liot— w ho could afford to 
travel in Europe, gather expensive collections of m aterials, and 
trace a subject for its own sake.

W h ile  the schools em phasized ancient history and the public 
liked to read of the m edieval, the outstanding writers concen
trated on Spain and her colonies. T h e  Spanish emphasis was 
not entirely coincidental. Spain itself was appropriately exotic, 
and its conquest o f the noble savage seemed especially rich in 
heroes and adventure. Prescott led the group w ith  seven beauti
fu lly  w ritten and scholarly volum es on Spain, three on M exico, 
and two on Peru.31 M otley wrote nine volum es on the D utch re
volt from  Spain, T ick n o r  produced a three-volume history of 
Spanish literature, and W ashington Irvin g wrote six popular 
books on Spain.32 N o other works by Am ericans in the field of 
m odern history could approach these in  excellence; perhaps the 
next best was a single-volum e history of A ustria  by John S. C. 
A b b ott.33

In  the schools, most courses in  m odern history were a continua
tion of ancient history, the second semester of a w orld  survey. 
Popular texts by W illiam  Cooke T a y lo r  and Sam uel Grisw old

31 W illiam Hickling Prescott, History of the Reign of Ferdinand and 
Isabella, the Catholic (3 vols.; Boston, 1838); History of the Reign of Philip  
the Second, King of Spain (3 vols.; Boston, 1855-59); The L ife of Charles 
the Fifth After His Abdication (Boston, 1857); History of the Conquest of 
Mexico with a Preliminary View of the Ancient Mexican Civilization (3 
vols.; Boston, 1843); History of the Conquest of Peru, With a Preliminary 
View of the Civilization of the Inças (2 vols.; New York, 1847).

32 John Lothrop Motley, T he Rise of the Dutch Republic  (3 vols.; New 
York, 1856); History of the United Netherlands, From the Death of William 
the Silent to the Twelve Years Truce— 1609 (4 vols.; New York, 1861-68); 
T he L ife and Death of John of Barneveld, Advocate of Holland . . .  (2 vols.; 
New York, 1874). George Ticknor, History of Spanish Literature (3 vols.; 
New York, 1849). Washington Irving, A History of the Life and Voyages of 
Christopher Columbus . . ■ (3 vols.; New York, 1828); The Alhambra: A 
Series of Tales and Sketches of the Moors and Spaniards (Philadelphia, 1832); 
Chronicle of the Conquest of Granada . . .  (2 vols.; Philadelphia, 1829).

33 Abbott, Empire of A ustria.
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G oodrich were designed to follow  their texts in ancient history.34 
English history was m ore im portant in  the schools than general 
m odern history. Despite A m erican nationalism , English history 
often seemed a necessary introduction to A m erican history, for 
Am ericans still looked proudly to the English past for the roots 
of their institutions. A s in ancient history, one textbook was 
overw helm ingly predom inant, and again it was w ritten by 
O liver G oldsm ith.35 T h e  em inence in  this field o f an eighteenth- 
century English writer gave to English history, as it d id  to an
cient history, an old-fashioned, eighteenth-century approach. 
France was the only other foreign country whose history was 
taught separately in  the U nited  States. W h ile  it was less im
portant than English history, m any Francophiles rem em bered 
A m erica’s R evolution ary ally.

Biography

Biography was an approach to history, perhaps even an in 
dependent field, that gained great popularity  in  the early nine
teenth century. B iographical w ritin g has a distinct Am erican 
heritage in  the P uritan  concern for the inner man, a concern 
that had been evident in  historical w ritin g from  W illiam  Brad
ford to C otton M ather and perhaps even to the autobiography 
of Benjam in Franklin . A nother heritage of biographical w rit
in g  came from authors like V olta ire  who used biography as a 
vehicle for history, selecting prom inent individuals from  the 
past to epitom ize the essence of a period. For nineteenth-cen
tury historians, b iography becam e not so m uch the essence as the 
ultim ate statement of w hat was unique, particular, and real in 
history. It appealed to readers, w ho gained a sense of identifica
tion w ith m en of the past; it gave authors a sense of com m unity 
service as they m em orialized the worthy and held up exem plars 
o f the well-spent life; and it appealed to educators w ho were 
seeking exam ples of virtuous behavior for their pupils. “ T h e

34 W illiam  Cooke Taylor, Student’s Manual of Modern History (New York, 
1845); Samuel Griswold Goodrich, Second Book in History (New York, 1832).

35 Oliver Goldsmith, An Abridgement of the History of England From 
the Earliest Times to the Death of George II  (London, 1774).



eagerness w ith  w hich every species of biography is read in  the 
present day has led  to the adoption of this phrase, biography- 
m ania,” wrote a review er in  1830, and late in the 1850’s the 
“ B iography M an ia” was still the subject o f com m ent.36 L on g 
before T hom as C arlyle developed the great m an thesis readers 
had learned to love the hero, and authors had learned that there 
was no surer way of pleasing the public than by catering to its 
sense of self-identification w ith  a colorful personality.87

W ide sales caused biography to attract the professional author 
w ho was interested in an exciting, flow ing narration, a very d if
ferent k ind  of m an from  the devoted antiquarian or gentlem an
scholar in  other historical fields. M ason Locke W eem s, the b i
ographer o f W ashington, M arion, Franklin, and Penn, was the 
first A m erican to exploit fu lly  the rich field o f historical b i
ography. A n  itinerant clergym an and bookseller, he discovered 
fame and fortune could be m ore easily m ade by supplying the 
masses, and especially children, w ith  inspiring, excitin g m oral 
tales of the past. A lth o u gh  never pretending to be a scholar, 
perhaps no T acitus, G ibbon , or Bancroft has recreated the past 
for so large an audience.38

O ther successful and prolific writers such as Joel T y le r  H ead
ley and James Parton follow ed W eem s into the field of biography. 
H eadley, like W eems, was a preacher w ho turned to w ritin g pro
fessionally, and his lives o f N apoleon, W ashington, and Crom w ell 
were am ong the most popular books of the day.39 Parton, a

36 Review, New York Mirror, VII (May 15, 1830), 359; anon., “T he Bio
graphical Mania,” Saturday Evening Gazette (July 4, 1857), 4. For similar 
comment, anon., “ T h e Art of History W riting,” Littell’s Living Age, X LVIII 
(January, 1856), 243; reviews, Christian Examiner, X X IV  (July, 1838), 354; 
North American Review, X CIII (July, 1861), 266.

37 See Edward H. O ’Neill, A History of American Biography, 1800-1935 
(Philadelphia, 1935); Barnes, History of Historical Writing, p. 179.

38 O ’Neill, History of American Biography, pp. 20-24. T h e first of many 
editions of Weems’s L ife of Washington appeared in 1800. For a complete 
bibliography, see Paul Leicester Ford and Emily Ellsworth Ford Skeel, 
Mason Locke Weems, His Works and Ways (3 vols.; New York, 1929), I,

1—337· '

38 Joel T yler Headley, Napoleon and His Marshals (2 vols.; New York,
1847); Washington and His Generals (2 vols.; New York, 1848); The Life of 
Oliver Cromwell (New York, 1848).
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newspaper man, produced sim ilar works about A aron  Burr, A n 
drew Jackson, and H orace G reeley.40 Novelists and writers like 
W ashington Irving, James K irke Paulding, Benson John Lossing, 
and John S. C. A b b o tt join ed  the historical biographers w ith 
lives of Colum bus, M oham m ed, W ashington, and N apoleon.41 
Jared Sparks was quick to see a profitable side to his interest in 
the past. Besides his lives of W ashington, Franklin, and Morris, 
he undertook the first im portant series in A m erican historical 
w riting w ith the ed itin g  of the twenty-five volum e T h e  Library 
of Am erican Biography, contain ing the lives of forty Am erican 
statesmen.42

In  addition to the fine popular lives o f well-known heroes by 
professional writers, a far greater num ber of biographers pro
duced life-and-letters biographies to m em orialize beloved and 
recently deceased local worthies. O ften  “ authorized” and w ritten 
by a kinsm an or local clergym an, they tended to be tedious pane
gyrics, less concerned w ith  recreating the subject than w ith  didac
tic serm onizing and flights of eloquence.43 O ut of the mass ap
peared a few m oderately able and scholarly biographies such as 
W illiam  T u d o r ’s life o f James Otis, H enry Stevens R an d all on 
Jefferson, and Josiah Q uin cy on John Q uincy Adam s.44 Finally, 
a significant num ber of cam paign biographies, w ritten by such

40 James Parton, The Life of Aaron Burr (New York, 1858); Life of Andrew 
Jackson (3 vols.; New York, i860); The Life of Horace Greeley . . . (New 
York, 1855).

a Washington Irving, Life and Voyages of Christopher Columbus; Maho
met and His Successors (2 vols.; New York, 1850); Life of George Washington
(5 vols.; New York, 1856-59); James Kirke Paulding, A Life of Washington
(2 vols.; New York, 1836); Benson John Lossing, Life of Washington (3 vols.; 
New York, 1830); John Stevens Cabot Abbott, The History of Napoleon 
Bonaparte (2 vols.; New York, 1855-56).

“ Jared Sparks, T he Writings of George Washington . . . With a Life of
the Author . . .  (12 vols.; Boston, 1834-37); T he Works of Benjamin 
Franklin . . . With Notes and a Life of the Author (10 vols.; Boston, 1836
40); The Life of Gouverneur Morris . . .  (3 vols.; Boston, 1832); The Library
of American Biography (25 vols.; New York, 1834-49).

48 O ’Neill, History of American Biography, pp. 18-22, 30-37.
“ W illiam Tudor, Life of James Otis of Massachusetts . . . (Boston, 1823); 

Henry Stevens Randall, The L ife of Thomas Jefferson (3 vols.; New York, 
1858); Josiah Quincy, Memoir of the L ife of John Quincy Adams (Boston, 
1856).
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m en as N ath an iel H aw thorne, James Parton, and even, allegedly, 
D avy Crockett, served obvious ends.45

By far the most popu lar subject o f b iography was George 
W ashington.46 A s an inspirational ideal, W ashington epitom ized 
what sim ilar biographies o f Franklin, Penn, and scores of m em o
rialized local figures also represented.47 Even more, W ashington 
was the A m erican m ilitary hero, and his was the exciting story 
of the R evolu tion  and o f A m erica ’s greatness. Biographies of 
such m en as Patrick H enry, Lafayette, and N athan ael G reene re
flected this as w ell.48 In  addition to these fam iliar biographical 
subjects, tales of the R om an tic hero whose life was an adventure 
rem ote from  the experience of the hearthside reader appeared. 
T y p ica l o f these were the biographies of N apoleon, Colum bus, 
M oham m ed, B lack  H aw k, Pontiac, the Empress Josephine, and 
M ary Q ueen o f Scots.49

T h e  emphasis on great m en was m uch greater in  the schools

“ Nathaniel Hawthorne, Life of Franklin Pierce (Boston, 1852); James 
Parton, T he L ife of Horace Greeley . . . (New York, 1855); David Crockett, 
The Life of Martin Van Buren (Philadelphia, 1835). Crockett’s name appears 
on the title page, but his authorship has recently been questioned.

“  In addition to the popular lives by professional writers— Weems, Headley, 
Lossing, Paulding, and Irving— there was the serious one by Jared Sparks and 
a five-volume work by John Marshall, T he Life of George Washington . . . 
(5 vols.; Philadelphia, 1852).

l , For example, Mason Locke Weems, The Life of Benjamin Franklin, 
With Many Choice Anecdotes and Admirable Sayings of the Great Man . . . 
(Baltimore, 1820); Samuel Macpherson Janney, The L ife of William Penn 
. ■ . (Philadelphia, 1852).

48 For example, W illiam  W irt, Sketches of the Life and Character of 
Patrick Henry (Philadelphia, 1817); Phineas Camp Headley, T he Life of 
General Lafayette, Marquis of France, General in the United States Army 
(Auburn, N.Y., 1851); W illiam  Johnson, Sketches of the L ife and Corres
pondence of Nathanael Greene (2 vols.; Charleston, 1822).

“ John Stevens Cabot Abbott, The History of Napoleon Bonaparte (2 
vols.; New York, 1855-56); Headley, Napoleon and His Marshals; Irving, 
L ife and Voyages of Christopher Columbus; Irving, Mahomet and His 
Successors; Benjamin Drake, The Life and Adventures of Black Hawk: With 
Sketches of Keokuk, the Soc and Fox Indians, and the Late Black Hawk War 
(Cincinnati, 1851); Francis Parkman, Jr., History of the Conspiracy of 
Pontiac (Boston, 1851); Phineas Camp Headley, The Life of the Empress 
Josephine, First Wife of Napoleon Bonaparte (New York, 1850); The Life of 
Mary Queen of Scots (New York, 1857).
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than the num ber of separate texts w ould indicate, for m uch 
biography was com bined w ith  other subjects. Frequently history 
texts contained appended sections w hich provided biographical 
sketches of the “ distinguished characters w ho have been m en
tioned." 50 By far the most frequen tly used biography was M ason 
Locke W eem s’s fam ous cherry-tree-embellished life o f W ashing
ton. Designed to be used in  the elem entary grades, the book 
went through m ore than seventy editions and ranks as one o f the 
most successful books in publishing history. In m any ways it 
epitom ized the aims and approach o f history in  the schools, w ith 
every fact deliberately chosen or, if necessary, invented, to add 
dram atic interest and im part a m oral.

P olitical, M ilitary, and, Social History

In  1912 James H arvey R obinson became the spokesman for 
an advanced idea w hen he proclaim ed the “ N ew  H istory” as 
“ everything that m an has ever done, or thought, or hoped or 
felt” ;51 however, the very phrase could have been borrow ed from 
an A m erican philosopher of 1854, who said, “ Its subject m at
ter is a ll that m an has thought, felt, and done.” 52 T h e  dictum  
that history was past politics was a product o f the late nine
teenth century and was as frightenin g to m en o f the early nine
teenth century as it is today. Endlessly authors and critics pro
claim ed their dedication to a broad view  of history; “ T h e  his
tory that is hereafter to be w ritten is not to be m erely the his
tory of governm ent and of politics, but of the history o f m an in  
all his relations and interests, the history o f science, o f art, o f 
religion, of social and dom estic life.” 53 Critics spoke w ith  disgust 
of history that consisted only of “ kings and soldiers” ; this was

50 For example, W illiam Grimshaw, History of the United States . . . 
Comprising Biographies of the Most Remarkable Colonists, Writers and 
Philosophers, Warriors and Statesmen (Philadelphia, 1822); Robbins, Outlines 
of History.

51 James Harvey Robinson, The New History (New York, 1913), p. 1.
52 William Greenough Thayer Shedd, “T h e Nature and Influence of the 

Historic Spirit,” Bibliotheca Sacra, X I (April, 1854), 345.
53Proceedings of the American Antiquarian Society', 1812-1849 (Worcester, 

Mass., 1912), p. 557.
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“ the mere skeleton of history.” 54 “ N o one departm ent of hum an 
research confines our system,” they boasted; writers m ust “ em 
brace the w hole field of history, science and the arts.” 56 H istori
cal societies were as eager for m aterials relating to the develop
m ent of philosophy, art, science, literature, and education as they 
were for official governm ent documents. T h e  “ kind  of history 
w ritten today,” said a critic in  1842, is superior to that w ritten by 
past generations for the reason that now we take “ a m ore 
enlarged view  of the sources . . . depending not alone on books 
and docum ents” b u t on such things as art and architectural re
mains, literature, pictures, and language developm ent to under
stand a past era.66

T h e  emphasis on political, m ilitary, social, and intellectual 
history was apparent in the school textbooks used by Am ericans 
from  1800 to i860. C om paring a sample of seventeen o f the most 
popular textbooks of that era w ith  twelve of the most w idely 
used ones today shows the percentage of space allotted  to each 
field.

TYPES OF HISTORY IN UNITED STATES HISTORY TEXTBOOKS®7

Percentage of 
Space in 

T  extbooks, 
1800-1860

Percentage of 
Space in 
Modern 

Textbooks

Politicai 46 43
Military 36 13
Social 9 23
Intellectual 8 21

“ Review, Southern Quarterly Review, IX  (April, 1846), 361; Samuel 
Griswold Goodrich, Pictorial History of Ancient Rome . . . (New York, 
1850), p. vi.

s5 Transactions at the First Meeting of the Alabama Historical Society 
(Tuscaloosa, 1852), p. 5; Collections of the Virginia Historical and Philosophi
cal Society (Richmond, 1833), p. 33.

39 Anon., “T h e Modern Art and Science of History,” Westminster R e
view, X X X V III (October, 1842), 358.

W orld history texts by John Frost (1848); Samuel G. Goodrich (1837); 
Royal Robbins (1839); Alexander Frazer Tytler (1825); Emma W illard (1858); 
Joseph Emerson Worcester (1840); Samuel W helpley (1808); Carlton J. H. 
Hayes et al. (1950); Frederick С. Lane et al. (1950); Author E. R. Boak et al.



By m odern standards m ilitary history has by far the m ost strik
ing and disproportionate emphasis in the R om antic period. In  
school textbooks, from  the most elem entary to the most ad
vanced, authors dealt in  p ain fu l detail w ith such things as size 
of armies, the leaders, strategy, tactics, losses, and m ilitary con
sequences. “ T h e  greatest part o f history,” said one educator, is 
“made up  of wars and conquests.” 58 T h e  emphasis was not lim 
ited to textbooks, for it was also evident in  such popular books 
as Edw ard S. Creasey’s Fifteen Decisive Battles of the W orld ,59 
in  countless biographies of W ashington and N apoleon, in  the 
battle-filled narratives o f Bancroft and Prescott, in  C oop er’s fine 
history of the A m erican navy,60 and in  the drum  and trum pet 
novels o f C ooper and Scott.

U nited  States and m odern history had the greatest am ount of 
space devoted to m ilitary events. T h e  41 pages devoted to m ili
tary history before 1815 in a m odern college textbook by John 
D. H icks do not approach the detail o f the 175 pages on warfare 
in  Salma H ale ’s ante-bellum  high school text, for exam ple, or 
the 165 pages in  Charles A . G oodrich, the 160 pages in  Em m a 
W illard , or the 188 pages in John Frost.61 T h is  emphasis on bat
tles caused the space granted to periods of time in  w hich there 
were wars to be swollen out of proportion to the space given 
periods of peace. T h e  events of the R evolu tion  and the W ar of

(1947); W alter W allbank and Alstair M. Taylor (1952). United States texts 
by John Frost (1856); Charles A. Goodrich (1831); Samuel G. Goodrich (1845); 
W illiam Grimshaw (1822); Emma W illard (1845); Marcius Willson (1847); 
John D. Hicks (1952); Eugene C. Barker and Henry Steele Commager (1950); 
David S. Muzzy (1950); Ralph V. Harlow (1953). Ancient history texts by A. 
H. L. Heeren (1828); W illiam  Cooke Taylor (1855); W illiam  Pinnoch (1835); 
Oliver Goldsmith (1825); Oliver Goldsmith (1817); Samuel G. Goodrich 
(1845); J°hn Frost (1846); W illiam E. Caldwell (1937); Robert K. Speer et al. 
(1946); Ralph Van Deman Magoffin and Frederic Duncalf (1939)·

58 Eliza Robbins, English History (New York, 1839), p. 9.
69 (London, 1851).
“ James Fenimore Cooper, The History of the Navy of the United States 

of America (2 vols.; Philadelphia, 1839).
61 John D. Hicks, The Federal Union, A History of the United States to 

1865 (Boston, 1952). T his includes only the material prior to 1815. Hale, 
History of the United States (182g); C. A. Goodrich, History of the United 
States (1823); W illard, History of the United States (1828); Frost, A History 
of the United States (Philadelphia, 1856).

S U B J E C T  M A T T E R  O F  H ISTO R Y  I 0 3



1812 received alm ost double the space they do in  m odern texts, 
w hile the eras of discovery and of the w ritin g o f the Constitution 
received about h a lf o f present-day emphasis. A lexan d er’s con
quests, the Pun ic W ars, and the W ars of the Roses often required 
m ore space than the A ge o f Pericles, the peaceful era o f Augustus, 
or the constitutional reform s of the T udors.

Battlefield events offered m uch that people of the period loved 
most in  history. M en believed that nations in  com bat for their 
existence m ade excitin g narrative, fu ll o f dram a and em otion. 
W ar was a time for heroics, and m ilitary history offered a lim it
less display of noble deeds from  w hich could be draw n lessons 
on bravery and cowardice, patriotism  and treason, industry and 
indolence, pride and hum ility, honor and disgrace. T h e  very 
fact o f victory tends to m ake the victor right and the ideals o f 
the vanquished w rong and evil, so that historians could show 
the trium ph of good, w ith  m oral lessons of d ivine retribution  for 
the vanquished and m oral superiority of the victor. F inally, m ili
tary history was essentially factual and relatively  m em orable, a 
splendid subject on w hich to exercise and “ im prove” the memory. 
It was en tertain ing and dram atic; it w ould  inspire virtue and the 
em ulation of noble deeds; it  w ould  instill patriotism ; it  w ould 
reveal G od ’s plan and m an’s truths in  its outcom e; and it was 
good for the student and w ould  im prove his m ind: these things 
were exactly w hat m en w anted from  history.82

Critics appear to be forever callin g for social history, historians 
appear to be forever prom ising to supply it, and no one is ever 
quite satisfied. M en o f the early nineteenth century w ere neither 
the first nor the last to w ant m ore than they had. “ H istory is 
learning . . .  to condescend to m en o f low  estate” ; it has re
cently becom e not only “ the transactions of the governm ents o f a 
country, b u t the doings, the progress, the character, o f its peo
ple” ; “ every class of society, from  the highest to the lowest [at 
last has found] a place upon the pages of the historian.” 63 T h e

62 See, for example, Samuel Whelpley, A Compered of History, From the 
Earliest Times . . .  (2 vols.; Burlington, Vt., 1808), I, 160.

63 Anon., “ Modern Art and Science of History,” p. 366; “ Report of the 
Virginia Historical and Philosophical Society,” Virginia Historical Register,
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historian m ust picture “ dom estic society in  a ll its variety,”  said 
the critics; he m ust “devote him self particularly to the study . . . 
o f individuals and of social institutions” ; he m ust write of “ the 
m anners and customs,” “ the dom estic life ” o f a people.64

C u ltu ral and intellectual history was as im portant as social. 
O ne observer praised his own generation as the first to attach 
“ supreme and central im portance to popular ideas and beliefs, 
and their changes.” 66 A  history of the U nited  States w ith  no 
reference to art, science, religion, and philosophy seemed incom 
plete, and a history of Spain ought to “ treat fu lly  o f its thought” 
and give “ a com plete account o f Spanish literature.” 66 School 
textbook authors often prom ised more social and intellectual his
tory than they produced; but certainly it was point o f pride to 
claim  an abundance, and the texts that offered it were the most 
popular. “ Intellectual history”  was a favorite term, and to m any 
it seemed the highest form  of history.67

Social, cultural, and in tellectual history attracted every kind 
o f historian. W orks by professional writers included James Peller 
M alcolm ’s four-volum e social history of London, T h om as Bul- 
finch’s famous works on m ythology, and histories o f the A m eri
can arts by W illiam  D u n lap  and Benson John Lossing.68 W ealthy 
hobbyists produced such works as George T ick n o r ’s history of

II (October, 1849), 210; review, Southern Quarterly Review, X V (August, 
1842), 74-76.

“ Anon., “ T he Philosophy of History,” North American Review, X X X IX  
(July, 1834), 43; anon., “ History,” American Quarterly Review, V  (March,
1829), 95; Giles F. Yates, “Ancient History,” American Literary Magazine,
I (December, 1847), 367; anon., “ The Study of History,” Southern Quarterly 
Review, X  (July, 1846), 129.

“ Anon., “ Modern Art and Science of History,” p. 366.
ee Reviews, North American Review, X LV I (January, 1838), 277! North 

American Review, X X X  (January, 1830), x.
"R eview s, North American Review, X C I (October, i860), 302; Living Age, 

X X IV  (February, 1850), 202; anon., “Study of History,” p. 129.
“ James Peller Malcolm, Anecdotes of the Manners and Customs of Lon

don From the Roman Invasion to the Year iyoo (2 vols.; London, 1811); 
Anecdotes of the Manners and Customs of London during the Eighteenth 
Century . . .  (2 vols.; London, 1810); Bulfinch, Age of Fable; The Age of 
Chivalry (Boston, 1855); W illiam Dunlap, History of the Rise and Progress of 
the Arts of Design in the United States (2 vols.; New York, 1834); Benson 
John Lossing, Outline History of the Fine Arts (New York, 1840).



Spanish literature, Sam uel E lio t’s history of liberty, Isaiah 
T h om as’ history of printin g in  Am erica, and Josiah Q u in cy ’s 
history of H arvard  U niversity.69 M any Am erican antiquarians, 
usually clergym en, produced a mass of religious history. A m on g 
the most am bitious works were John G orham  P alfrey’s four vo l
umes on the Jew ish relig ion and W illiam  B u ell Sprague’s nine 
volum es o f biographies o f A m erican preachers. M ore typical 
were works by D avid  Benedict, A b el Stevens, Francis Lister 
Hawks, and T h om as R obbin s on the Baptists, Methodists, Epis
copalians, and on foreign religions.70

O ne reason w hy men of the early nineteenth century liked  so
cial and intellectual history was that it was m ore interesting to 
read than dry accounts of governm ent. T extb ooks offered it  to 
lure the student on to m ore substantial fare. “Intim ate social his
tory” allow ed readers to identify w ith m en of the past, and critics 
com plained that “ mere collections of dates and places, mere rolls 
of dynasties” were as d u ll “ as the figures of a superannuated a l
m anac.” 71 W hen a reader felt that he could identify w ith  the life 
of ordinary people of the past and be m oved by their ideas, he 
became a part o f the dram a of history. A n oth er reason for em 
phasis on social and intellectual affairs was that they seemed to 
provide special insight into  the very basis o f things; they pro

69 Ticknor, History of Spanish Literature (3 vols.); Samuel Eliot, History of 
Liberty (4 vols.); Isaiah Thomas, The History of Printing in America . , . 
(2 vols.; Worcester, Mass., 1870); Josiah Quincy, The History of Harvard 
University (2 vols.; Cambridge, Mass., 1840).

70 John Gorham Palfrey, Academical Lectures on the Jewish Scriptures and 
Antiquities (4 vols.; Boston, 1838-52); W illiam Buell Sprague, Annals of the 
American Pulpit; or Commemorative Notices of Distinguished American 
Clergymen of Various Denominations . . .  (9 vols.; New York, 1857-69); 
David Benedict, A General History of the Baptist Denomination in America, 
and Other Parts of the World (2 vols.; Boston, 1813); Abel Stevens, The 
History of the Religious Movement of the Eighteenth Century, Called 
Methodism  . . .  (3 vols.; New York, 1858-61); Francis Lister Hawks, Con
tributions to the Ecclesiastical History of the United States of America (2 
vols.; New York, 1836-9); Thomas Robbins, A View of A ll Religions; and the 
Religious Ceremonies of A ll Nations at the Present Day (Hartford, 1824).

71 Reviews, North American Review, L X I (July, 1845), 245; North American 
Review, L X X X I (July, 1855), 113; also, anon., “Guizot and the Philosophy 
of History,” Eclectic Magazine, IV  (February, 1845), 182; anon., “History,” 
PP· 89, 95·
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vided the key to the Zeitgeist, the core of understanding. D aily  
life and thought “ alone could furnish a true picture of an age” ; 
here was the “reality” o f a people.72 N o t only reality, but also the 
bases of historical change seemed to lie here. Social history ex
plained “ the m ovem ents of societies” ; “ ideas m ake worlds, 
and . . . changes o f ideas m ake revolutions.”  73

In sum, then, Am ericans of the early nineteenth century loved 
their ow n history as new  and exciting, especially the dram a of 
the R evolution ary period. T h e  schools em phasized classical his
tory, scholars turned to Spain, readers often looked to the m edie
val period for entertainm ent, and orators and journalists pre
ferred the philosophy o f history. Perhaps the A m erican concern 
w ith  the present and future prom oted an attention to the past, 
even the selection of a m ythological heritage, in  a spirit o f eclec
ticism. T h e  A m erican heritage was the R evolution , Greece and 
Rom e, C olum bus and Cortez. Am ericans loved the intim ate bi
ographical approach to history, the dram a of m ilitary clashes, and 
the depth of understanding w hich social and intellectual history 
always prom ised and never quite provided. T h ere  was also a place 
for the antiquarian  w ho was prim arily concerned about the 
history o f the city o f H ouston.

72 Anon., “A  Course of Historical Reading,” Universalist Quarterly and 
General Review, V II (January, 1850), 6; reviews, North American Review, 
X CI (October, i860), 301-2; also, North American Review, X LV I (January, 
1838), 237; Living Age, X X IV  (February, 1850), 202-12.

73 S. G. Goodrich, Pictorial History of Ancient Rome, p. iv; anon., “ Modern 
Art and Science of History,” p. 366.





VI
Antiquarianism in the Age o f  Literary History

A l t h o u g h  the period  from  1 8 0 0  to i 8 6 0  is rem em bered pri
m arily for the stirring narratives o f m en like Scott and 

Bancroft, it  was also an age of the antiquarian. R om anticism  
included love o f the specific as w ell as the grand, o f m inutiae 
as w ell as rhetoric. M en avid ly com piled details and perused 
documents; their enthusiasm  for the particular was as great as 
it was for epics.

M inutiae appealed not only to the odd recluse b u t to the 
same general pu blic  that acclaim ed historical novels and epic 
pageantry. M agazine editors deluged their readers w ith  “ O lden 
T im e  M iscellaney” and “A n tiq u ities,” “ so that the reader m ight 
share w ith  us a delight in the unadorned facts.” 1 Editors of 
p opular magazines explain ed  that their readers had “ a fond
ness for . . . details”  because trivialities “ are of personal in 
terest and com e hom e to the bosom o f every in d ivid u al.” 2 T h e  
N orth  Am erican Review  devoted at least 10 per cent o f its total

1 DeBow’s Review, III (April, 1847), 293; Portfolio, IV (October, 1813), 14; 
American Museum, V (January, 1789), 94.

2 Preface, Collections Topographical, Historical, and Biographical, R e
lating Principally to New Hampshire, I (1822), 3; reviews, North American 
Review, X X X IX  (July, 1834), 32; also, American Quarterly Review, XV 
(June, 1834), 276; American Quarterly Observer, III (July, 1834), 121.
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space to reprints and reviews of historical docum ents.3 In  1782 
an editor noted that “ a spirit o f collecting and publish ing his
torical docum ents begins at length  to discover itself in  the united  
states [m'c]” ; by 1838 a w riter boasted that “ N ew  E nglan d people 
. . . have always been a docum entary people” ; and on the eve 
of the C iv il W ar observers were still acclaim ing “ the tendency 
in  our time, daily on the ascendant,”  to collect, publish, and 
enjoy “ all origin al correspondences and docum ents.”  4 A  recent 
scholar, D avid  V an  Tassel, has spoken of the “ docum ania” of 
the period as “ a nation al obsession.”  5

R eviewers who were often hard to please w ith  narrative his
tories could be relied  upon to welcom e alm ost anything that 
quoted sufficiently from  origin al sources. “ T h e  reviewers began 
to talk of a docum entary history as the only real way in  w hich 
history was to be w ritten ,”  John Spencer Bassett observed, “ hav
ing in m ind that posterity, if  not themselves, w ould w ile  away its 
hours of ease pourin g over collections of laws, state papers and 
political correspondence.” 6 M any reviewers seemed to find 
plenty of time. “ For several years,” one wrote, “ we have found 
pleasant m aterial for fillin g  in  the gaps between intervals o f 
sterner study in  reading from  week to w eek . . . the exact de
tails gathered from the new ly opened treasures o f the English 
State Paper Office,” and another declared that for pure amuse
m ent “ the best history . . .  in  V irgin ia  is to be found in

3 Sampling every five years of the North American Review from 1815 to 
i860, I count 9,952 pages in total, of which 2,401 pages or 24 per cent deal 
with history, plus 1,052 pages or 11 per cent that deals with documentary 
or source material of history. Articles and reviews of secondary works build 
to a peak in 1850 and decline; primary materials are scattered evenly 
throughout the period.

‘ Editorial, Universal Asylum and Columbian Magazine, V II (February, 
1782), III; review, North American Review, X X X X V I (April, 1838), 476; 
“ Recent Historical Revelations,” Eclectic Magazine, X X X IV  (July, 1858), 
347; also W illiam  Leete Stone, L ife of Joseph Brant . . .  (2 vols.; New York, 
1838), I, xxvi-xxvii.

5 David D. Van Tassel, Recording America's Past: An Interpretation of the 
Development of Historical Studies in America, 1607-1884 (Chicago, i960), 
pp. 103-10.

“ John Spencer Bassett, T he Middle Group of American Historians (New 
York, 1917), p. 88.
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‘H en n ig ’s Statutes at Large.’ ”  7 Scores of m agazine articles pro
claim ed that reading source m aterials was the “ most delightful 
o f intellectual recreations,”  and “ cannot fail to afford h igh  grati
fication.” 8 “For a p u b lic  desirous only of entertainm ent,” said 
one writer, “ n othing can be m ore satisfactory than origin al docu
ments.”  9 “ E xcitin g,” “ interesting,”  “ tantalizing,” they chorused, 
“ one of the most disinterested pleasures” and “ prolific o f interest 
. . . for the casual reader.” 10 O ne editor, acquiring the Jona
than T ru m b u ll papers for publication, rejoiced that “ we shall 
be able to give the pu b lic  a rich repast,”  and reviewers thanked 
publishers o f such docum ents “ for the pleasure . . . afforded 
us.” 11

P ub lic delight in source m aterials found expression in the 
activities o f historical societies, in  historical journals w hich 
devoted as m uch as h a lf o f their space to documents, in con
gressional and local appropriations for docum entary publica
tions, and in  the rem arkable sales w hich m any com pilations 
enjoyed. By 1852 Jared Sparks had sold 7,000 sets o f his twelve- 
volum e W ritings of W ashington, w hile in  1889 W orthin gton  
Chauncey Ford could sell b u t 750 sets o f a m uch finer edition 
to a nation m ore than twice as large.12 T h e  first two volum es 
o f the Massachusetts H istorical Society C ollections w ent through 
three editions; the W isconsin society published its Collections  
in English, G erm an, and N orw egian in order to m eet public 
dem and; Francis P. B lair ’s seven-volume D iplom atic Corre
spondence and T h om as B. W a it’s eight-volum e State Papers

7 “ History and Biography,” Christian Examiner, L X X  (March, 1861), 314; 
Jonathan Peter Cushing, "Address Before the First Annual Meeting . . . ,” 
Virginia Historical and Philosophical Society, Collections, I (1833), 20.

“ Reviews, North American Review, L X X X  (April, 1855), 390; Portfolio, 
V  (May, 1815), 468.

9 Review, North American Review, X C I (October, i 860), 354; "Recent 
Historical Revelations,” p. 347.

“ Reviews, Christian Examiner, L X X  (May, 1861), 399; North American 
Review, X CI (October, i860), 354, and Southern Literary Messenger, X VIII 
(May, 1852), 311.

11 Jeremy Belknap to Ebenezer Hazard, February 19, 1791, in Massachusetts 
Historical Society, Collections, 5th series, III (1897), 356; review, DeBow’s 
Review, III (April, 1847), 293.

12 Bassett, M iddle Group of American Historians, p. 88.
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and P ublick  D ocum ents both  had three editions by 1861; and 
Jonathan E llio t’s Debates . . .  on . .  . the A d op tion  of the  
Federal Constitution  w ent through four editions. A lth o u gh  
Am erican m aterial predom inated, editors and publishers could 
also count on brisk sales for such works as Charles A n th o n ’s 
Oration of Cicero  or John S. C. A b b o tt’s Confidential Corre
spondence of N apoleon.

D ocum ania appeared most clearly, perhaps, in  the attitudes 
of hundreds o f antiquarians who w ould never have presum ed to 
call themselves historians. For every B ancroft w ritin g a dozen 
volum es there was a Jared Sparks or a Peter Force com pil
in g  forty or more; for every Prescott or Parkm an there were 
scores of nearly anonym ous m en quietly  collecting the annals of 
a local township. Probably the m ost frequent historical cliché 
of the period was “ to rescue from obliv ion .” “ If I shall succeed 
in  rescuing . . . from  the ob literatin g hand o f time, one event 
elevating to our State character,” said one w riter, “ m y end w ill 
be accom plished.” 13 W ashington Irvin g poked fun at the anti
quarian, but the an tiquarian  did not apologize for his activity. 
“W e perm it the entom ologist to chase butterflies interm in ably,” 
said A b ie l H olm es, “ let us be perm itted qu ietly  to spell out in 
scriptions in  old  grave yards, to pour over m usty books . . .  to 
ransack the records o f the days of other years, to be transported 
at the discovery of an ancient m anuscript. . . 14

M en understood that the words “ historian” and “ com piler” 
denoted altogether separate occupations, a distinction that was

13 John H ill Wheeler, Historical Sketches of North Carolina from 1584 to 
1851 (2 vols.; Philadelphia, 1851), I, xix; also Francis Parkman, History of 
the Conspiracy of Pontiac . . . (Boston, 1851), p. viii; Nathaniel Bradstreet 
Shurtleff, ed., Records of the Colony of New Plymouth in England (8 vols.; 
Boston, 1855-57), I, iii; Josiah Quincy, The History of Harvard University 
(2 vols.; Cambridge, Mass., 1840), I, ix; Samuel Prescott Hildreth, Pioneer 
History: Being an Account of the First Examination of the Ohio Valley, and 
the Early Settlement of the Northwest Territory (Cincinnati, 1856), p. iii; 
Tim othy Alden, A Collection of American Epitaphs (5 vols.; New York, 
1841), I, 5-6.

11 Abiel Holmes, “American Antiquarian Society,” Portfolio, V (May, 1815), 
470.



subsequently to be lost. T h e  com mon title “ H istorical and A n ti
quarian Society” was not redun dant.15 “ T h e  study of antiquities 
is an auxiliary to history,”  explain ed  one writer. “T h e  one 
furnishes a few of the valuable m aterials, w ith  w hich the other 
constructs her superb edifice.”  16 In a day when literary etiquette 
required self-effacement, writers were generally m odest about pre
tending to the d ignity  that the w ord historian im plied. W riters 
confessed readily that they “ were aspiring not to the dignified 
title o f history” ; that they “ aspire here to no m ore than the 
hum ble office o f a com piler” ; and that they “ could  not claim  to 
the position of a historian, for that niche in  the tem ple of face 
must be occupied by some m ore w orthy person.” 17 T h e y  ac
know ledged “ the future historians” and “ the abler hands” who 
w ould transform and elevate annals in to  history through “ the 
trappings of art.” 18

W ell m ight writers be careful o f their claims, for the preten
tious were lik ely  to be rudely put down. Review ers generally 
received the works of A b ie l H olm es, T im oth y  P itkin , and R ich 
ard H ildreth  w ith  great coolness because of the indeterm inate 
status of their works, halfw ay between flow ing narrative and 
unadorned fact. H olm es's m odest title, T h e  Annals of Am erica,

15 A t least nine organizations used both words in their name. Appleton 
P. C. Griffin, Bibliography of American Historical Societies (2 vols.; Wash
ington, 1907).

16 Holmes, “ Antiquarian Society,” p. 471; reviews, Museum of Foreign 
Literature, X X II (February, 1833), 230; American Review, L X X III (October, 
1851), 447.

17 James Thatcher, A Military Journal during the American Revolutionary 
War . . . (Boston, 1823), p. v; Francis Lister Hawks, The Monuments of 
Egypt . . . (New York, 1850), p. 13; Wheeler, Historical Sketches of North 
Carolina, p. xix; also Joel Munsell, The Typographical Miscellany (Albany,
1850), p. iii; and Henry Onderdonk, Jr., Documents and Letters Intended 
to Illustrate the Revolutionary Incidents of Queens County . . . (New 
York, 1846), p. 7.

18 Wheeler, Historical Sketches of North Carolina, p. xvii; David Benedict, 
A General History of the Baptist Denomination in America and Others of 
the World (2 vols.; Boston, 1813), I, 5; also, Preface, Collections Relating to 
New Hampshire, p. 5; Abiel Holmes, The Annals of America . . .  (2 vols.; 
Cambridge, Mass., 1829), I, iii; John Haywood, The Civil and Political His
tory of the State of Tennessee . . .  (2 vols.; Knoxville, 1823), I, iii.
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was brushed aside. “As H istory . . .  in  the fu ll im port” o f the 
word it was “ m eagre and m iserably im perfect.” 19 P itkins’ P o liti
cal and C ivil History of the U nited States was “ im perfect,” m erely 
“ the raw m aterials out of w hich history is m ade.” 20 H ild reth ’s 
am bitious but colorless History of the U nited States was “ a fine 
chronicle, b u t not history,”  since the true historian “ must not 
only chronicle the occurrences, but decipher their m eaning.” 21 

If the task of the pure antiquarian  was hum ble, he seemed 
all the m ore w orthy of gratitude. “W e hardly know  o f a m ore 
im portant service that can be rendered to the cause of useful 
K now ledge,” wrote a reviewer, “ than the collecting and reprin t
ing o f scarce docum ents.” 22 M en like Jared Sparks were almost 
universally acclaim ed: “ N o one in  the w ide circle o f literature 
. . . has rendered greater benefits”  to m ankind; “ the A m erican 
press has produced no w ork o f h igher va lu e.” 23 T h e  com piler 
worked for service and for love and allow ed others to enjoy 
fame. “H e labors for posterity, and, like D avid, gathers together 
the gold and silver, the brass and iron, the tim ber and stone, 
w hile another erects the T em p le  and calls it  by his nam e.” 24 

T h ere  were precise reasons w hy antiquarianism  appealed to 
m en of the early nineteenth century. For one thing, the very 
newness of history, particu larly  A m erican history, im bued the 
sources w ith  an excitem ent w hich was largely lost in  later genera
tions. T h e  basic facts about the past were not as close as the 
nearest textbook, and history was more a m atter o f discovery

“ Reviews, North American Review, X X IX  (October, 1829), 429; also 
Quarterly Review, II (November, 1809), 31g; for a digest of contemporary 
reviews, see S. Austin Allibone, A Critical Dictionary of English Literature 
and English and American Authors . . .  (3 vols.; Philadelphia, i8gg); also 
Michael Kraus, The Writing of American History (Norman, Okla., 1953).

20 Reviews, North American Review, X X X  (January, 1830), 2; and X X X X II 
(April, 1836), 452.

21 Reviews, Living Age, X X III (November, 1849), 365; North American 
Review, L X X III (October, 1851), 412; and DeBow’s Review, X I (September,
1851), 344.

22 Reviews, North American Review, X X X X III (July, 1836), 274; and L X X I 
(July, 1850), 34.

23 Review, North American Review, X X X X V II (October, 1838), 318.
21 Review, Southern Quarterly Review, III (January, 1843), 43.
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than of recalling  childhood school lessons. T h e  facts, untarnished 
by com mentary and interpretation, had a freshness that later 
generations w ould  find in  facts about conditions on the moon. 
Every m an was his ow n historian, searching for him self in  the 
old  m anuscripts and colonial records, enjoying the mysterious 
lure of the unknow n, standing at the frontier o f knowledge. T h e  
experience o f B enjam in L. C. W ailes, a M ississippi planter, was 
typical. A ccidentally  stum bling across lost and im portant facts 
in forgotten files, he developed a life lon g  passion for history 
and founded the M ississippi H istorical Society as a sort of 
treasure-hunters’ club.25 T h e  explorers were searching “ especially 
those m inor points . . . w hich have escaped the notice of his
torians.” 26 A  review er of the P u b lic  R ecords of Connecticut 
found them interesting “ for the very reason that they relate 
chiefly to m inute and insignificant events,” and a review er o f the 
Am erican Archives noted how  Force’s “ collection of these small 
things . . . constitutes . . . their ch ief historic attraction.” 27 
T h e  fascination and jo y  of first discovery m ade men eager to 
find more.

D etails often provided an intim acy to history that m om entous 
m ovements som ehow lacked. R eaders could identify w ith  the 
story of an in d ivid ual soldier when the strategy o f armies was 
cold and distant. Skillfu l authors knew  that “ it is this m inute
ness of detail w hich forms one o f the p rin cipal charms in books 
of fiction,”  and they prom ised to provide “ the sm aller matters 
of ind ividual experience,” w hich  m ore pretentious history “ in  
its stately m arch could  not step aside to notice.” 28 “A  great 
variety of details” gave “color and interest to the narrative” ; it

25 Charles Sydnor, Gentleman of the Old Natchez Region; Benjamin L. C. 
Wailes (Durham, N.C., 1938), pp. 236-39.

26 Frederick A. Porcher, “Address South Carolina Historical Society,
Collections, I (1857), 10; also George Rainsford Fairbanks, Early History 
of Florida . . . (St. Augustine, 1857), p. 34.

27 Reviews, North American Review, L X X I (July, 1850), 36; X X X X V I 
(April, 1838), 486.

“ Lambert L illy  [Francis Lister Hawks], History of the Western States, 
Illustrated by Tales, Sketches and Anecdotes (Boston, 1835), p. 4; Henry 
Howe, Historical Collections of Ohio . . . (Cincinnati, 1848), p. 3.
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was “ the m agic by w hich we m ake the dry bones live again.”  29
M inutiae provided not only interest but also insight, for often 

the obscure detail seemed to capture the spirit of the past, to 
give atmosphere, and to poin t up  the significant in  history as 
no narrative could do. T h e  history of a town was a microcosm 
of the entire country; in  the letters of N apoleon lay an under
standing of the French nation; in the papers of a R evolution ary 
d iplom at lay an understanding of m ankind.30 Sometimes the 
unim portant docum ent that “had no claim  to being copied” was 
just the one “ to illustrate the m anners and spirit o f the times.” 81 
T h is  “m inuteness o f detail is indispensable,”  historians said, for 
there was m ore truth  in  the “ im pression” conveyed by a well- 
chosen detail than in  the finest generalized analysis.32

H istorical data was still scarce enough that new m aterial, no 
m atter how obscure, was welcom ed as adding to the picture 
rather than confusing it. Instead of discouraging m en w ith  the 
apparent im possibility o f com prehending all, the uncovering of 
new facts encouraged them to seek further. D etail seemed essen
tial to thoroughness, to ascertaining the authentic truth  about 
the past; and m en were not afraid o f the entire truth. C om pilin g 
the story of the past for the first time, historians were inclined 
to suppose that by in clu din g all facts they could  tell the story 
for a ll time. “ If one w ould  study history thoroughly he m ust 
not despise small things, but condescend to the m inutest details

“ John Lothrop Motley, The Rise of the Dutch Republic, I (New York, 
1856), viii; Shurtleff, Colony of New Plymouth, p. viii; Washington Irving, 
A History of the Life arid Voyages of Christopher Columbus . . .  (3 vols.; 
New York, 1828), I, 20; Stone, Life of Joseph Brant, p. xxvi; reviews, North 
American Review, X X X IX  (October, 1834), 467; and American Quarterly 
Review, X V  (June, 1834), 276.

30 “Recent Historical Revelations,” p. 374; reviews, North American Review, 
X LII (April, 1836), 453; X LIII (July, 1836), 276; Christian Examiner, X L  
(March, 1856), 248; Ralph Waldo Emerson, “ History,” Essays of Ralph Waldo 
Emerson (Modern Library edition, New York, 1944).

31 Hugh Williamson, The History of North Carolina (Philadelphia, 1812), I, 
viii; and John Marshall, The Life of George Washington . . .  (5 vols.; Phila
delphia, 1804), I, XV.

32 James Thatcher, History of the Town of Plymouth . . . (Boston, 1832), 
p. iv; Joel Tyler Headley, Washington and His Generals (2 vols.; New York,
1848), I, ix.
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. . . the bottom  facts.”  33 O ne w riter adm itted that some of his 
m aterial was “ quite m inute and trifling” but insisted that he 
w ould “ om it nothing,”  and another believed that any facts at 
all, i f  authentic, were “ too d eply interesting to be consigned to 
oblivion.” 34

Eagerness to perform  useful service to society— a m otive for 
m any historians of the period— especially m otivated antiquarian 
com pilers in their hum ble and congenial labors. M en truly be
lieved, then, that “m an subserves the purpose of m oral existence 
w hen he does w hat is a real benefit to his C ountry,” and com pila
tion seemed to be such a benefit.35 “ I looked around in search of 
some object, in  pursuit o f w hich I could benefit m y fellow- 
citizens,”  explain ed one annalist; “P u b lic  U tility  has been the 
predom inant object o f my lab ou r,” said another; and a third 
im plied that he was not really  fond o f his task at a ll b u t worked 
“ for the pleasure of con trib uting his m ite to the service of the 
com m unity.”  36 D ocum entary collections provided “ a store-house 
o f new m aterials . . .  to facilitate the future labors of the his
torian.”  37 Collectors hoped that properly preserved documents 
w ould inspire latent scholars, that because of available m ate
rials there “m ay arise . . . literary characters who w ill one day 
do honour to the land that gave them their b irth .”  38 Am ericans

33 Philip Slaughter, A History of Bristol Parish, Virginia . . . (Richmond, 
1846), p. xiv.

“ William Read Staples, Annals of the Town of Providence . . . (Provi
dence, 1843), p. v; Thatcher, Military Journal, p. vi; also Jared Sparks, ed., 
Works of Benjamin Franklin . . . (10 vols.; Boston, 1844), I, xii.

35 W illiam  Durken Williamson, T he History of the State of Maine . . . , 
(2 vols.; Hallowell, Me., 1839), I, iv; Lorenzo Sabine, American Loyalists or 
Biographical Sketches of Adherents to the British Crown (Boston, 1847), p. iv; 
Samuel Greene Arnold, T he Life of Patrick Henry of Virginia (Auburn and 
Buffalo, N.Y., 1854), p. 14.

38 Albert James Pickett, A History of Alabama . . . (Sheffield, Ala., 1851), 
10; Humphrey Marshall, The History of Kentucky (2 vols.; Frankfort, 1824), 
I, iii; Benjamin Trum bull, A Complete History of Connecticut . . . to the 
Year 1764 (2 vols.; New Haven, 1818), I, 5.

37 Review, North American Review, X X X III (October, 1831), 449; “Prospec
tus,” American Pioneer, I (January, 1842), 3; “ Recent Historical Revela
tions,” p. 347.

38 Historical and Literary Committee of the American Philosophical 
Society, Transactions, I (1819), xvi; also, review, North American Reviere, 
X LIII (July, 1836), 276.



realized that great histories could not be w ritten u n til the m ate
rials were gathered, and, w illin gly, they took the first step.

A  patriotism  w hich was closely related to the sense of service 
also stim ulated interest in antiquarianism . C ollections served as 
m onum ents to the great m en and deeds o f past generations. T h e  
new nation, so pain fu lly  conscious o f cultural im m aturity, feared 
“ the discredit brought upon our national reputation” by the 
neglect o f docum ents.39 “W h y this ransacking of o ld  cupboards 
for dusty documents? . . . W e . . . m ake but one reply. B e
cause we love our country.” 40 A  collection of the papers or 
chronicles o f heroic deeds was a m em orial to deserving ancestors, 
“ a m onum ent to those whose m em ory ought to live forever.” 41 
“ If there were no other consideration to recom m end it,”  said one 
writer, “ we owe it to the generation of patriots w ho achieved 
our independence, to brin g out from  the archives in  w hich they 
are perishing, the m onum ents of their talent, for their honor and 
our instruction.”  42

T h e  early nineteenth century seemed to be the focus of some 
attitudes tow ard detail that began lon g  before 1800 and of others 
that lasted long after i860. M en of the period still shared the 
E nlightenm ent’s encyclopedic approach to facts, the desire to 
com pile and know  everything. T h e y  were also beginning to 
transform this in to  the late nineteenth-century view  o f historical 
facts as pieces in  a giant jigsaw  puzzle, the solution of w hich 
w ould end dispute and provide a scientific conclusion. “T h e  
very highest va lu e” of details, said a review er in 1834, is “ in 
settling, or verifying, or rectifying, or reversing judgm ents upon 
m arked m en or m arked events.” 43 T h e  bridge betw een the two 
attitudes, however, seemed to lie  prim arily in  the essentially

39 C. P. Cooper, “ Materials for History,” Museum of Foreign Literature, 
X X II (February, 1833), 229.

“ John Romeyn Brodhead, Address Delivered before the New York His
torical Society, at Its Fortieth Anniversary (New York, 1844), p. 46.

41 Review, North American Review, LX X I (July, 1850), 34.
“ Reviews, North American Review, X X X III (October, 1831), 484; also, 

ibid., X LV I (April, 1838), 486, and LV (July, 1842), 258; and Christian 
Examiner, LX  (March, 1856), 266.

43 “ History and Biography,” Christian Examiner, L X X  (March, 1861), 315; 
and review, American Quarterly Observer, III (July, 1834), 121.
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R om antic b elief that reality existed more in the particular than 
in  the general. Said W illiam  B lak e:44

T o  see the w orld  in  a grain  o f sand,
A n d  heaven  in  a w ild  flower;

H o ld  in fin ity  in  the palm  o f your hand,
A n d  etern ity in  an hour.

T h e  entom ologists chased butterflies, as A b ie l H olm es ob
served, the historians wrote history, and the antiquarians col
lected details— and there were m ore collectors than either 
entomologists or historians.

44 ‘‘Auguries of Innocence,”  1803. In 1869 Alfred Tennyson wrote: 
Flower in the crannied wall,
I pluck you out of the crannies,
I hold you here, root and all, in my hand,
Little flower—but if  I  could understand 
W hat you are, root and all, and all in all,
I should know what God and man is.
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VII
Methods o f  Writing History

ISTO RIAN S a n d  c r i t i c s  g e n e r a l l y  a g r e e d  o n  t h e  b a s i c  t e c h 

niques by w hich the historian appealed to so large an
audience. First, after choosing the righ t topic, scrupulous schol
arship was necessary to give a w ork credibility. N ext, literary 
style was essential to transform  facts into a flow ing story. F inally  
the historian had to utilize personal em otion w hich reached 
beyond scholarship and style and elevated them  into  art. Such 
techniques were really ways o f being interesting. “Interest, inter
est, interest,”  Prescott exorted  him self as he worked, “ the great 
requirem ent . . . interest!” 1

T h e  principal criticism  w hich m en of the early nineteenth 
century leveled against eighteenth-century historians was their 
tendency to be grandiloquen t w ithout sufficient regard to the 
facts. T h e  new generation had no quarrel w ith  grand ideas, but 
one of their m ajor contributions to the developm ent o f historical 
study was an insistence on interpretation based upon accurate, 
factual scholarship. D u rin g  the late nineteenth century, scientific 
historians carried the argum ent a step further, claim ing that any

1 C. Harvey Gardiner, ed., The Literary Memoranda of William Hickling 
Prescott (2 vols.; Norman, Okla., 1961), I, 50-53, 86-117; II, 69.

Scholarship and Honesty
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interpretation rested upon a biased selection o f facts and that 
truth lay only in  unadorned research itself. Finally, durin g the 
tw entieth century, historians found unadorned research both 
im possible and meaningless, and they tried again, like the R o 
m antic historians, to com bine data and interpretation.

Early nineteenth-century writers were excited by w hat they 
believed was a new concept, the idea that history could be based 
on research rather than philosophy. Perhaps each generation 
of historians begins w ith  an attack on the factual inaccuracy o f 
its predecessors; certainly early nineteenth-century historians con
sidered careful research the prim ary basis o f their ow n supe
riority. “A s history has developed,”  said one critic, “ it has taught 
us the extrem e value of close, critical, tru th fu l investigation.” 
“ H istorians are im m easurably m ore painstaking than they were,” 
said another, “ m ore particular about facts and authorities.” W rit
ers spoke of “ m odern criticism ” w hich had dem olished the eight
eenth-century approach to the past, and of “ the new historical 
school” w hich had m ade history into “ an exact science.”  Accurate 
research was not everything, but “ m odern scholars . . .  in  our 
tim e” realized it was the “ indispensable prelim inary.” 2 T o  be 
sure, this view  was generally unsophisticated, as the very cer
tainty o f the statements revealed. Seldom  did historians consider 
w hat really constituted a fact, or the likelihood  o f bias in their 
selection.3 T h e  G erm an scholars under L eop old  von R an ke made 
their contribution later in the century by calling  attention to 
such questions and dem anding a purified m ethodology. Even if

2 Review, North American Review, L X X X  (April, 1855), 483; anon., “T he 
Modern Art and Science of History,” Westminster Review, X X X V III (Octo
ber, 1842), 356, 369; anon., “T he Uses of History,” New Englander, X X II 
(July, 1863), 429; anon., "H egel’s Philosophy of History,” Eclectic Magazine, 
X LV  (September, 1858), 1.

3 David Ramsay, The History of the Revolution of South Carolina . . . 
(2 vols.; Trenton, N.J., 1785), I, ix; Mercy Otis Warren, History of the Rise, 
Progress, and Termination of the American Revolution . . .  (3 vols.; Boston, 
1805), I, i-v; A biel Holmes, The Annals of America . . .  (2 vols.; Cambridge, 
Mass., 1829), I, iii—iv; George Bancroft, History of the United States . . . (10 
vols.; Boston, 1834-75), I, v; W illiam Hickling Prescott, History of the Reign 
of Ferdinand and Isabella, the Catholic (3 vols.; Boston, 1838), I, viii-ix; 
John Gorham Palfrey, History of New England (5 vols.; Boston, 1859-90), I, 
xv; James Parton, The L ife of Horace Greeley . . . (New York, 1855), p. ix.
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the R om antic concepts were naive, however, they were conscious 
standards by w hich history had to be measured. “ In  estim ating 
a new history . . . the first point, o f course, to be settled is au
thenticity.” 4

Critics defined the tedious virtues o f the scholar as honesty, 
accuracy, and thoroughness. First, honesty, “ the highest and 
noblest qualification o f an h istorian” ; “ the principle of truth is 
predom inant.”  I f it were lacking then history w ould  be perverted 
into uselessness or even evil. “ A n  historian w ithout fidelity is 
worse than useless,” said one critic. “ H e is injurious to m an
kind  [for] upon the credit o f his narrative the happiness of fu
ture generations may rest." *

N ext, accuracy, “ the sine qua non  o f history” ; “everything is 
to be sacrificed for it.”  “Accuracy, that prim e virtue of an his
torian, distinguishes the narrative and gives us, throughout, the 
impression of reality.”  6 Critics liked  to say that a particular book 
had “ the m ark of authen ticity,” or that its excellence depended 
“ m ainly on accuracy,”  or that its virtues stemmed from  “ exact 
research.” 7 By the 1850’s, as R om antic history came under at

4 Francis Lister Hawks, Contributions to the Ecclestiastical History of the 
United States of America (2 vols.; New York, 1836-39), I, vii; W illiam G il
more Simms, The History of South Carolina . . . (Charleston, 1840), pp. v i-  
vii; Philip Schaff, History of the Apostolic Church . . . (New York, 1854), 
p. iii; review, Living Age, X X X I (October, 1851), 134; North American R e
view, X LV I (January, 1838), 221; also, anon., ‘‘Ancient and Modern History,” 
North American Review, X X V III (April, 1829), 320; Gardiner, Literary 
Memoranda of Prescott, I, 91, 121.

s Anon., “T he Study of History,” Southern Quarterly Review, X  (July,
1846), 144; review, Christian Examiner, LX  (March, 1856), 266; also, anon., 
“ History,” American Quarterly Review, V (March, 1829), 87; John H ill, “An 
Essay upon the Principles of Historical Composition,” Portfolio, IX  (April, 
1820), 342; Preface, The American Pioneer, I (January, 1842), 4; also, reviews, 
Christian Examiner, IV (September, 1827), 383; North American Review, 
L X X X I (October, 1855), 350; North American Review, X X IX  (October, 
1829), 293.

“ Review, North American Review, X LII (April, 1836), 449; anon., "T he 
Art of History W riting,” Living Age, X LV III (January, 1856), 244; review, 
Christian Examiner, X X IV  (March, 1838), 100.

7 Reviews, North American Review, X LVI (January, 1838), 217; Harper’s 
Magazine, X VIII (April, 1859), 692; London Quarterly, C LX IV  (June, 1839), 
7; also, Democratic Review, II (May, 1838), 162; Museum of Foreign Litera
ture, X L  (September, 1840), 26; Samuel Green Arnold, History of the State



tack for its florid  narrative, exact research becam e n ot only a 
m eans of te llin g  the tru th  b u t an end in  itself.8

Finally, in  discussing the requisite qualities o f a scholar, critics 
em phasized thoroughness, even though this was som etimes diffi
cu lt to com bine w ith  im agin ative flair. Scholarly research, said 
the critics, was a m atter o f “ great lab or and unw earied  to il,”  “ u n 
tiring patience and careful d iscrim in ation ,” “ in defatigab le  indus
try,” and “ grave and p atien t research.”  9 T h orou gh n ess included  
“ exhaustive use o f abun dan t m aterials, and a m ost conscious 
fidelity in d igesting them ” ; it m eant “ m inute and thorough in 
vestigation,” “ industrious research and . . . critical acum en,” 
“ close, critical, tru th fu l investigation ,” and “ profou n d  d ili

gence.”  10
G iven  these basic scholarly virtues, the h istorian m ust then 

proceed w ith  exhaustive use o f orig in al sources. T h is  concern 
over sources appeared in  the zeal for docum entary collections. 
T h e  good historian, said the critics, w ill “ never w illfu lly  take a 
second-hand or second-rate auth ority  as his guide w hen a prim ary 
was accessible,”  and historians swore then they had relied , w hen
ever possible, on “ the orig in al authorities.” 11 H istorians lik ed  to

of Rhode Island and Plymouth Plantations (2 vols.; New York, 1859), X, viii; 
Edward Duffield Neill, T h e History of Minnesota . . . (Philadelphia, 1858), 
p. vi; James Fenimore Cooper, T he History of the Navy of the United States 
of America (2 vols.; Philadelphia, 1839), I, viii; Benjamin T rum bull, A Com
plete History of Connecticut . . .  ίο the Year 1764 (2 vols.; New Haven, 
1818), I, 7; Palfrey, History of New England, I, xvi; anon., “ Ancient and 
Modern History,” North American Review, X X V III (April, 1829), 320.

8 Richard H ildreth, T he History of the United States . . .  (6 vols.; New 
York, 1856), I, vii; Donald Eugene Emerson, Richard Hildreth  (Baltimore, 
1946), pp. 164-66; John W arner Barber, Historical Collections of the State 
of New York (New York, 1851), p . iv; Arnold, History of Rhode Island, I, 
viii.

9 Reviews, Foreign Quarterly Review, X X V I (October, 1840), 1; New York 
Review, II (April, 1838), 308; North American Review, L X X X V III (April,
1859), 461; Living Age, X X X I (October, 1851), 138.

10 Reviews, Atlantic Monthly, V II (April, 1859), 442; North American R e
view, L X X X V III (April, 1859), 462; Living Age, L X II (April, 1859), 392; 
North American Review, L X X X  (April, 1855), 4®3> Eclectic Magazine, X L I 
(May, 1857), 26; Living Age, X X X I (October, 1851), 138.

u Review, Living Age, L X II (August, 1859), 393¡ Hildreth, History of the 
United States, I, viii; also Bancroft, History of the United States, I, v; John

124 M E T H O D S O F  H IS T O R IC A L  W R IT IN G



M ETH O D S O F  H ISTO R IC A L W R ITIN G 1 2 5

give evidence of their diligent search for m aterials by lengthy 
discussions of the “vast lab or” that w ent into the com pilation of 
a book. Somehow, it was not considered im modest to dw ell upon 
the long, lonely searches for m aterials, the great expense involved 
in  collecting m aterial, and the “ endless m onths” o f patien t read
ing.12

Am erican writers had a broad view o f prim ary sources. P ri
vate papers, governm ent documents, and newspapers were the 
stand-bys, and historical societies were eager to provide them. 
T h e  labor of copyists was cheap, and m en like W illiam  H . Pres
cott were able to spend m any thousands of dollars purchasing 
distant m aterials and having them  copied. Early-nineteenth-cen- 
tury writers were m ore aware than m any subsequent historians 
of the value of literature and artifacts as a source of knowledge 
about the past. H istorical societies eagerly transcribed the rem i
niscences of old  men, and m any writers went out o f their w ay to 
emphasize that “ d rin kin g in, from  aged lips, rich  stores o f his
toric lore” was a “ favorite source” of inform ation .13 H istorians 
were aware that the generation preceding them had seen mo
m entous events take place, and they liked  the intim ate personal 
flavor that interviews gave to history.

T o  use the sources was a sim ple dictum , b u t to criticize them, 
weigh their authenticity, and use them discreetly was an art. “ It 
is the duty o f the historian first to exam ine w ith critical exact
ness the weight and authenticity of a ll the sources of inform a
tion.” 14 “ H e m ust subject these m aterials to the ordeal o f strict
est exam ination, w ith the utm ost candor and im p artia lity” ; he

Francis Hamtramck Claiborne, Life and Correspondence of John A. Quit
man . . .  (2 vols.; New York, i860), I, v.

12 Francis Parkman, Jr., History of the Conspiracy of Pontiac . . . (Boston,
1851), pp. viii-x; James Parton, Life of Andrew Jackson (3 vols.; New York,
i860), I, vi-x; David Benedict, A General History of the Baptist Denomina
tion . . .  (2 vols.; Boston, 1813), I, 3; Tim othy Flint, The History and Geog
raphy of the Mississippi Valley (2 vols.; Boston, 1833), I, 9.

13 Henry Reed Stiles, The History of Ancient Windsor, Connecticut . . . 
(New York, 1859), p. v; Daniel Pierce Thompson, History of the Town of 
Montpelier . . . (Montpelier, Vt., i860), p. v; Milton Embick Flower, James 
Parton: The Father of Modern Biography (Durham, N.C., 1951), pp· 26-30.

11 Anon., “ History,” American Quarterly Review, V  (March, 1829), 95.
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must dem onstrate “com plete mastery and unchallenged criti
cism of his authorities.” 15 T h e  historian was a law yer w ho “rests 
on such evidence as w ould  be receivable in  a court o f justice.” 16 
He was a judge w ho m ust “ exam ine the strength o f the evidence 
and the character of the witness. T h e  rules of our courts of 
jurisprudence are generally applicable here.” 17

T h is  age o f literary history em phasized the scholarly trappings 
o f footnotes and bib liograph y as m uch as d id  subsequent schol
ars. Prescott devoted approxim ately one-third of the words in  his 
histories of Peru, M exico, and Spain to footnotes and b ib li
ographical discussion. O n ly  slightly less space was assigned to this 
sort o f m atter by George Bancroft, Francis Parkm an, John G o r
ham Palfrey, John L othrop  M otley, and George T ickn or. R e
viewers praised these authors for fine research and outstanding 
notes.18 E ven m en like W ashington Irvin g and Benson John 
Lossing, w ho wrote history almost solely to entertain, devoted a 
sizable portion of each page to footnote references. O f the most 
popular historians, only Sir W alter Scott and Charles G ayarré

15 Giles F. Yates, “ Ancient History,” American Literary Magazine, I 
(December, 1847), 367; review, North American Review, L X X X V III (April, 
1859), 461; also Tim othy Pitkin, A Political and Civil History of the United 
States . . .  (2 vols.; New Haven, 1828), I, 4-7; Richard Frothingham, History 
of the Siege of Boston . . . (Boston, 1850), p. iii; Bancroft, History of the 
United States, I, v.

и Charles Etienne Gayarré, Louisiana: Its Colonial History and Romance 
(3 vols.; New York, 1851-54), I, xiv.

17 Anon., “ T h e Philosophy of History,” North American Review, X X X IX  
(July, 1834), 45; also, anon., “Ancient and Modern History,” p. 322; review, 
North American Review, X C I (July, i860), 41.

18 See, for example, the following reviews: on Bancroft, North American 
Review, X L  (January, 1835), gg-ioo; North American Review, L II (January, 
1840), 101; on Parkman, Knickerbocker Review, X X X V III (July, 1851), 68
6g; Living Age, X X X I (October, 1851), 138; on Palfrey, Harper's Magazine, 
X LVIII (April, 185g), 692; Atlantic Monthly, VII (April, 1859), 442; North 
American Review, L X X X V III (April, 1859), 461; on Motley, North American 
Review, L X X X III (July, 1856), 187; on Ticknor, Living Age, X X IV  (Janu
ary, 1844), 157; Christian Examiner, X X V I (March, 1844), 266; Atlantic 
Monthly, III (January, 1859), 127; Democratic Review, II (May, 1838), 162; 
Samuel Austin Allibone, A Critical Dictionary of English Literature, and 
British and American Authors (3 vols.; Philadelphia, 189g), passim.
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wrote w ithout evidence o f their research, and both were chastised 
by critics for the presum ption.19

Readers were not intim idated by footnotes; citation of sources 
did not im ply a distinction between good w ritin g and bad. O n 
the contrary, the presence of footnotes im parted a com fortable 
sense of authenticity to the narrative. Readers felt reassured to 
find “ copious notes . . . authorities carefully noted, and fu ll 
references given” ; here was “ the stamp o f guarantee.”  20 For lei
surely reading, where the unfoldin g of the story itself m attered 
most, notes offered stim ulating suggestions for additional read
ing, “ a m ine of am ple and varied w ealth for the historical stu
dent.” 21 Notes often provided a pleasing cache of am using and 
irrelevant anecdotes “ like flowers along the wayside” to enliven 
and amuse the reader.22 O nly occasionally did a critic disagree 
w ith the use o f footnotes, observing that they did not “ prove 
anything” and only served as a showcase for the author’s ego
tism.28

H istorians and critics liked to rem ind themselves that the 
purpose of careful scholarship was to give their works the m ark 
of authenticity and thus provide whatever advantage history had 
over fiction. W h ile  novelists struggled to m ake im aginary situa
tions seem real, the historian began w ith reality. H e was con
sidered the perfect artist w hen he recounted the absolute truth

“ For example, the following reviews: on Scott, Christian Examiner, IV 
(September, 1827), 382; Christian Examiner, X X IV  (July, 1838), 345; on 
Gayarré, Southern Literary Messenger, X VIII (May, 1852), 311; DeBow’s R e
view, X I (July, 1851), 7; Southern Quarterly Review, X X  (July, 1851), 6g; 
also Allibone, British а-nd, American Authors, passim.

20 Reviews, North American Review, LX X X V III (April, 1859), 463; London 
Quarterly, CLX IV (June, 1839); North American Review, X LV I (January,
1838), 281.

21 Review, North American Review, X C I (October, i860), 421.
22 Reviews, North American Review, X LVI (January, 1838), 281; also, 

North American Review, L X X X  (April, 1855), 488; Christian Examiner, 
X LIII (September, 1847), 262; Southern Literary Messenger, X VIII (May, 
1852), 312; anon., “A rt of History W riting,” p. 244.

23 Review, North American Review, L X X X  (April, 1855), 390-91; William 
Read Staples, Annals of the Town of Providence . . . (Providence, R.I., 
1843), p. vi.
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about the past.24 N ot only was truth as interesting as fiction; it 
was far m ore valuable as insight into the eternal questions of life. 
“ H istory is progress toward . . . true u nity  and universality . . . 
not in  the neglect o f details but in  the m ore perfect verification, 
the more careful m astery.” 25 T h e  best history was the truest:

I f  a historian  alters his facts, he . . . destroys his p ecu liar advantage 
as a historian. I f  he m utilates, glosses over, colors . . .  in  a n y  w ay 
tam pers w ith  the m aterials w ith  w hich hum an nature has furnished 
him , the portraits he portrays w ill be correspondingly false— false 
not alone to fact, b u t false to the ‘conditions o f h u m an ity,’ false to 
nature itself.26

Scholarship and the Q uotation Mark

D espite their emphasis on honest scholarship, the R om antic 
historians have suffered grievously at the hands o f subsequent 
scholars, for they have been accused of dishonesty, o f altering 
direct quotations, and of using each other’s m aterial w ithout the 
scrupulous use o f quotation marks. O ne by one, the early nin e
teenth-century historians have fallen under attack— Jared Sparks, 
G eorge Bancroft, John M arshall, D avid  Ramsay, W ashington 
Irving, and Francis Parkm an— branded as plagiarists, inaccurate 
ones at that.27 T h e ir  outraged critics have been justified in  con

21 James Anthony Froude, “ T h e Science of History,” Hours at Home, II
(February, 1866), 328.

25 Anon., “Art and Science o f History,” p. 369; also, review, Christian E x
aminer, X X IV  (March, 1838), 100; anon., “ Thoughts on the Manner of
W riting History,” Southern Literary Messenger, III (February, 1837), 156.

26 G. H. E., “H ildreth’s History of the United States,” Universalist Quar
terly and General Review, X II (October, 1855), 349.

27 For some attacks on early nineteenth-century plagiarism, see Orin Grant 
Libby, “ Some Pseudo Histories of the American Revolution,”  Transactions 
of the Wisconsin Academy of Sciences, Arts, and Letters, X III (1901), 419-25; 
Orin Grant Libby, “Ramsay as a Plagiarist,” American Historical Review, 
VII (July, 1902), 697-703; W illiam A. Foran, “John Marshall as a Plagiarist,” 
American Historical Review, X L III (October, 1937), 51-64·' R · Kent New- 
meyer, “ Charles Stedman’s History of the American W ar,” American Histori
cal Review, LX III (July, 1958), 924-34; Michael Kraus, The Writing of 
American History (Norman, Okla., 1953), pp. 72-73, 78, 86, and passim; 
John Spencer Bassett, The Middle Group of American Historians (New 
York, 1917), pp. 100-110, and passim.
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dem ning a practice of w hich they disapproved, and, indeed, the 
aims of m odern scholarship have m ade the m ethods o f the early 
nineteenth century obsolete. H ow ever, accusations of dishonesty 
were unjust, for the historians were never secretive about their 
practices, and they m ust be jud ged  by their ow n standards. It 
had never occurred to m any that accurate q uotin g was desirable. 
Others had carefully w eighed the problem , explicitly  stated their 
intentions, and thoughtfully  defended their positions.

Jared Sparks has borne the brunt o f the charges for altering 
the spelling and gram m ar of direct quotations in  his twelve- 
volum e edition of W ashington ’s writings, but Sparks was utterly 
frank about his policy. In  the first volum e he devoted five pages 
of the introduction to an explan ation  of how and w hy he had 
altered quotations: “ I have of course considered it a duty, ap
pertaining to the function o f a fa ith fu l editor, to hazard such 
corrections as the construction of a sentence m anifestly war
ranted, or a cool judgem ent dictated.” 28 In  the last volum e, 
three years later, he again presented his justification of revisions.29

Before undertaking this project, Sparks had agonized over 
the question of alterations. C arefu lly  he canvassed the opinion 
of statesmen and historians, even obtainin g an interview  on 
the subject w ith the president of the U n ited  States. In his 
journal he noted that John Adam s “ thought it best to correct 
freely all blunders in orthography and gram m ar w hich ap
peared in W ashington ’s letters.”  H e consulted the M assachu
setts H istorical Society; John M arshall, E dw ard Everett, and 
N oah W ebster were interview ed; all advised Sparks to correct 
and revise.30 W hen the w ork appeared, reviewers unstintingly 
praised it, noted the avowed practice of revision as being “ ex

28 Jared Sparks, ed., The Writings of George Washington . . .  (12 vols.; 
Boston, 1834-37), π > x v · Volume II, beginning the correspondence of 
Washington, was the first to be published, and volume I, the biography, 
was the last to appear.

20 Ibid., I, viii.
30 Sparks’s Journal, January 15, 1828, Herbert Baxter Adams, The Life and 

Writings of Jared Sparks, Comprising Selections from His Journals and Corre
spondence (2 vols.; Boston, 1893), I, 46; II, 269-72, 501-32.
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trem ely judicious,”  and praised the editor for his “ extraordinary 
diligence.”  31

Seventeen years after the publication of Sparks’s series on 
W ashington, in  1854, an English historian— a fervid advocate of 
the com ing school of scientific history— launched the first as
sault on Sparks’s methods. Even so, this attack concerned only 
the degree o f revision that was desirable, for the Englishm an 
still adm itted that “ trifling inaccuracies of gram m ar and spell
in g” should be corrected.32 Contem poraries, however, im m edi
ately saw in these strictures an attack upon a w hole school o f 
history, and the pam phlet war and literary debate w hich fo l
low ed had grave im plications for the future of the entire R om an
tic approach to the past. John Gorham  Palfrey, W ashington 
Irving, Edw ard Everett, and Peter Force came vigorously to 
Sparks’s defense.33 Sparks, more hurt than outraged, explain ed 
that durin g his preparation of the W ashington volum es “ no 
critic, friendly or hostile, no in d ivid ual w ith in  m y knowledge,

31 John Gorham Palfrey, “ T he Washington Papers,” North American R e
view, X X X IX  (October, 1834), 468-71; reviews, American Quarterly Review, 
X V (June, 1834), 275-310; American Quarterly Observer, III (July, 1834), 
120-35; North American Review, L X X V  (July, 1852), 185-208. For a digest of 
contemporary reviews, see Allibone, British and American Authors, II, 2191—
93

32 The attack was launched by Lord Mahon [Philip Henry Stanhope], His
tory of England from the Peace of Utrecht to the Peace of Versailles, 1713
1783 (7 vols.; London, 1836-54), VI, appendix. T he following were prominent 
pamphlets in the controversy: Jared Sparks, A Reply to the Strictures of Lord 
Mahon . . . (Cambridge, Mass., 1852); Lord Mahon, Letter to Jared Sparks, 
Esq.; Being a Rejoinder to his “ Reply to the Strictures . . . "  (Boston,
1852); William Bradford Reed, Reprint of the Original Letters from Wash
ington to Joseph Reed, during the American Revolution, Referred to in the 
Pamphlets of Lord Mahon and Jared Sparks (Philadelphia, 1852); Jared 
Sparks, Remarks on a “ Reprint of the Original Letters from Washington to 
Joseph Reed . . . (Boston, 1853).

33 John Gorham Palfrey, “Lord Mahon’s History of England,” North Ameri
can Review, L X X V  (July, 1852), 185-208; Pierre Munroe Irving, The L ife  
and Letters of Washington Irving (4 vols.; New York, 1864), IV, 146; Wash
ington Irving, Life of George Washington (5 vols.; New York, 1856-59), I, 
vi-vii; Edward Everett, The Life of George Washington (New York, i860), pp. 
vi, 27, 273; Peter Force, The Declaration of Independence, or Notes on Lord 
Mahon’s History of the Declaration of Independence (London, 1855), p. 5
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ever hinted that the plan, or the rules of executing it were 
founded on erroneous principles or were perverted in  their 
application .” 34 Even in i860, when scientific m ethods were 
gaining approval, m en like R ich ard  H ildreth  and John Lothrop 
M otley, who had becom e increasingly critical o f revising quota
tions, never im plied  that it was dishonest and acknow ledged that 
it was the recognized practice of the day.35

In  a period w hen docum entary collections were designed for 
and read by the general pu b lic  for pleasure, m any other editors 
follow ed Sparks’s practice in order to attract readers. T h e  editor 
o f the R hode Island colonial records, for exam ple, lam ented that 
m any writers “ were evidently not fam iliar w ith  the pen, and 
not w ell versed in the rules of gram m ar and punctuation,” and 
he prom ised oblig in gly  to clear up these m atters.36 A n o th er edi
tor assured his readers that “ it has not been deemed necessary 
to adhere closely” to such matters as punctuation and capitaliza
tion; still another boasted at length  of his extensive and careful 
corrections, prom ising the public that all necessary changes 
“ have been em ployed in the m anner most in  accordance w ith  
the best m odern p rin tin g.” 37

Editors of docum entary works were not alone in adm itting 
their alteration of quotations. George B ancroft “ felt free to 
change tenses or moods, to transpose parts o f quotations, to 
sim plify language, and to give free rendition.” His biographer 
notes that he had “ no com punction at b lendin g m aterial from 
several quotations to form  a single uninterrupted speech. . . 38

34 Sparks, Reply to Lord Mahon, p. 18.
36 Hildreth, History of the United States, I, 10; John Lothrop Motley, His

tory of the United Netherlands: From the Death of William the Silent to the 
Synod of Dort (3 vols.; New York, 1861-67), I, v; W illiam  Hickling Prescott, 
History of the Conquest of Mexico . . .  (3 vols.; Boston, 1843), X, x.

38 John Russell Bartlett, ed., Records of the Colony of Rhode Island, and 
Providence Plantations in New England (10 vols.; Providence, R.I., 1856-65), 
I, ix.

37 James Hammond Trum bull, ed., The Public Records of the Colony of 
Connecticut, Prior to the Union with the New Haven Colony, May 1665 (3 
vols.; Hartford, 1850-59), I, v; Nathaniel Bradstreet ShurtlefE, ed., Records of 
the Colony of New Plymouth in England (8 vols.; Boston, 1855-57), L X-

38 Russel B. Nye, George Bancroft: Brahmin Rebel (New York, 1944), p. 
193·



W illiam  G ordon boasted of altering sources to prove that he was 
a thorough and conscientious historian.39 P opular writers as
sured their readers that they had carefully “ m odernized the 
spelling,” m ade quotations “ m ore in tellig ib le ,” and altered 
gram m ar to conform  “ to that in  general use at the present 
tim e.” 40

H istorians d id  not revise indiscrim inately. T h e y  approved 
only those m inor changes w hich they felt did not alter the strict 
m eaning— or even the flavor— o f the original. W riters were 
aware that the value of quotations depended upon general, if  
not literal, accuracy, and that “ changes m ust not deprive them 
of one innate m ark of authen ticity,” 41 A lteration  extended 
“ only to verbal and gram m atical m istakes” or to orthography, 
“ scrupulous care” being taken that the precise connotation 
“ thereby in no degree be changed or affected.” “ Q uaintness” of 
expression w hich w ould  im part the flavor and feelin g of the 
original had to be preserved.42 It was the historians’ trust to 
com bine authenticity w ith the benefits o f readability.43

M ore im portant than the fact that historians revised quota
tions were their reasons for doing so. First, they thought that 
a ltering quotations w ould  m ake history m ore lucid  and pleasing 
to readers w ithout dam aging the essential truth  of the original. 
O ne author revised “ when assistance could thereby be afforded 
the reader.” A noth er explain ed that he revised quotations in  
order to “ render them  m ore easily read and understood.” 44 T o

39 Gordon to Washington, February 16, 1789, W illiam  Gordon, “Letters of 
the Reverend W illiam  Gordon, Historian of the American Revolution, 1770
179g,” Proceedings of the Massachusetts Historical Society, LX III (June, 1930), 

553·
"J o e l T yler Headley, The Life of Oliver Cromwell (New York, 1848), pp. 

xi-xiii; Samuel Gardner Drake, Biography and History of the Indians of 
North America (Boston, 1827), p. viii; W illiam  Read Staples, Town of Provi
dence, p. vi.

a  Trum bull, Records of Connecticut, I, iii; Staples, Town of Providence, 
p. vi.

42 Sparks, Writings of Washington, II, xv; John W arner Barber, Interesting 
Events in the History of the United States (New Haven, 1829), p. iv.

43 Shurtleff, Records of New Plymouth, I, x; also Drake, Indians of North 
America, p. viii.

“ Shurtleff, Records of New Plymouth, I, x; Staples, Town of Providence, 
p. vi.
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follow  the original exactly w ould  have “ increased the difficulties 
o f perusal and m aterially detracted from  the interest o f the 
volum e to the general reader.”  45 H ere was the m ajor basis of 
m isunderstanding by the critics w ho so bitterly attacked the 
alteration of quotations, for early-nineteenth-century history 
was directed toward the general public rather than tow ard the 
professional scholar. E ven docum entary history was com piled for 
the leisure reading of people w ho insisted upon entertainm ent 
as well as honesty and truth. M en assumed that if  the historian 
were honest, alterations did not affect the truth and did contrib
ute to the pleasure of reading.

Editors further argued that it was indecent to publish private 
correspondence w ithout puttin g it into the form  w hich the writer 
him self m ight have dem anded before allow in g publication. 
Sparks argued that since W ashington had corrected and revised 
m uch of his correspondence, good taste necessitated the revision 
of w hatever else was used from his private files. “ It w ould be 
an act of unpardonable injustice to any author, after his death,” 
wrote Sparks, “ to brin g forth compositions, and particularly 
letters w ritten w ith  no design to their publication and com m it 
them to the press w ithout previously subjecting them to a care
fu l revision.” 46 It  was an editor’s “ solemn duty to correct obvi
ous slips of the pen . . . w hich the w riter himself, if he could 
have revised his own manuscripts, w ould  never for a m om ent 
have allowed to appear in  p rin t.” 47 O ften  papers of prom inent 
m en were copied by secretaries rather than by the authors them 
selves, and a conscientious editor was only being as careful as 
a secretary.48

T h e  rationale for revising quotations w hich most shocked later 
historians, however, was the early nineteenth-century b elief that 
a few careful alterations w ould actually come closer to w hat a 
writer had intended originally; a few discreet omissions and 
corrections w ould  give a m ore fa ith fu l picture of a m an or

45 Trum bull, Records of Connecticut, I, v.
40 Sparks, Writings of Washington, II, xv.
17 Sparks, Reply to Lord Mahon, p. 6.
48 Sparks, Writings of Washington, I, viii-ix; also, Bartlett, Records of 

Rhode Island, I, ix.
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event than the origin al words themselves. B itterly critical o f 
an English historian w ho had reprinted W ashington’s mistakes, 
John Gorham  Palfrey dem anded “ Is the reader better instructed? 
Is W ashington better understood? Is fidelity to history usefully 
subserved?” T h e  qualified historian knows, argued Palfrey, that 
these shortcom ings of the first president “ are not illustrations of 
the m an.” 49 A  difficulty arose, however, w hen historians differed 
am ong themselves as to w hat com prised a true illustration  of 
the man; these disagreements eventually destroyed the R om antic 
approach to history and led to an insistence upon rig id  accuracy 
and new scientific methods. U n til about the time of the C iv il 
W ar there were fewer contradictions in  interpretation, and 
people trusted that a carefu l editin g not only m ade docum ents 
m ore interesting to the reader and fairer to the origin al author 
but also m ore accurate in recreating the past.

Sim ilar to the problem  of altering quotations was the m atter 
of selecting docum ents to be published. Later historians had 
great difficulty in deciding to om it anything; the frustration of 
their in ab ility  to print a ll o f the w ritten m atter that existed 
about a given period or m an partly explains the decline of 
docum entary history in the late nineteenth century. T h e  early 
nineteenth-century historians, however, adm itting that selection 
was a difficult task requirin g conscientious care, never doubted 
the propriety of the practice or the ability  o f the careful editor 
to perform  the task.50

T h e  second m ajor asault by m odern scholars on the historians 
o f the early nineteenth century centered about plagiarism , the 
practice of using in  their own works the same phraseology as 
someone else had used. T h e  early nineteenth-century historian 
w ould have been dism ayed by the attack, w ould have pleaded 
nolo contendere, and w ould  sim ply have pointed out that he 
had never pretended to be origin al when he could find someone 
else who had satisfactorily said w hat he had  in  m ind.

O ne of the first to be attacked was W illiam  G ordon for using 
m aterial from  the A n n ua l Register  w ith ou t quotation  marks.

"P alfrey, “ Lord Mahon’s History of England,” p. 200.
50 See, for example, Sparks, Writings of Washington, II, xiii-xiv.
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A gain, disagreem ent w ith  his approach was justified, b u t the 
im plication of dishonesty was not, for G ordon, after discussing 
in his introduction his use of various sources, carefully explained 
that he had “ frequently quoted from them w ithout varying the 
language, except for m ethod and conciseness.” W ith  pride rather 
than apology he explain ed to W ashington the sources he had 
used and that he had “ at times inserted them as though they 
were origin ally m y ow n.” 51 G ordon believed that the people 
wanted the story of the R evolution . T h e  only available account 
was in  the A n n ua l Register, w hich was hard for Am ericans to 
obtain. M oreover, by m aking some corrections and some addi
tions to this account, he could retell, or reprint, the story in  a 
m ore convenient, m ore easily available, and corrected form. 
H e consistently referred to him self as “ a com piler” o f the ac
count and w ould probably have called him self an editor if  he 
had known that it w ould  have pleased his later critics.52

A  sim ilar attack was m ade on John M arshall, but his statement 
of intention, prom inently displayed in  the introduction of his 
book on W ashington, could hardly have been m ore explicit:

T h e  very language has sometimes been  em ployed w ith ou t distinguish
in g  the passages, especially w hen  in term in gled  w ith  others, by  marks 
o f quotation , and the auth or persuades him self that this p u b lic  
declaration  w ill rescue h im  from  the im p utation  o f receivin g  aids he 
is u n w illin g  to acknow ledge, or o f  w ishing, b y  a concealed plagiarism , 
to usher to the w orld , as his ow n, the labours o f others.53

Countless lesser historians were as frank. A fter citin g his sources, 
a typical w riter stated that he “ w ould  here p u blically  acknow l
edge that he has often copied their language as w ell as their 
facts, and has not been particular to disfigure his page w ith  quo
tation m arks.”  A n oth er g lib ly  explained  that his “ first five 
chapters . . . are from the adm irably w ritten historical sketch

51 W illiam Gordon, The History of the Rise, Progress, and Establishment 
of the Independence of the United States of America . . .  (4 vols.; London, 
1788), I, vii; Gordon to Washington, February 16, 1789, Gordon, “Letters,” p. 
553·

52 Gorden, Establishment of Independence, I, vi-vii.
53 John Marshall, The Life of George Washington . . .  (5 vols.; Philadel

phia, 1804-07), I, x.
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in  M artin ’s G azetteer.” 54 O thers openly stated that they “ had 
not scrupled” to copy a w ell-w ritten previous study; that they 
“ used substantially another’s language” ; that they utilized the 
w ork o f others “w ithout introducing m y authorities” ; that if 
a good source was found they had “ adopted the phraseology of 
the author entire” ; and that they had “ m ade use of them as 
public property.”  55

T h e  early nineteenth-century historian felt no need to argue 
for originality, and he w ould not have understood w hy he 
should m ake a fetish o f rew orking m aterial w hen w hat he 
w anted to say already had been better said by another. Before 
the C ivil W ar, there was little  sense of com petition am ong 
historians; it appeared entirely proper to borrow  literally  as w ell 
as factually. T h e  unfoldin g of the story was m ore im portant than 
the fear that the author w ould receive undeserved credit for 
eloquence. T h ere  was am ple new m aterial for all, and w hether 
a w riter chose to relate a new subject or popularize an old one, 
he usually believed that he was presenting it in  his particular 
way for the first time. A  historian need not be jealous of his 
work; neither should he be any m ore origin al than was abso
lutely  necessary.

H istorians usually felt flattered rather than insulted w hen 
their words were used by another. T h e  period is rem arkable 
for the lack of scholarly rivalry, and writers w ho borrow ed from 
each other rem ained on the warmest terms. O ne man, discussing 
his fellow  historians, noted that he had “ availed m yself o f their 
labours w ith  the same freedom  w hich I w ould  m yself allow  in 
like circum stance.” 56 W h en  phrases from  D avid  R am say’s his
tory were incorporated, w ith slight im provem ents (but w ithout

54Zadock Thompson, History of Vermont, Natural, Civil, and Statistical 
(Burlington, Vt., 1842), p. iv; Henry Howe, Historical Collections of Virginia 
(Charleston, S.C., 1852), p. iii.

65 Simms, South Carolina, vi-vii; William Buell Sprague, Annals of the 
American Pulpit; or Commemorative Notices of Distinguished American 
Clergymen of Various Denominations (9 vols.; New York, 1857-69), I, vii; 
Ramsay, Revolution of South-Carolina, I, ix; Flint, The Mississippi Valley, 
I, 10-13; Drake, Indians of North America, p. viii.

se Stiles, Ancient Windsor, Connecticut, p. vi.
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quotation marks), in  his friend W illiam  G ordon’s work, Ram say 
accepted the im proved version of his own words w hen he had 
occasion to m ake use o f the m aterial again.57

As contem porary critics understood the altering of quotations, 
they also understood and approved w hat the plagiarizers were 
doing. Critics were aware of having seen the same words before 
and frequently com pared the later account w ith  its source, re
m arking on the im provem ent that had been m ade over the 
earlier account but seldom considering it a m atter of dishonesty 
in  the use of phraseology.58 A  twentieth-century scholar attack
in g  Ram say as a plagiarist expressed surprise that in  this “gen
eration of successfully plagiarized histories . . .  all o f them 
were m ore or less w ell received by an uncritical p u b lic.” 59 In 
fact, one contem porary review  had criticized R am say’s “ plagiar
ism ” not on the basis o f honesty but because he felt Ram say’s 
literary skill was greater than that of his sources.60

W h en  critics did speak ou t on plagiarism  it was frequently 
in  actual defense of the practice. O ne article, for exam ple, con
dem ned at length narrow-m inded authors w ho ham pered their 
ow n work by a stubborn determ ination to be origin al w hen re
w ritin g m erely m eant being inferior.61 A nother article entitled 
“A n  A pology For T h e  Late C om er” urged writers to keep in

57 Ramsay, Revolution of South-Carolina, II, 153; Gordon, Establishment 
of Independence, III, 448; David Ramsay, The History of the American 
Revolution (2 vols.; Philadelphia, 1789), I, iv. See Elmer Douglass Johnson, 
“David Ramsay: Historian or Plagiarist?” South Carolina Historical Magazine, 
LVII (October, 1956), 195.

“ For comparisons of works which borowed from each other, see William 
Smyth, Lectures on Modern History, from the Irruption of the Northern 
Nations to the Close of the American Revolution (Boston, 1851), pp. 550
53, 591—608; reviews, Monthly Review (London), L X X X  (May, 1789), 441-42» 
Edinburgh Review, X III (October, 1808), 151; Blackwood’s Monthly Journal, 
X VII (February, 1825), 200; North American Review, L X X X V I (April, 1858), 
334- 35·

58 Libby, “Ramsay as a Plagiarist,” p. 703.
“ Review, “ Ramsay’s History of the United States,” North American R e

view, VI (March, 1818), 334-35. This review also pointed to sources Ramsay 
used of which Libby was apparently unaware.

“ Anon., “ Plagiarism and John Bunyan,” Catholic World, VI (January,
1858), 534- 35·
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m ind the w orthy end to be accom plished and not to fear copying 
another w ork w hen it could help achieve that end.62 “A  charge 
of plagiarism  against an author is considered as pretty sure evi
dence of his superiority as a w riter,”  said still another critic, be
cause it means the author is above the petty fetish o f originality. 
“Charges o f this k ind  most frequently come from  youn g m en of 
small reading and little  experience.”  T h e  historian should m ake 
changes only to im prove the story. “W h at are M acaulay’s and 
B ancroft’s histories but ‘rehashes’?” T h e  m an of genius was not 
afraid to “rehash,” because he had  no fear of displaying his 
originality in  the form  o f new ideas rather than as reworked 
sentences.63

T h e  essential difference between early nineteenth-century his
torians and their m odern critics in  the m atter of altering and 
copying was that the form er assumed their compeers w ere 
telling the truth  and the latter are u n w illin g  to m ake this as
sum ption. I f  a historian had been basically honest and capable 
in  exam in in g a docum ent, veneration of quotation marks was 
unnecessary. H istorians o f the early nineteenth century were 
aware that their w hole approach to the past depended upon 
trustworthiness. “ T h e  value w hich m ay attach to it  must, o f 
course, m ain ly depend upon the degree o f confidence enter
tained in  its accuracy,”  said one w riter; “ T h e  value o f a w ork of 
this kind depends, o f course, w h olly  upon its credib ility.”  64 A ll  
that a m an could  do to attest to his reliability  was to offer his 
name and swear by it; this was done effusively, w ith  the asser
tion that no word was w ritten “ for w hich I was not confident 
there was a credible authority” and prom ising “ in  the sincerity 
of my heart” to have told the truth .65 T h e  reader was left to 
believe or not.

“ Anon., "An Apology For the Late Comer,” American Whig Review, X  
(August, 1848), 139-50.

63 A. Mitchell, “ Plagiarism,” Knickerbocker Magazine, X LIII (April, 1854), 
331, 336.

“ Trum bull, Records of Connecticut, I, iii; Parton, Andrew Jackson, I, vi.
“ Sparks, Writings of Washington, I, xiii; John Delano Hammond, T he  

History of Political Parties in the State of New York . . .  (2 vols.; Coopers- 
town, N.Y., 1844), I, iv.
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Style

A fter a historian had selected his topic and established the 
facts o f his story, the next step was em bellishm ent w ith  a suitable 
literary style. T h e  critic dem anded that the historian utilize 
a ll o f the devices o f the journalist, dram atist, and poet so that 
history w ould be “ as pleasant reading as the airiest novel,”  “ as 
entertaining as a nursery tale.” 66 M otley observed that stylistic 
excellence was the h istorian’s most essential tool and “ above 
all other qualities seems to em balm  for posterity.” 67 Sparks be
lieved that the h istorian’s labor was only “ h alf done” until 
literary polish m ade his story entertaining.68 “N o  w ork can 
dispense w ith  excellence of style,”  said Prescott. “ I f  this be 
w anting, a w ork . . . cannot give pleasure or create interest.” 69 
Alm ost every m ajor historian had dabbled in  literary criticism. 
M otley and Parkm an wrote novels; Bancroft wrote poetry. T h e  
historian was a m an of letters.

Beyond serving to m ake a story readable, style seemed to some 
historians an essential means of approaching truth. Just as Keats 
depicted a skylark better than an ornithologist, so the historian 
m ust convey a m ore profound reality  than lay in the facts alone. 
A  good w riter should m ake the reader experience the past, feel 
its m ood, and becom e involved in  its spirit. Parkm an argued 
for style rather than detail as the noblest means to historical 
truth; Prescott observed that words sometimes came closer than 
facts in  exp lain in g  the past; and Bancroft spoke o f the poet as the 
greatest realist.70

“ Reviews, Atlantic Monthly, III (January, 1859), 127; North American 
Review, L X X III (October, 1851), 495; North American Review, L X IX  (July, 
1849), 177.

07 John Lothrop Motley, “ The Novels of Balzac,”  North American Review, 
L X V (July, 1847), 108.

“ Jared Sparks, ed., T he Library of American Biography (25 vols.; New 
York, 1834-47), I, iv.

68 Prescott’s Journal, 1844, cited in George Ticknor, Life of William 
Hickling Prescott (Boston, 1864), p. 224; see also, W illiam H. Prescott, Bio
graphical and Critical Miscellanies (Philadelphia, 1865), p. 88.

70 Henry Dwight Sedgwick, Francis Parkman (Boston, 1904), pp. 248—249; 
Prescott, Miscellanies, pp. 285-87; Nye, George Bancroft, p. 80.



Reviewers found no contradiction between laborious research 
and b eautifu l storytelling. “ T h e  greater diligence and precision 
of our m ore recent historians in  the collection and verification 
of facts, has no sort o f affinity to d ull and dry ‘factology,’ ”  in 
sisted one critic. W h ile  the historian “ is not allow ed to fabri
cate, yet he is required  to em bellish.”  A  research clerk was no 
m ore qualified to w rite history than a lexicographer to w rite 
poetry. O ne critic denied that m eaning could exist w ithout 
beauty: “ L et no w riter excuse his inattention to form  by suppos
ing the object of a book is to convey m eaning, for . . . whatever 
is deep, or lofty, or b eau tifu l in  thought or feeling, refuses to 
be expressed in a form  w hich is less than beautifu l also.” 71

T h e  best historians expressed more concern about style of 
w ritin g than any other aspect o f their work. A lth o u gh  modesty 
prevented boasting of style as of painstaking research, they 
labored w earily over words and were inordinately depressed or 
elated over critical response. W hen Prescott decided to become 
a scholar, he began w ith  a systematic survey of the history of 
English prose, studying “ as if  he had been a school-boy.” 
T h rou g h ou t his life he collected exam ples of good writing, 
w eighed critics’ remarks, and filled his journals w ith hundreds of 
pages of rules, self-analysis, and arguments about style. Parkm an 
com piled scores of notebooks of words, sentences, and experi
m ental paragraphs. B ancroft began each w ritin g day by reading 
Gibbon, then laboriously com posed four lines to a page, some
times rew riting each line a half-dozen times and each page up  
to ten times.72 Successful journalistic writers like Parton, Weems, 
Irving, and P auldin g never gave up  their self-conscious cu ltiva
tion of style.73

71 Anon., "Art and Science of History,” p. 363; H ill, "Historical Composi
tion,” p. 339; anon., “ History, Biography, Voyages and Travel,” Westminster 
Review, L X II (July, 1854), 150; see also, reviews, North American Review, 
LVIII (January, 1844), 157; North American Review, L X X X  (April, 1855), 
391.

72 Ticknor, Life of Prescott, pp. 205-208, 220-224; Gardiner, Literary 
Memoranda of Prescott, passim; Sedgwick, Francis Parkman, 9-10; Nye, 
George Bancroft, p. 98.

73 Flower, James Parton, p. 200 and passim; Bassett, Middle Group of Ameri
can Historians, p. 19; Stanley T . Williams, The Life of Washington Irving
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H istory was storytelling in the early nineteenth century; this 
required catching the reader up  in a personal involvem ent in 
the story itself. T h e  favorite word of critics for the style they 
liked  was flowing. Endlessly they spoke of “ easy continuity,” 
“ spontaneous grace,”  and “ flow ing sweetness.” 74 H istory should 
“ w in the literary volup tuary to its pages by . . . the flowing 
ease o f its style.” It  should be “ flow ing and spirited,” avoiding 
the “ unvaried and level,” but always “ fluent,” “ clean and clear,” 
“w ith nothing standing in  the way of the narrative.” 75

Critics often defined the flow ing style they lik ed  by specifically 
contrasting it w ith  the historical w ritin g  of the eighteenth cen
tury. A uthors like V oltaire, G ibbon , and H um e were prim arily 
essayists w ho sought to impress the reader; they had him  at a 
distance w hile self-consciously displaying their ow n wit, wisdom, 
and eloquence. T o  R om an tic tastes, however, history was more 
closely related to fiction and poetry than to the essay, and the 
grandiose display of the E nlightenm ent authors was artificial, 
lacking in  warm th and spontaneity, and an obstacle to the story. 
Critics vigorously attacked historians who could not resist the 
eighteenth-century egotism of “ philosophical discussions” and 
“ p rolix  disquisitions.” 76 A fter exposure to such w riting, accord
in g  to M otley, the unhappy readers “ im bibe greedily the draught 
set before them and begin to babble.” 77 Sim ilarly, a w riter must
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(2 vols.; New York, 1935), II, 218-38; Amos L. Harold, James Kirke Paulding: 
Versatile American (New York, 1926), p. 118 and passim.

74 Reviews, Harpers Magazine, X VIII (January, 1859), 403; North American 
Review, X CI (October, i860), 421; North American Review, L X X X V III 
(April, 1859), 461; Christian Examiner, X X X V I (March, 1844), 266.

75 Reviews, North American Review, LVIII (January, 1844), 157; L X X X III 
(July, 1856), 96; Edinburgh Review, LX V III (January, 1839), 378; Living 
Age, LX II (August, 1859), 393.

78 Simms, South Carolina, p. iii; also Henry Howe, Historical Collections 
of Ohio . . . (Cincinnati, 1848), p. iii; Washington Irving, A History of the 
Life and Voyages of Christopher Columbus . . .  (3 vols.; New York, 1828), I, 
20-21; Charles Etienne Gayarré, Romance of the History of Louisiana (New 
York, 1848), p. 16.

77 Chester Penn Higby and Bertram Torrey Schantz, John Lothrop Motley 
(New York, 1939), pp. xxviii-xxix; also Diedrich Knickerbocker [Washington 
Irving], A History of New York, from the beginning of the world to the end 
of the Dutch Dynasty . . . being the only authentic history of the time



avoid the tem ptation of displaying his eloquence. “ It  is an im 
position upon his readers, to give reins to his im agination and 
freedom to his pen .” 78 Critics berated writers w ho were “ too 
ornate,” “ too sugary,” “ too oratorical,” or guilty  o f “ elaborate 
and artificial fastidiousness” ; good history was “ never a collec
tion of phrases” or w ell know n for its “ qu otability .” 79 R eview 
ers were especially harsh w ith  Bancroft for his oratorial tend
encies. “Y ou  w ould  say that he could never entirely divest him 
self o f the feeling that he was speaking to the m ultitude,”  said 
one reviewer. “W e are too often rem inded of the effort by w hich 
the sentences were produced, and are seldom allow ed to forget 
the artist in  his w ork.” 80

Sweeping the reader u p  into the narrative required  natural 
words, sim ple expression, and concrete images. Critics called for 
v ivid  scenes rather than abstract ideas, representative characters 
rather than generalized sentiments, and action rather than rhe
toric. T h is, in  turn, required  direct language, strong verbs, and 
everyday expressions. N oah  W ebster believed a p lain  style was 
not only natural but basically Am erican, an overdue corrective 
to the decadence o f the English aristocracy.81 “ It is best to use 
simple, unnoticeable  terms,” Prescott adm onished him self. “  ‘T o  
send’ is better than ‘to transm it’ . . . ‘guns fired’ to ‘guns dis
charged’ . . .  ‘to read’ than ‘peruse’. . . 82 M otley believed
G erm an influence was responsible for “ the most detestable style”

that hath ever been, or ever will be published  (2 vols.; New York, 1809), I, 
25-26.

78 W illiam Durken Williamson, The History of the State of Maine . . .  (2 
vols.; Hallowell, Me., 1839), I, iv; Simms, South Carolina, p. vii; also Sedg
wick, Francis Parkman, pp. 133, 222.

™ Reviews, Christian Examiner, X X IV  (July, 1838), 345; Museum of 
Foreign Literature, Science, and Art, X L  (September, 1840), 26; North 
American Review, LX X X III (October, 1851), 495. See also Herbert Read, 
English Prose Style (London, 1952), 138 and passim; David Levin, History as 
Romantic Art: Bancroft, Prescott, Motley, and Parkman (Stanford, 1959), 
182-85, 205-09, 223-27, and passim; Ticknor, Life of Prescott, 220-23.

“ Review, North American Review, L X X X V I (April, 1858), 353-54; review, 
Christian Examiner, X X IV  (July, 1838), 359.

“ Benjamin T . Spencer, The Quest for Nationality (Syracuse, 1957), pp. 
53-60.

82 Gardiner, Literary Memoranda of Prescott, II, 35·
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in Am erica. By striving for false elegance “ the sense is almost 
strangled in the coils o f parentheses and other convolutions.” 83 

For all their emphasis o f flow ing narrative and natural ex
pression, early nineteenth-century style still seems hopelessly dis
cursive to m odern ears. T h e  pom pous and oratorical style o f the 
eighteenth century had evolved into a lyrical and florid expres
sion. W hen critics called  for a “ n atu ral” style, they im plied  free
dom rather than conciseness. A lth o u gh  the R om antic means of 
expression generally served to prom ote the story and did not exist 
to be adm ired in  its ow n right, still m en read at leisure, fre
quently aloud, en joyin g the tellin g  as w ell as the tale. T h e  story 
itself was fresh, the sentiments and phrases were not yet cliches, 
and often the flow of the story was leisurely. T h e  first sentence of 
Prescott’s Conquest of M exico  contained 109 words; the first 
sentence of Irvin g ’s L ife  and Voyages of Christopher Colum bus  
wandered for 99 words before the verb; and one of B ancroft’s 
chapters began w ith  15 dependent clauses. Benson Lossing began 
his history of the A m erican R evolu tion  w ith  a poem  and then 
a declam ation:

T h e  love o f country, sp rin gin g up  from  the rich  soil o f the domes
tic affections, is a fee lin g  consistent and  coextensive w ith  social 
u n io n  itself. A lth o u g h  a dreary clim ate, barren  lands, and u n righ t
eous laws, w ickedly adm inistered, m ay repress the lu x u ria n t grow th 
o f this sentim ent, it w ill still m ain ta in  firm root in  the heart, and 
bear w ith  patience the most cruel wrongs. M an  loves the soil that 
gave him  b irth  as the ch ild  loves the m other, and  from  the same 
in heren t im pulses. W h en  exiled  from  his father-land he yearns for 
it  as a ch ild  yearns fo r hom e; and though he m ay, by  legal oath, 
disclaim  allegiance to his ow n and swear fealty  to another govern
m ent, the invisib le  links o f patriotism  w hich b in d  h im  to his country 
cannot be severed; his lips and hands bear false witness against his 
tru th fu l heart.

Stronger far is this sentim ent in  the bosom  o f h im  whose country 
is a pleasant land, where n ature in  sm iling beneficence w oos him

83 Motley to Prescott, 1844, cited in Roger Wolcott, ed., Correspondence of 
William Hickling Prescott, 1833-1847 (Boston, 1925), p. 429; also James 
Peller Malcolm, Anecdotes of the Manners and Customs of London during the 
Eighteenth Century (2 vols.; London, 1810), I, xiii; Drake, Indians of North 
America, p. vii; Sparks, Library of American Biography, I, iv; Nye, George 
Bancroft, p. 103.
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on every side; w here education  quickens in to  refin in g  activ ity  the 
in tellect o f society; and  w here just laws, righteou sly adm inistered, 
impress a ll possession, w hether o f  p rop erty  or o f character, w ith  the 
broad seal o f security . . . ,84

W riters often copied the stylistic devices of the dram atist as 
a means of stim ulating interest in  their stories. Bancroft, Pres
cott, M otley, and Parkm an each utilized the organization of 
the stage play for at least one of their m ajor works, w ith a pro
logue, five acts, and an epilogue. W riters and critics thought in 
terms of the plot, the scenes, the actors, the alternatin g confron
tations, climaxes, and interludes, and the resolution o f the 
whole com position w ith  regard to the proscribed unities. Later 
historians were generally skeptical o f such w riting, feelin g that it 
forced the facts into artificial symmetry. For historians who 
view ed themselves as storytellers, however, the series of facts 
which could  not be honestly arranged into  plot, scenes, and 
unity were probably not worth the h istorian’s tim e.85

T h e  historian also liked  to think of him self as a painter, fill
ing a canvas w ith  color, action, and m ood. Pictures were scenes 
in a drama, bringin g the past to life  and givin g the reader a 
feeling of participation in  the action. Prescott’s g litterin g m ili
tary processions, P arkm an ’s fragrant and foreboding forests, 
Irvin g ’s m edieval courts are am ong the most viv id  scenes in 
literature. T h e  historian conceived of his subject in pictorial 
terms, a colorful “ series of tab leaux” passing before the reader.86 
Carefully, the best writers m atched action with the m ood of 
the landscape, alert for the leafless tree against the stormy sky, 
or the b ird ’s chirp at daw n after the battle, alert for those de-

84 Benson John Lossing, The Pictorial Field Book of the Revolution . . . 
(2 vols.; New York, 1850-52), I, 33; see also last sentence of the first volume.

85 Levin, History as Romantic Art, 19-21; Nye, George Bancroft, p. 310; 
Higby and Schantz, John Lothrop Motley, pp. xxi-xxiv, xciv-cxi; Ticknor, 
Life of Prescott, p. 176; James Kirke Paulding, A Sketch of Old New Eng
land . . .  (2 vols.; New York, 1822), I, 218.

“ Joel Tyler Headley, Napoleon and His Marshals (2 vols.; New York,
1847), I, v-vi; Howe, Historical Virginia, p. iv; Williamson, History of 
Maine, I, iii; Harry Elmer Barnes, A History of Historical Writing (Norman, 
Okla. 1937), p. 189.



tails “ that escape the ordinary eye.” 87 Critics liked  the word 
“ picturesque” and com pared scenes for their lifelike quality 
and em otional im pact.88

O ne o f the most im portant stylistic devices of the literary 
historians was the use of historical characters, actors in  the 
dram a w ho developed the story and also supplied a focus for 
reader identification. A  sense o f personal uniqueness and a 
concurrent search for identity in  fictional and historical charac
ters perm eated all R om an tic literature. T h is  dual concept helps 
to exp lain  the rise o f the novel as a m ajor literary form  and 
also the popularity  of historical biography. R a lp h  W ald o  Em er
son believed the greatest appeal o f the past lay in  the reader’s 
vicariously becom ing a historical hero. T h e  historian, observed 
Emerson, “ describes to each reader his ow n ideal, describes his 
unattained but attainable self.” 89 Prescott rem inded him self of 
the im portance of live characters. “ Instead of a mere abstraction, 
at once we see a being like ourselves,”  he wrote. “ W e place our
selves in  his position and see the passing current o f events 
through his eyes.”  90 Critics delighted  in “ viv id  reproduction of 
personages” and were appropriately scornful o f “ u n skillfu l de
lineation o f character.” 91

A  literary scholar, Professor D avid  Levin, has recently placed 
particular emphasis on the historical hero in  Bancroft, Prescott, 
M otley, and Parkm an, not only as a literary device for creating 
interest but also as a stock-type character. Each of these histor
ians accepted the contem porary literary convention of the By-

87 H ill, “ Historical Composition,” p. 341.
88 Reviews, Christian Examiner, X X IV  (July, 1838), 346; also, Living Age, 

X IV  (July, 1847), 122; North American Review L X X III (October, 1851), 495; 
Living Age, I (May, 1844), 10.

89 R alph Waldo Emerson, “ History,” The Essays of Ralph Waldo Emerson 
(Modern Library edition, New York, 1944), p. 5.

90 Prescott, Miscellanies, pp. 107-108; see also Lambert Lilly [Francis Lister 
Hawks], The History of the Western States . . . (Boston, 1835), pp. 3-4; 
Harold, James Kirke Paulding, p. 108.

ef Reviews, Methodist Quarterly Review, X X  (January, 1838), 173; North 
American Review, L X X X V III (April, 1859), 4® 1 ; American Quarterly R e
view, VI (December, 1829), 408; North American Review, X LV I (January,
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ronic hero, a figure of special grandeur and sublim ity, “ spotless 
m arble against a stormy sky,” m isunderstood, suffering, and 
lonely, but nobly enduring despite the odds against him . Q ueen 
Isabella, Q ueen Elizabeth, Cortez, W ashington, Jefferson, and 
LaSalle all became stereotypes, simple, natural, self-reliant, 
pious, frugal, hum ble, and im pelled  by superhum an will. T h e  
hero em bodied the spirit o f the people he led and, in  turn, in 
spired them. T h e  villa in  was also a stock character, haughty, 
pompous, wealthy, selfish, and effete. T h e  inner spirit o f hero or 
v illa in  was always evident in the eyes, physical appearance, and 
m anner. T hese carefuly draw n stereotypes, w hich can be fo l
lowed for m any lesser figures in  the drama, characterized all 
forms of R om antic literature, and, according to Levin, m arked 
the ablest historians as self-conscious parts o f the literary tra
dition.92

H istorians, like R om an tic painters, liked  turbulent action 
scenes as a means of rousing emotions and creating interest, 
scenes of dram atic crisis, battle, and violence. “ T h e  public is 
hungering and thirsting after food for adm iration and abhor
rence,”  said one critic.98 T h e  appeal o f history lay in  its blood 
and thunder, its “ stirring incidents and blood-stirring adven
ture,”  its “heroic actions and resplendent virtues.” 94 “ T h e  p lu r
ality . . . expect, as a m atter of right . . .  to be gratified w ith  
adm iration and horror, w ith  suffering saints and trium phing 
monsters.” 95 T h e  appeal o f violence helps exp lain  the popular
ity  o f m ilitary history.

A  good w riter knew  that style was an in d ivid ual m atter, a

92 Levin, History As Romantic Art, pp. 49-73; Peter L. Thorslev, The 
Byronic Hero: Types and Prototypes (Minneapolis, 1962), pp. 35-64 and 
passim.

93 Anon., “ History,” American Quarterly Review, V  (March, 1829), 89.
91 Review, North American Review, X LV I (January, 1838), 215; John

Romeyn Brodhead, An Address Delivered before the New York Historical
Society (New York, 1844), p. 46; also, reviews, Museum of Foreign Literature, 
Science and Art, X L  (September, 1840), 26; Blackwood’s Magazine L X X IX
(April, 1856), 421.

“ Anon., “ History,” American Quarterly Review, V  (March, 1829), 89; 
also, anon., “ Historic Speculations,” Southern Literary Messenger, VI (Sep
tember, 1840), 606.
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subjective reflection o f himself. T o  most men of the early nine
teenth century, art itself was subjective, an intu itive feeling, an 
inspiration of the artist reaching out to a corresponding in
spiration in his audience. “A  m an’s style, to be w orth anything, 
should be the natural expression of his m oral character,” said 
Prescott. “ One m an’s style w ill no m ore fit another, than one 
m an’s coat, or hat, or shoe w ill fit another.” 96 T h e  artist must 
know  his own style, be honest to it, even cultivate it, and then 
m atch it to a subject appropriate to himself. Style was a m atter 
of genius, but know ledge and use of it rem ained a m atter of 
deliberation and skill.

Feeling

H istory had m atured into art in  early nineteenth-century 
A m erica because it required one elem ent m ore than scholarship 
and style: that elem ent was feeling. T o  be either true or inter
esting, history required  the historian’s passion, his subjective 
insight, his individual genius. T h is  was the essentially “ R om an
tic” elem ent in early nineteenth-century historical w ritin g  and 
the elem ent most firm ly rejected by later generations. By 1875 
critics were baffled or annoyed if  a historian dared to speak of 
intuition, but for almost h alf a century men like Emerson, Ban
croft, and Prescott spoke of their “ intu itive insights” into  the 
past, and critics praised them for their perception.97

Just as Transcendentalists found no contradiction between 
m ind and heart, critics found no conflict between objective his
torical truth and passionate, in tu itive conviction. A  historical 
“ fact” that coincided w ith  deeply held principles was m ore sig
nificant than a “ fact” that d id  not, and a m an of deep convic
tions had a better standard of judgm ent than a m an w ith  none. 
Passion and subjectivity, “ far from proving an obstruction, are, 
in  fact, auxiliary  to the surest operations of the judgem ent. . . . 
F u ll scope m ust be given to the natural, elevated, warm  feelings,

89 Prescott, Conquest of M exico, I, 617.
97 See Nye, George Bancroft, p. 286; review, American Quarterly Review,

III (March, 1828), 174.
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and to the vehement, unsubordinated passions of the heart.”  98 
“ Sufficient passion” and “ honest enthusiasm ” w ould  actually 
“ excuse prejudice . . . and general weakness.”  99 G ood history, 
critics observed, was necessarily “ an attribute of the heart,” w hile 
“ fairness and im partia lity” are too often “ exaggerated into 
faults” and becom e “ indifferency.”  100 “ Is it said that if  a histo
rian be in  love w ith  his theme, he w ill run  into extravagance?” 
asked a B ancroft defender. “ L et it be rem em bered that we w ould 
chasten this love w ith  a sound philosophy, w ith  a spirit o f re
search,” he continued, b u t “ fortified w ith these let the historian 
be extravagant; he ought to be extravagant.”  101

Critics accepted subjective dedication to principles in  an era 
when right principles seemed beyond dispute and based on both 
natural law  and intu ition. Patriotism , for exam ple, or liberty, 
m orality, or progress were established w ith  m ore certainty than 
historical facts, and these abstracts, in  turn, established the 
significance of facts. T h e  historian, dedicated to right principles, 
did not search for truth so m uch as illustrate it. A s long as no 
im portant disagreem ent occurred over these principles, there 
was no reason to believe that enthusiasm resulted in distortion. 
T o  be sure, the proposition that enthusiasm did not distort was 
a defensive argum ent, even one that betrayed uneasiness. Critics 
were more com fortable in  discussing the positive advantages 
w hich passion provided in  prom oting interest and understand
ing.

Alm ost everyone agreed that a historian’s enthusiasm con
tributed as m uch as his scholarship or style to the production 
of lively narrative. “ H istory only becomes dram atic on two

08 “ Prospectus,” The American Review of History and Politics, I (January, 
1811), ii.

“ Review, North American Review, X L  (January, 1835),. 100; anon., “Art of 
History W riting,” p. 244.

100 Hill, “Historical Composition,” p. 346; review, Christian Examiner, 
X X X  (July, 1841), 314.

101 Reviews, North American Review, X L  (January, 1835), 115; also, North 
American Review, X L  (January, i860), 40; Christian Examiner, LX  (March, 
1856), 248, 266; anon., “ History and Its Philosophy,” Putnam’s Monthly 
Magazine, X I (April, 1868), 407; anon., “Art and Science of History,” p. 363; 
anon., “ History,” Monthly Anthology, I (January, 1804), 119.
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conditions: it m ust either have the passion of the politician or 
the im agination of the poet.”  102 D epth  of feeling “gives anim a
tion and glow  to the silent page,” for w ith it “ the historian’s 
language acquires energy, his descriptions liveliness.” 103 “A rdor 
. . . infuses a life  and vigor into discussions o f these topics 
w hich . . . having fallen  into the hands of m ere scholars, are 
by general readers considered as little  better than the offal of 
literature.” 104 Sim ilarly, writers who lacked em otion were be
rated for “ cold and naked recital o f facts,”  for “ never rising into 
anything like fervour,” for “ frigid, colorless, soulless w ritin g,” and 
for “ that callousness w hich proceeds from  w ant of feelings.” 105

A bove all, however, em otion and subjective intu ition  were 
necessary for understanding. T h e  historian who surrounded him 
self w ith the facts of a past era possessed a feelin g for that era 
dependent upon but m ore profound than his know ledge o f it. 
T h e  Zeitgeist, particularly, w ould  always elude the fact-monger. 
T h e  historian, like the author o f a play, m ust be able to place 
him self in  the era and m ind o f his characters in  order to think 
as they did. “ H e who relates those great transactions in  which 
the passions of m en have been interested,” explain ed a critic, 
“m ust enter into the scenes w hich he describes, and m ust speak 
the language of those w ho bore a part in them. A  cold narra
tive that is literally  true, w ould  often be a false picture.”  106 
T h e  historian, like the artist, had to feel the reality  o f his sub
ject, had to feel the essence of truth and transm it that feeling. 
W ith  passion and inspiration, w ith  fa ith  in sound principles, 
“ facts are m ade m ore pregnant, shadows are deepened, charac
ters are distinguished by a sharpness of outline w hich does not, 
in  reality, belong to them. . . .  A  noble im agination is a wiser

102 Review, Edinburgh Review, CV (January, 1857), 23.
103 Review, North American Review, X L (January, 1835), 117.
104 Reviews, North American Review, X C I (October, i860), 301; also, Living 

Age, X X III (November, 1849), 365; anon., “ History," American Quarterly 
Review, V (March, 1829), 88.

ios Reviews, North American Review, L X X III (October, 1851), 4 14> A the
naeum, Number 1158 (January, 1850), 13; Living Age, X X III (November,
1849), 365; H ill, “ Historical Composition,” p. 341: also, reviews, Living Age, 
LX II (August, 1859), 393; Southern Quarterly Review, IX  (April, 1846), 363.

100 H ill, “ Historical Composition,” pp. 242-43.



guide . . . than an ignoble and m ean understanding.” 107 O c
casionally historians were w illin g  even to sacrifice factual ac
curacy for the sake of accuracy of impression. T h e y  altered 
direct quotations, for exam ple, in  the belief that the alteration 
m ight come closer than the origin al to the speaker’s true inten
tion. A uthors like N athan iel H aw thorne w ould  invent or tam per 
w ith  details to capture a deeper reality than lay in perfect ac
curacy of detail.108 Subsequent historians were disturbed, of 
course, at the thought that there could exist an im pressionistic 
truth deeper than the facts. Even by the 1850’s m en like R ichard  
H ildreth  were persuaded that subjectivity, and even w ritin g 
style, were undesirable w hen they led the reader beyond the facts 
alone.109 For the early nineteenth-century reader w ho trusted 
the historian, however, the scholar’s impression could be far 
more interesting and vivid, far more real and true, than the 
literal details.

M en of the R om antic era never forgot that the m ethod of 
w riting history was a means toward an end and not a sacred 
thing in  itself. A fter the historian had carefully selected his 
topic, honestly researched it, polished his w ritin g style, and in 
fused the whole w ith right feelings, a ll of these elements should 
com bine into  a harm onious whole. “ Form  and substance” m ust 
blend together, said critics, “ in  the unity and fullness of organic 
life.” 110 I f  a ll o f the procedures blended smoothly, the product 
was a com position of “ dram atic interest”  and “h igh  art.”  111 
A t that point m ethod was com plete and m en could concentrate 
on the purpose o f history.

107 Anon., “ History, Its Use and Meaning,” Westminster Review, LX II 
(October, 1854), 230-31; also W illiam  Greenough Thayer Shedd, “T he Nature 
and Influence of the Historic Spirit,” Bibliotheca Sacra, X I (April, 1854), 
345; review, Living Age, X X X I (October, 1851), 138.

108 Nathaniel Hawthorne, True Stories from History and Biography (Boston, 
1851), p. iv; also Joel Tyler Headley, The Life of Oliver Cromwell (New 
York, 1848), p. vi; Bassett, Middle Group of American Historians, pp. 105-6.

“ Emerson, Richard Hildreth, p. 164.
110 Anon., “Art and Science of History,” p. 363; also, reviews, Atlantic 

Monthly, III (January, 1859), 127; Living Age, X X X I (October, 1851), 138.
ш Hill, “ Historical Composition,” p. 339; reviews, Christian Examiner, 

X X VI (March, 1844), 198; North American Review, X LVI (January, 1838), 
280-81; Knickerbocker Review, X X X V III (July, 1851), 69.
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Vili
Interpreting the Past

C
e r t a i n  basic themes pervade the history w ritten during 

the early nineteenth century, and these themes reveal m any 
of the fundam ental assumptions of that period. A t the tim e m en 

hardly thought o f these themes as interpretations, for the word 
carries an im plication of bias or tenuous hypothesis. O ften  the 
historian was hardly aware o f the themes u n itin g  his work, 
th inking of them as his techniques for m aking history interesting, 
or as incontestable facts. T h e  interpretations w hich unite a gen
eration of historians are generally m ore evident to subsequent 
observers than to the m en who m ake them.

T h e  historians of the early nineteenth century knew, of course, 
that they began w ith  preconceived ideas; freely they adm itted 
the obvious. “ Every m an ,” said one critic, “ sits dow n to study 
under some m ental influence or prepossession w hich uncon
sciously directs his attention to those facts, and those relations 
of facts, that are most in  harm ony w ith the idea latent in his 
m ind .” “Y ou  have but to select such facts as suit you,” observed 
another critic, “ and let your theory of history be what it w ill, 
you can have no difficulty in providing facts to prove it.”  T h e  
im portant th in g was to begin w ith “righ t” 1 assumptions, and 
since most m en could agree on basic principles of m orality, 
progress, patriotism , and the existence o f God, these assump



tions could be generally accepted as desirable u n ify in g  themes.1 
Each person, o f course, m ust “ judge for himself, to adopt, dis
crim inate and reject” the h istorian’s assumptions, b u t this was 
hardly difficult. T h e  critic never begrudged the historian the 
right to begin w ith  preconceptions, just as he never doubted 
his ow n right to judge them .2

Basic assumptions about life seemed not only inevitable but 
positively desirable as a means of finding m eaning in  history. 
A lth ou gh  m en respected the com piler and were fascinated w ith  
detail, the h istorian’s true occupation was more elevated. H e 
had to “ digest” the facts into  “ high-toned philosophical narra
tive.” “ W ith  the qualifications of an antiquarian . . . the m odern 
historian m ust com bine those o f a philosopher, deducing from  
the mass o f general theorum s.” Review ers observed that, “ the 
most perfect history when separated from  its philosophical ac
complishments, is, in  reality, but a series of anecdotes.” 3 O ne 
critic was m oved to O ld  T estam en t w rath at the idea of facts 
alone serving as history:

T h o u  h oary bookw orm , w hose life  is alm ost w orn  o u t in  the study 
o f the past, w hat has it  availed  thee in  the acquisition  o f true 
know ledge? Is thy spirit p urer, wiser, or h a p p ier in  the lo n g  research? 
. . . H istory  has been  to thee no teacher because thou  hast dealt 
w ith  the letter and n ot the spirit o f  her lessons . . . .  T h o u  hast 
hoarded details. . . . T h o u  canst rehearse battles an d  successions,

1 Anon., “ Hegel’s Philosophy of History,” Eclectic Magazine, X L V  (Septem
ber, 1858), 3; James Anthony Froude, “T h e Science of History,” Hours at 
Home, II (February, 1866), 323; review, North American Review, L X  (April, 
1845), 368-69.

2 Anon., “ T h e Philosophy of History,” North American Review, X X X IX  
(July, 1834), 40; also John Spencer Bassett, “ Later Historians,” W illiam P. 
Trent et al., eds., Cambridge, History of American Literature (4 vols.; New 
York, 1912), III, 171-72.

3 Reviews, Atlantic Monthly, VI (April, 1856), 442; North American Review, 
X X IX  (October, 182g), 295; anon., “Thoughts on the Manner of W riting 
History,” Southern Literary Messenger, III (February, 1837), 157; also, anon., 
“Ancient and Modern History,” North American Review, X X V III (April, 
1829), 334-35; anon., “ History of Our Own Tim es,”  Eclectic Review, IX  
(October, 1846), 165; reviews, North American Review, L X X III (October, 
1851), 411; North American Review, LX X V  (July, 1852), 258.
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boundary-lines and eras . . . b u t the subtle e lectric current that
floats on it, and w ith  it, has never m ade itself kn ow n  to thy m ind.4

W h ile  critics disliked the interruption  in  flow that m arked 
eighteenth-century disquisition, they never m aintained that the 
facts spoke for themselves. T h e  historian ought to generalize 
boldly. A ll of the “ various facts and details” should be gathered, 
com prehended, and organized tow ard some elucidation, how
ever modest, o f “ the general destinies of m ankind.”  History, 
argued one critic should be “ the product of reflection and 
analysis— in w hich events and their significance . . . are crit
ica lly  determined, and distinctly and form ally  interpreted.” 
“ Large deductions m ust be m ade.”  “ G eneralizations . . . alone 
offer a rich field for m oral, p olitical and social studies.”  A  good 
historian m ust penetrate the facts “ w ith  a burst o f interpretive 
speculation” to discover the truth  in  history.5

Essence and Causation

Interpretation is most necessary when facts alone seem in 
adequately revealing. In the tw entieth century historians have 
been preoccupied w ith  causation, and interpretation has most 
often involved emphasis on the facts that reveal the reasons for 
change. In the early nineteenth century, however, historians were 
less concerned w ith  cause than w ith  describing the inmost 
essence of a society in  the past, and, as a consequence, inter
pretation involved particu lar emphasis on those facts w hich 
best captured this elusive entity— for exam ple, those w hich

4 L. J. В. C., “ History,” Universalist Quarterly and General Review, I 
(April, 1844), 165.

5 Anon., “Historical Studies,” Church Review, IV (April, 1851), 10; anon., 
“ History and Its Philosophy,” Putnam’s Monthly Magazine, X I (April, 1868), 
407; anon., “ T he Aim of History,” Princeton Review, X X IX  (April, 1857), 233· 
anon., “Recent Historical Revelations,” Eclectic Magazine, X LIV  (July, 1858), 
346; anon., “Thoughts on W riting History,” pp. 156-57; also, anon., “ Hegel’s 
Philosophy of History,” p. 2; anon., “ Lord Macaulay As An Historian,” 
North American Review, X CIII (October, 1861), 455;, Willie, “ Use of Imagi
nation in the Study of History,” North Carolina University Magazine, IX  
(May, i860), 557.
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dem onstrated A m erican democracy, or Puritan  piety, or Spanish 
pom p. U nderstanding essence helped explain  how  change oc
curred, but the problem  o f change rem ained secondary.

H istorians recognized w ell enough their concern w ith  essence. 
T h is  mysterious spirit deep w ith in  a society was related to what 
G erm an R om an tic historians called the Zeitgeist, though the 
term was not used in  English u n til M atthew  A rn o ld  introduced 
it in 1884.® Am ericans spoke variously of “ the spirit o f an age," 
“ the real character of a people,” “ the current . . .  o f public 
feeling,” “ the principle w hich vibrates through a nation ’s pulse,” 
and “ the inform ing spirit w hich gives life to the w hole.”  7 U sing 
terms that sounded like those of A rn o ld  T o yn b ee a century 
later, writers tried to define society’s essence: “ In the history 
of every people w ho have becom e distinguished in  the annals 
of the earth is found the m anifestation o f some predom inant 
thought. T h is  gives vita lity  to a people, stim ulates their energies 
and makes them  great.” T h e  review er instructed historians to 
“ deduce that great sentim ent w hich it is the mission of a people 
to express and illustrate.” 8

T h e  probin g for essence usually led  historians to treat each 
country separately in  order to determ ine their distinguishing 
characteristics. H istorians w ritin g about Europe m oved easily 
from the idea of essence to consideration of nation al character 
and race; and historians w ritin g  about A m erica stopped barely 
short o f race as they offered fu ll descriptions of the type of people 
who lived  in  Massachusetts, N ew  York, or V irgin ia. Sim ilarly,

e The Oxford English Dictionary (13 vols.; Oxford, 1933), XII, ch. 2, 88.
7 Anon., “ Philosophy of History,” p. 55; Humphrey Marshall, History of 

Kentucky (2 vols.; Frankfort, 1824), I, iv; Joel Tyler Headley, T he Second 
War with England (2 vols.; New York, 1853), I, iv; F. A. P., “False Views of 
History,” Southern Quarterly Review, X X II (July, 1852), 23; W illiam H. 
Prescott, Biographical and Critical Miscellanies (Philadelphia, 1865), p. 88; 
also Daniel Pierce Thompson, The Green Mountain Boys . . . (Boston, 1848), 
p. vi; John Marshall, The Life of George Washington . . .  (5 vols.; (Phila
delphia, 1804-07), I, xi; anon., “ History,” American Quarterly Review, I 
(March, 1829), 98; anon., “ Philosophy of History,” p. 55; George Ticknor to 
Charles Lyell, 1848, cited in Anna Ticknor, ed., Life, Letters and Journals of 
George Ticknor (2 vols.; Boston, 1877), II, 253.

8F. A. P., “False Views of History,” p. 24.

154 IN T E R PR E T IN G  T H E  PA ST



IN T E R P R E T IN G  TH E  P A ST 155

writers dw elled on the particular spirit of each period, for ex
ample, the spirit of the R om an republic, o f early Am erican 
settlement, or o f the R evolution .

M en tended to th in k of political, economic, ideological, and 
social factors not as causes of change, b u t as elem ents of the 
ever-flowing Zeitgeist. In  discussing the m ovem ent for Am erican 
independence, historians found that the facts “ explain ed ” the 
m ovem ent fu lly  enough. Oppression, in a word, evident in  a 
m ultitude of well-described incidents, stim ulated a latent A m eri
can spirit o f independence. T h e  historian’s interpretive skill was 
necessary in analyzing that spirit. “ T h e  R evolu tion  was in  the 
m inds and hearts o f the people,” wrote John Adam s, w ho was 
always threatening to becom e a historian. It was the historian’s 
duty, he believed, to describe the R evo lu tio n ’s essence— its “ prin
ciples, opinions, sentiments, and affections.” 9 Sim ilarly, the fall 
o f Rom e, the rise of Spain, or the com ing of industrialization 
were to be described rather than explained; such events were 
evident in a changing psyche of the people, probably inspired 
by God, and probably illustrative of progress. T h e  Zeitgeist 
was the cause, and it was tautological to look for the cause of 
the cause.10 A lth o u gh  historians spoke of causation, they usually 
related it to essence. “ T h e  historian m ust give us causes, con
nections, and consequences o f events,”  said one critic, “ by de
fining the invisible actuating spirit”  o f the age. T h e  historian 
“ unfolds the causes,” said another, when he “ collects in  one 
grand coup-d’oeil, a ll those characteristic qualities, m oral, in
tellectual, and physical, w hich constitute the nation al bein g.” 11

Causation as a key to understanding the past is largely a

“ Adams to Hezekiah Niles, 13 February 1818, in Charles F. Adams, ed., 
The Works of John Adams . . .  (10 vols.; Boston, 1851-56), X, 282-83.

“ Harry Elmer Barnes, A History of Historical Writing (Norman, Okla., 
1937), 178-80; John Spencer Bassett, The Middle Group of American His
torians (New York, 1917), pp. 114-15; Marshall, Kentucky, p. iv; Francis 
Lister Hawks, History of North Carolina . . .  (2 vols.; Fayetteville, 1857-58), 
I, vii-viii.

“ Anon., "History and Its Philosophy,” p. 407; review, North American 
Review, X LV I (January, 1838), 277; also anon., “ Guizot and the Philosophy 
of History,” Eclectic Magazine, IV (February, 1845), 184 and passim; anon., 
"Reading of History,” Princeton Review, X IX  (April, 1847), 214. -



post-Darwinism concept. A fter Saint A ugustine, m en assumed 
that G od was cause and that w hat happened in history was the 
w ill of God. M edieval and R eform ation historians, such m en 
as Cotton M ather in Am erica, related the changes w hich G od 
had decreed for society b u t d id  not consider w hy they occurred, 
except w ith in  the realm  of theology. H istory was often neglected, 
therefore, because it could say little  that theology could not 
explain  better. T h e  historians of the Renaissance, tentatively, 
and those of the eighteenth century, m ore confidently, substituted 
a com bination of fortuity and hum an reason to exp lain  change. 
T o  V oltaire and G ibbon, and to D avid  R am say and T hom as 
H utchinson in  Am erica, changes occurred for the better w hen 
m en acted ration ally  and for the worse w hen they acted irra
tionally. T h e  R om antic historians shifted the emphasis to 
m orality; change was for the better when m en acted m orally. 
Still, they took cause almost for granted, to be observed rather 
than analyzed. O n ly  in  the latter h a lf o f the nineteenth century, 
as men began to disagree over m oral interpretations and as 
D arwinism  focused attention on the process of developm ent, d id  
thorough analysis o f causative factors becom e the m ajor task 
of the historian.

Morality

E arly nineteenth-century A m erican historical thought, like 
most other thought of the era, was perm eated w ith  m oral con
sciousness. T h e  R om an tic m ovem ent in Am erica, for all its in 
sistence upon freedom  from restraint, revived and intensified 
the Puritan ical virtues. Transcendentalism  em phasized self-con
trol and rectitude; the fundam entalist revival stressed personal 
ethics; and popular literature was filled w ith  didactic lessons 
about in d ivid ual conduct and m oral obligation. For the his
torian, an im portant means of grasping truth  was havin g the 
right m oral feeling, an im portant purpose of history was the 
prom otion of m orality, and the most pervasive single assump
tion was the existence of m oral law.

W riters and critics o f the R om an tic period noted that “ m oral 
enthusiasm ” distinguished the w ritings of their own generation
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from  the history w ritten before and after. O n the one hand the 
writings of V oltaire and G ibbon  were “ lacking [in] m oral sen
sitivity,”  and “ nowhere w arm ed by a generous m oral sentim ent.” 
O n the other hand youn g writers like R ichard  H ildreth  in the 
1850’s were condem ned for “ m oral indiilerency,”  and the ab
sence “ of an elevated standard of righ t.” 12 Bancroft, Prescott, 
Sparks, M otley, and Parker a ll wrote explicitly  about the need 
for ethical standards in  historical w riting. “ T h e  m oral character 
of events,” said one review er is “ the only standard by w hich the 
events of history can be jud ged .” 13

T h e  m en of the tim e defined standards of personal m orality 
as sim ply “ the feelings and opinions w hich the vast m ajority 
. . . hold sacred,” the standard w ritten in “ the depths” o f each 
m an’s consciousness.14 T h e  particular virtues were evident in 
the stereotypic R om an tic hero: he was m arked by strength of 
w ill and character, self-reliance, integrity, piety, plain  living, 
industry, practicality, temperance, courage, and patriotism. 
T hese were virtues of early nineteenth-century Am erica, so taken 
for granted as to be beyond dispute. T h e  other end of the scale 
was equally plain: it  consisted of pride, pom p, deceit, luxury, 
m aterialism , atheism, slothfulness, sensuousness, dissipation, and 
effeminacy. T h ese characteristics appeared exp licitly  w hen men 
talked of the lessons history was supposed to inculcate.

T h e  emphasis on m orality, w ith  the im plication of absolute 
right and wrong, came logically  to rest in  the concept o f history 
as a court o f justice. H ere was the final bar on earth where 
deeds and m en received their just rew ard or condem nation. 
“ T h e  province of history is to establish a tribun al,” said a critic, 
“ where princes and private m en alike m ay be tried and judged

“ William Hickling Prescott, “ Historical Composition,” North American 
Review, X X IX  (October, 1829), 310-13; review, North American Review, 
LX X X VIII (April, 1859), 462; Samuel G. Goodrich, History of A ll Nations 
. . .  (2 vols.; Cincinnati, 1852), I, 10.

13 See David Levin, History as Romantic Art: Bancroft, Prescott, Motley, 
and Parkman (Stanford, 1959), pp. 24-27 and ff.; Michael Kraus, The Writing 
of American History (Norman, Okla, 1953), pp. 147-48; review, North Ameri
can Review, L X X  (January, 1850), 239.

“ Anon., "Buckle’s History of Civilization,” North American Review, 
X CIII (October, 1861), 559; Levin, History as Romantic Art, p. 29.
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after death.”  “ It is her business,”  said another, “ to pass sen
tence . . . like a m erciful, but righteous jud ge.”  16 O ne w riter 
believed that “Judgem ent in  a historian is better than a facil
ity in  aggregating facts.”  T h e  historian-judge needed a keen 
m oral sense and a rig id  im partiality. “ H is sensibility to every 
m oral sentiment, not only detects w hat is good or bad in  hum an 
conduct, b u t is accom panied w ith  an im m ediate approbation of 
the one, and abhorrence of the other.”  Even if the judge made 
mistakes, “ still it is better [that] the m oral nature should act 
im perfectly than be set aside.” 18

T h e  act o f ju d g in g  forced the historian to interpret in m oral 
terms w hich gave unity and m eaning to his writing. R alp h  
W ald o Emerson argued that only by m easuring deeds against a 
m oral standard did  one learn from the past. T h e  historian must 
“not suffer him self to be bu llied  by kings and em pires,”  he 
said, “ and not deny his conviction that he is the court. . . .  If 
England or E gypt have anything to say to him  he w ill try the 
case, if  not let them forever be silent.” 17 I f m oral judgm ent 
could be perfect, then the historian “ w ould be the truest preacher, 
and . . . w ould  sound forth  w ith irresistible effect the lessons 
o f duty.”  18

Judging m en and events of the past gave men a com forting 
sense of correcting injustice and provided an im portant justifica
tion for the study of history. It  was pleasant to play G od and 
satisfying to believe that justice m ight finally be done on earth. 
T h e  historian was “ the great earthly judge, reprobating the 
inequities of the past.” T h e  p u b lic  “eagerly aw aited” the his

15 Anon., “ Philosophy of History,” p. 40; review, North American Review, 
X X X III (October, 1831), 451; also reviews, London Quarterly, LX IV  (June,
1839), 42; Christian Examiner, X X IV  (July, 1838), 358; John H ill, “An Essay 
upon the Principles of Historical Composition,” Portfolio, IX  (April, 1820), 
345- 47·

10 Anon., “T h e Lessons of History,” North American Review, L X X X  (Janu
ary, 1855), 90; Hill, "Historical Composition,” p. 342; reviews, Christian 
Examiner, X X IV  (July, 1838), 358; Living Age, I (May, 1844), 10.

17 Ralph Waldo Emerson, Essays of Ralph Waldo; Emerson ("Modern Library 
edition, New York, 1944), p. 6.

18 Reviews, Christian Examiner, X X IV  (July, 1838), 358; North American 
Review, L X X  (January, 1850), 238-40.
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torian’s verdict, “zealous to atone” for past neglect or misjudg- 
ment. Presumably, the future historian w ould  also pass judgm ent, 
so that any good m an could rest assured that posterity if not his 
contem poraries w ould cast opprobrium  on his enemies and do 
justice to his m em ory.19

A lth ou gh  historians considered principles absolute for their 
own time, they generally acknow ledged that historical under
standing if  not sim ple fairness required  the judgm ent of a past 
society by its ow n standards. Critics noted that “ the thought 
o f a peopfe or of an age m ust furnish the standard by w hich 
that people or age is to be ju d g ed ” ; “ the standard of right in 
the nineteenth century is very different from  w hat was ac
knowledged in the tw elfth .”  O ne review er m aintained that “ the 
most distinct and impressive teaching o f history is, that not 
every opinion w hich springs u p  and has currency in  a par
ticular age, is true for all tim e.” 20

In practice, this m oral enthusiasm  caused almost every person 
and deed to undergo the historians’ careful evaluation. In 
schoolbooks, popular literature, and scholarly books, characters 
and their actions were exp licitly  judged  by an adjective or an 
essay. For the ablest literary artists, m en like Bancroft, Prescott, 
M otley, and Parkm an, the good or evil characters of m ajor 
protagonists becam e u n ifying themes of the entire work. G en
erally, a m an’s character was rather definitely fixed according 
to the cause to w hich he was com m itted. For an Indian fighting 
Europeans, a Spaniard fighting Englishm en or D utchm en, or an 
Englishm an fighting Am ericans, extraordinary action was nec
essary to transform  inherent m oral defect into a forgivable error

“ Anon., "Recent Historical Revelations,” Eclectic Magazine, LX IV  (July, 
1858), 346; reviews, North American Review, X CI (October, i860), 354; 
North American Review, X L  (January, 1835), 120; North American Review, 
X CI (July, i860), 41; North American Review, LX X  (January, 1850), 239; 
anon., “ History and Biography,” Christian Examiner, L X X  (March, 1861), 
315·

“ Review, North American Review, L X X  (January, 1850), 239; F. A. P., 
“False Views of History,” p. 24; W illiam Greenough Thayer Shedd, “ The 
Nature and Influence of the Historic Spirit,” Bibliotheca Sacra, X I (April, 
1854), 3.59; C. R., “Impostures of History,” Portfolio, I (May, 1816), 369; re
view, North American Review, XCI (October, i860), 354.
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of judgm ent. A ntiquarians were usually hard pressed to find 
m oral defects in  any o f the founding fathers.

Progress

Progress was another of the deeply pervasive assumptions of 
the early nineteenth century, though it too was often confused 
and even contradicted by its ow n corollaries. M en were torn 
between T h o re a u ’s glorification of the sim ple life and W hitm an’s 
glorification of the age of steam, and it was difficult to reconcile 
the two. A lo n g  w ith  progress, new ideas developed about the 
state of nature, the evolution from savagery to civilization, the 
guid in g hand of God, free w ill, the nature of evil residing in 
corrupt institutions, and the greatness of the U nited  States as 
the capstone of hum an history. .

W ith  regard to progress itself, v irtually  every historian ac
cepted both the w ord and the principle as beyond dispute. Based 
on the eighteenth-century assum ption that reason led to social 
im provem ent and buttressed by Transcendental fa ith  in hum an 
aspiration, progress provided the underlying theme of hum an 
developm ent. It was m ore certain than any series o f historical 
facts; instead of facts establishing the existence of progress, 
progress established the accuracy of particular facts. “ M an was 
m ade for progress,”  said the Transcendentalist philosopher, 
Orestes Brow nson. “ T h e  historian should always assume m an ’s 
progressiveness as his point o f departure, and jud ge all the facts 
and events he encounters according to their bearing on this 
great them e.” 21 Bancroft, given to analysis of his assumptions, 
wrote of T h e  Necessity, the Reality, and the Prom ise of the 
Progress of the H um an R ace, exp lain in g  that the existence of 
hum an reason proved its necessity, every page of history proved 
its reality, and the existence of m an’s spiritual nature guaranteed 
its continuance.22 M otley, Prescott, and H ild reth  also wrote

21 Orestes Augustus Brownson, “Remarks on Universal History,” United 
States Magazine and Democratic Review, X II (May, 1843), 458; also, anon., 
“ Buckle’s History of Civilization,” p. 519.

22 (New York, 1854); Russel B. Nye, George Bancroft: Brahmin Rebel 
(New York, 1945), pp. 96, 189, 196-98.
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explicitly  of progress as the central theme of history. Schoolbooks 
spoke of the “ all-em bracing” and “ basic law ” of hum an progress 
“ from the low ly and desponding vale of struggle and obscurity, 
to the already lofty heights of wealth, of happiness, and of 
power.”  23

M en found it easy to define progress sim ply as the evolution 
of purer concepts of m orality, religion, governm ent, and science. 
T h e  Greeks conquered barbarism , the R om ans developed law, 
the Christians gave the w orld  true religion, Spain created the 
m odern national state, the G erm an reform ation provided m oral 
regeneration, E n glan d bu ilt civil institutions, and A m erica gave 
the w orld dem ocracy. Sometimes historians called this the prog
ress of philosophy from  ignorance to truth; sometimes it was 
called the progress of civilization from  barbarism  to en lighten
ment. W ith in  the fram e of reference of recent A m erican history, 
m en saw progress in  terms o f the developm ent of sentiment for 
independence, the purification of democracy, and, perhaps, the 
grow th of abolitionist sentiment. M en noted that progress m oved 
from east to west. T h e  im age of spiral progress provided a 
ready explan ation  of the tem porary setbacks of righteous and 
progressive principles.24

Am erican historians never accepted the G arden of Eden or 
the idyllic state of nature as a historical phenom enon. A lth ou gh  
schoolbooks usually began d u tifu lly  w ith  the b ib lical account 
of creation, real history began after the Fall, as m en struggled 
upw ard from  barbarism  to civilization. T h is  struggle was most 
clear in  the clash of paganism  and Christianity. A lth o u gh  E uro
peans like Rousseau and Chateaubriand in  their glorification of

23 Motley, “ Historic Progress and American Democracy,” Chester Penn 
Higby and Bindford Toney Schantz, eds., John Lothrop Motley . . . (New 
York, 1939), pp. 100-120; Prescott, “ Historical Composition,” pp. 293-314; 
Hildreth, Theory of Politics . . . and Progress . . . (New York, 1854); 
Charles Prentiss, History of the United States . . . (Keene, N.H., 1820), p. 4; 
Samuel G. Goodrich, A Pictorial History of England (Philadelphia, 1857), 
p. 12; Lyman Cobb, Cobb's North American Reader . . . (New York, 1852), 
pp. 419-20; J. Merton England, “England and America in the Schoolbooks 
of the Republic, 1783-1861,” University of Birmingham Historical Journal, 
I X  ( i9 63)- 9 2 - т ·

24 See, Levin, History as Romantic Art, pp. 27-36.
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the sim ple life  had im plied  that the pristine G erm an or In dian  
tribesm an was superior to civilized man, Am ericans were too 
close to In dian  wars for such a view. Am ericans saw progress 
from savagery to refinement, from  prim itive confusion to civilized 
harm ony w ith  nature. “ Some traditions begin w ith  a golden age 
of innocence and happinesss; others w ith  a state of original 
barbarism  and w ild  disorder,” explain ed a popular A m erican 
textbook. “ It is probable, how ever,”  explain ed the author, “ even 
if  we suppose a prim eval state of know ledge and refinement, 
that m ankind afterw ard descended to barbarism , from  w hich 
they gradually arose to a fu ll developm ent o f their faculties.”  26

Progress and m orality defined each other, since progress was 
inevitable and right was eventually trium phant. T h e  historian 
had only to choose the victor to show w hat was progressive and 
good. Parkm an pointed out, for exam ple, that w hile the French 
m ay have protracted the Seven Years’ W ar they could not 
possibly have w on it, since the priesthood and absolutism  of 
France were recognized evils; and Prescott proved that the 
Aztecs m ust have been im m oral and despotic since they lost 
disasterously. A m erica w ould have developed dem ocratically no 
m atter w hat the M ayflow er Com pact said; W ashington w ould  
have eventually w on no m atter w hat happened at Yorktow n. 
H istorians lacking sufficient explan ation  for events could  always 
rely on “ the resistless m arch of progress,” or “ the great current 
of events”  as the u ltim ate and obvious explan ation.26

Am ericans easily transferred their ow n experience as a nation 
into generalizations about a ll history. Local antiquarians, far 
m ore than literary historians, found the them e of progress self- 
evident in the grow th of struggling settlements into  flourishing 
cities. T o  them, progress was not only philosophical but con
crete and physical. T h is  A m erican experience, evident in  every 
m an’s m em ory and confirm ed by every local chronicler, provided 
an ideological base for the m ore sophisticated thought of his
torians and for the m ore viru len t evolutionary progress w hich 
reached a peak after D arw in.

25 Goodrich, History of A ll Nations, p. 560.
26 Levin, History as Romantic Art, p. 28.



For most historians the concept of progress rested com fortably 
on parallel assumptions about God. R eligious feelin g char
acterized the A m erican R om an tic m ovem ent, perm eated al
most all fields o f thought, and seemed especially to m ark history. 
N ot a single significant historian o f the period professed ag
nosticism; Prescott, M otley, and Parkm an constantly observed 
“ the workings of Providence” ; Bancroft, Sparks, and Palfrey, 
along w ith a clear m ajority o f the Schoolbook authors and local 
chroniclers, were clergym en. A w are that piety m arked their own 
generation, critics rejoiced that eighteenth-century free thought 
was “ no longer present” in  historical w riting. W ith  correct 
attitudes tow ard religion, “ the events m ore naturally  fa ll into 
their places.” R eligion, claim ed an observer, guaranteed “ a more 
profound understanding of the hidden links of events.” A  re
view er noted that “ historians have been successful in proportion 
as they have recognized a providen tial plan in  the career of 
the w orld .” B y  the m iddle of the century critics frowned at 
the appearance of younger writers led by Professor R anke, who 
are “ too m uch occupied w ith their learned researches to pay m uch 
attention to G od.” 27

God, in  turn, helped explain  both m orality and progress. T h e  
presence of G od presupposed right behavior, and piety in  any 
m an was an im portant measure of his m orality. G od also in 
sured progress, the inevitable natural process of history. A ccord
ing to D avid  L evin  in  his close analysis o f four R om antic 
historians, progress was a m arch “ toward nineteenth century 
U nitarianism .” 28 T h e  trium ph of C hristian ity over paganism  
was invariably good, whether in  the ancient w orld  against Rom e, 
in  Spain against the Moors, or in the N ew  W orld  against the 
Indians. A lm ost unanim ously Am erican historians approved the 
Protestant R eform ation. For Irving, M otley, and Prescott, the 
once-pious Spaniards suddenly became priest-ridden and fanatical 
in  contrast w ith  the progressive religionists o f E ngland or Hol-

27 Anon., “Historical Studies,” Church Review, IV (April, 1851), 21; anon., 
“ History,” American Quarterly Review, V  (March, 1829), 93! Shedd, “ Nature 
and Influence of the Historic Spirit,” p. 34g; review, Museum of Foreign 
Literature, Science and Art, X L (September, 1840), 2g.

28 Levin, History as Romantic Art, p. 32.
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land; for Parkm an and Bancroft, the form erly brave Jesuits o f 
N orth  A m erica now  appeared evil alongside of the Protestant 
settlers. T o  Bancroft, Sparks, Palfrey, and H ildreth, Puritan  
piety was at first inspirin g and beautiful, but was then per
verted by w itch trials and rationalist agnosticism. Piety and 
enlightenm ent com bined during the early nineteenth century, 
especially in  N ew  England. A  few Southern historians like 
Charles Etienne G ayarré and G eorge T u ck er m odified G o d ’s 
p lan for the w orld  as sectionalism  required.

Preconceptions about m orality, progress, and G od led historians 
to polar preconceptions about im m orality, decay, and evil. As 
m en struggled to live a m oral life, they were tempted. As so
cieties carried forw ard the banner of progress, they grew old  
and decadent. A s G od  was a force, so was Satan. T h e  clearest 
signs of decay were w ealth and tyranny. W ith  increasing wealth, 
plain  liv in g gave way to self-indulgence, dissipation, and torpor. 
T h e  people, or at any rate the upper classes, became tyrannical, 
arrogant, and cruel. Ignorance and superstition spread; the society 
collapsed from  w ithin.

D ecay could occur wherever great w ealth or tyranny appeared. 
M ost prim itive societies, Prescott’s Aztecs and Incas, for ex
ample, or Parkm an’s Iroquois, revealed this evil. A lm ost every 
Schoolbook found luxury, im m orality, and despotism in the late 
R om an em pire. T h ese were the characteristics o f the Spanish 
H absburgs, the R om an C atholic priesthood, the French B our
bons, and, increasingly, of the English m onarchy. “It  is difficult,” 
confessed one w riter, “ for the m ind to conceive of characters 
m ore selfish, profligate and vile, than the lin e of English kings, 
w ith two or three doubtful exceptions, have uniform ly exhibited  
from  the earliest periods to the present day.”  H istorians thus 
discovered a law  of aristocratic degeneracy. “ It is so, and always 
has been so, w ith every aristocracy that the w orld  has pro
duced.” 29 W ealth  was acceptable, o f course, if  it was w ell dis

29 Jacob Abbott, Narration of the General Course of History . . . (New 
York, 1856), pp. 218-ig; England, “England and America in the Schoolbooks 
of the Republic,” pp. 96-104.
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tributed and if  it d id  not breed indolence. T o  historians w riting 
about the U nited  States or their own local areas, however, im 
proving econom ic statistics were a sign of progress, not decadence.

Simple, dem ocratic people like the A m erican pioneers reg
u larly infused a m oral regeneration into  the stream of history. 
Benefiting from  the previous progress of civilization but escaping 
from  degeneracy in  the w orld  around them, vigorous men 
carried the torch forward. T h e  early Christians, the early R en
aissance Spaniards, the northern Europeans of the R eform ation, 
the English yeom anry, and, finally, the Am ericans each in  turn 
served m ankind by their renew ed sense of m orality, their simple 
innocence, and their you th fu l vigor. For m any of the literary 
historians, in clu din g  Bancroft, Prescott, M otley, and Parkm an, 
the great dram a of history was the clash of the sim ple and 
vigorous w ith the old  and decayed, always w ith  predictable 
result. For the historian, as for the theologian, im m orality and 
decay were instrum ents for regeneration and further progress.

T h e  assum ption of progress led historians to think of origins, 
to look for the earliest seeds of national institutions. O ften 
institutions and ideas seemed to grow  from  prim itive origins, 
from the inspiration of vigorous new people. T h e  concept of 
liberty, for exam ple, appeared to have come into  the m odern 
w orld from the G erm an forests, to have evolved through the 
B ritish  parliam entary system, and to have been reinvigorated 
in  the Am erican colonies where it reached its culm ination. T h e  
A m erican spirit seemed evident at Jam estown and Plym outh. 
Bancroft observed, typically, that “T h e  m aturity of the nation is 
but the continuation of its youth ,” and he prom ised to dwell 
“ at considerable length  on this first period, because it is the germ 
of our institutions.” H ild reth  likewise prom ised “ to trace our 
institutions, religious, social, and political, from  their em bryo 
state” ; and local writers volunteered to em phasize “ the seeds of 
things, watch their first germ inations, observe their gradual 
growth, and witness their flow ering and fru it.”  30

30 George Bancroft, History of the United States . . . (10 vols.; Boston, 
1834-75), I, vii; Richard Hildreth, The History of the United States of
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Progress becam e easily entw ined not only w ith m orality but 
also w ith  assumptions about A m erican character and democracy. 
I f  m ankind had evolved tow ard N ew  E ngland U nitarianism , 
it had also evolved toward the A m erican system of governm ent. 
A  verbose Boston historian, Sam uel E liot, began a twelve-volum e 
History of Liberty, o f w hich he com pleted four volum es, tracing 
the evolution of governm ent upw ard from  the Greeks to the 
Am ericans. “T h e  history of L ib erty ,” said E dw ard Everett in  a 
typical Fourth  of Ju ly oration, “ is the real history o f m an.”  31 
Bulfinch w ritin g  on Charlem agne, Irvin g on Christopher C olum 
bus, M otley on the D utch, and almost every state and tow n 
chronicler established his topic as an episode in  the developm ent 
of A m erican democracy. “ W e are here to w ork out, not alone 
our destiny, but that o f the w hole w orld ,”  said a popular school
book. “ Here, for the first time in hum an history, m an w ill be 
truly man. . . . H ere shall be realized the long-prophesied, long- 
expected G olden A ge."  32

N ational Character

T h e  early nineteenth-century approach to history pointed to 
nationalism  and, ultim ately, racism. Em phasis on the “ essence” 
of a people prepared the w ay for evaluation of nation al traits; 
conscious dram atization and shading of characters invited  the 
use of national types as a leitm otiv; assumptions of progress 
im plied that each nation or race provided a step upw ard; and, 
most of all, the A m ericans’ conviction of separateness and 
superiority contributed to the im pression that the genes some

America . . .  (6 vols.; New York, 1849-56), I, vii-viii; Mercy Otis Warren, 
History of the Rise, Progress and Termination of the American Revolution 
. . . (3 vols.; Boston, 1805), I, 5-20; Philip Slaughter, A History of Bristol 
Parish, Virginia . . . (Richmond, 1849), p. xiv.

31 Edward Everett, An Oration Delivered before the Citizens . . . (Charles
ton, Mass., 1828), pp. 5-6; also J. L. Reynolds, The Man of Letters (Rich
mond, 184g), p. 18.

32 Jesse Olney, A History of the United States (New Haven, 1851), pp. v—vi; 
also J. Merton England, "T h e Democratic Faith in American Schoolbooks,” 
American Quarterly, X V (summer, 1963), 191-gg.



how  dictated national character. A lth ou gh  few A m erican his
torians of the early nineteenth century were prepared to offer a 
coherent theory of racial traits, they had m ore than they realized 
come to depend upon preconceptions about national traits to 
dram atize and even to exp lain  the course of history.

Am ericans arrived at their assumptions about national char
acter earlier than most people in  western society. G ibbon  and 
H um e had specifically rid icu led  the concept, and durin g the 
early decades o f the nineteenth century all leading English 
historians avoided the p itfa ll. In  Am erica, however, soon after the 
R evolution  the early geography textbooks of N oah W ebster and 
Jedidiah M orse introduced generalizations about national m an
ners and morals w hich suggested racial traits. Scholars like 
D avid  Ram say and T im oth y  P itkin  accepted racial character
istics to explain  the Negroes and Indians who lived  am ong them. 
Theodore Parker and R a lp h  W ald o  Em erson infused the concept 
into the U nitarianism  and Transcendentalism  w hich influenced 
so m any historians. G erm an education and G erm an R om antic 
nationalism  influenced B ancroft and M otley directly, and filtered 
indirectly into the th in king of Sparks, Prescott, Parkm an, and 
H ildreth. By the 1830’s, in  any case, most o f A m erica’s best 
historians assumed the existence o f national character as a racial 
trait. R apidly, it seeped from  scholars into schoolbooks and 
popular thought.33

A t  the bottom  of the racial scale but often om itted altogether 
from  m ention was the N egro “ savage” of A frica. H istorians com
m only believed that all b lack  A fricans were “ of the same species,” 
that they had always existed in a “ rude and barbarous state,” 
that they were “ lacking in  vigor of m ind,” were “ despotic and 
w arlike,” but were also “ gentle, fa ith fu l and affectionate.”  A l
though ferocity and docility  appear contradictory, both were 
based on evidence and the contradiction had to stand. North-

33 Winthrop D. Jordan, W hite over Black: American Attitudes toward the 
Negro, 1550-1812 (Chapel H ill, 1968), pp. 331-4*. 482-502. and passim; 
Thomas F. Gossett, Race: The History of An Idea in America (Dallas, 1963), 
pp. 84-88 ff.
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erners and southerners found little  to quarrel about in  this 
characterization, for even outspoken abolitionists like R ichard  
H ildreth  thought of the A frican  as “ a most objectionable species 
of population .” Since most nation al historians were northerners, 
however, they found it easiest to avoid discussion of the N egro 
him self and focus instead on the evils o f slavery. A lth ou gh  they 
spoke as publicists rather than historians on the issue, few 
scholars or textbook authors could refrain from at least a veiled 
attack on the institution. George Bancroft, com bining racism 
w ith  hatred of slavery, suggested that slavery had elevated the 
N egro and then become obsolete. “ B ut for the slave-trade,” 
he observed, “ the A frican  race w ould  have had no inheritance in 
the N ew  W orld .” 34 

Rom anticists both in Europe and A m erica were fascinated w ith  
the Am erican In dian  as the com plete barbarian and the u n 
corrupted child  of nature. First, he was a barbarian, above the 
N egro and above savagery, but unalterably prim itive. H e was 
baffled by abstractions and unable to grasp concepts o f m orality. 
A  slave to his im pulses rather than their master, he was a 
sensualist w ith  no concept of propriety, a liar, a thief, and a 
m urderer. A lth ou gh  adm irably dem ocratic in the U nited  States, 
the m ore advanced Indians of M exico quickly  becam e m ateri
alistic, inclined to luxury, and, consequently, inclined to des
potism. T h e  Indians always were noted for dishonesty and 
treachery. Am ericans em phasized their “ sanguinary character,” 
their bloody raids on unsuspecting families, their legendary 
tortures, and their hum an sacrifices. U ltim ate proof o f Indian 
depravity appeared in their apparent in ab ility  to accept a 
superior civilization, particu larly  the concepts of Protestant 
Christianity. O ne critic has observed that careful literary histori
ans like Prescott and Parkm an utilized  the Indian to fit the 
R om antic convention of G othic villainy, o f dark, shadowy,

34 Goodrich, History of A ll Nations, I, 49; II, 640-41; Joseph Emerson 
Worcester, Elements of Geography . . . (Boston, 1844), p. 197; Hildreth, 
History of the United States, I, 119, 523-24; Bancroft, History of the 
United States, I, 173.



diabolical terror. T o  almost every historian, at the very least 
the Indian stood in  the w ay of m ankind’s progress.35

T h e  in evitability  of Indian  defeat, however, m ade him  into 
a sym pathetic figure also. Indians were children of nature, in  
perfect harm ony w ith  the forest, sim ple and unspoiled, but 
destined to destruction by the m arch of civilization. T h e ir  de
fense of home and freedom  was in accord w ith  natural law, and 
in  this cause even their ferocity “ invests their character w ith 
a kind of m oral grandeur.” H istorians found  the essence of 
tragedy in the clash of two laws of nature, the one w hich 
guaranteed the Indian his lan d and the apparently stronger 
law  of progress. T h e  In dian  gave way to the settler as the 
forest gave w ay to the farm. Prescott and Parkm an created their 
m ajor works on this theme o f the In dian ’s tragic fate. “ Shall we 
not drop a tear?” asked Bancroft, in d u lg in g  him self in the 
sweet sadness of the Indians’ doom. Local historians, especially 
in the W est, generally m anaged to counter their hatred of the 
Indian w ith a sad awareness of his fate. By the 1850’s, however 
a few critical historians like H ildreth  had rejected sentiment 
to em brace a m uch harsher racism.36

Somewhere above the Indian, though probably related, were 
the infidel oriental “nation alities,”  variously in clu din g  the 
Moors, T u rks, Jews, Chinese, and M alayans. A lth o u gh  Am erican 
historians dealt little  w ith these exotic peoples, schoolbooks 
clearly defined their traits, and they frequently appeared on the 
scene in  m inor roles. O rientals, unlike A m erican Indians, were 
generally m arked by over-refinement, decadence, and torpor.

35 Goodrich, History of A ll Nations, I, 48; II, 1156-62; W illiam  Grimshaw, 
History of the United States . . . With a Progressive View of the Aborigines 
. . . (Philadelphia, 1857), pp. 45-51; David Ramsay, History of the United 
States . . .  (3 vols.; Philadelphia, 1816), I, 9-14; Levin, History as Romantic 
Art, pp. 126-159.

39 Worcester, Elements of Geography, p. 12; Bancroft, History of the United 
States, II, 266-69; Samuel Gardner Drake, Biography and History of the 
Indians of North America (Boston, 1837); Henry Howe, Historical Collec
tions of the Great West . . .  (2 vols.; Cincinnati, 1851); Hildreth, History of 
the United States, pp. 50-70; see also Henry Nash Smith, Virgin Land, The  
American West As Symbol and Myth (Cambridge, Mass., 1950), passim.
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Love of vast riches, im m orality, and cruel despotism m arked their 
character. T h e y  were m ore civilized than the Indian b u t “ less 
active and enterprizing; more effem inate in  their character and 
habits.”  Prescott and Irving, unable to hide adm iration for 
M oorish Spain, em ployed the theme used for Indians, the tragic 
and inevitable fa ll of inferior peoples. For most Am ericans, 
however, this failed to dim inish the sim pler images of “ O riental 
despotism” and the sensualism of the harem .37

N ational stereotypes almost faded before religious emotions 
when A m erican historians considered the Spaniards, Italians, 
French, and Irish. R u n n in g  through the works of virtually  all 
o f the great literary historians, through those o f hundreds of 
local chroniclers, b latan t in popular magazines, and in  almost 
every Schoolbook, the hatred of R om an Catholicism  colored the 
sweep of history. Sophisticated writers like Prescott and Parkm an 
dram atized the theme of the sym pathetic Indian against civiliza
tion, and the counterthem e of savagery against fanatical C ath oli
cism. “ Popery” seemed both unreasonable and unnatural to most 
Am ericans, a relic o f the past, epitom ized by the sallow, effete, 
thin-lipped Jesuit. T h e  Church rem ained, however, not so m uch 
a corrupt institution w hich fostered authoritarianism  as a refuge 
for decadent, superstitious, authoritarian, m orally lax  peoples. 
W ith ou t the C hurch such people w ould have hardly been 
different. R acia lly  they were L atin  or Celts, characterized by 
em otional instability, indolence, and greed. Specific traits m arked 
each one— Spanish pride, Italian  affability, French refinement, 
and Irish passion.38

T h e  Germans, D utch, and English represented vigor and a 
striving for liberty. R om antic historians looked to the ancient 
forests of northern E urope for the m en w ho carried civilization to

37 Worcester, Elements of Geography, pp. 164-65; Emma W illard, Universal 
History in Perspective (New York, 1851), p. 280; Goodrich, History of A ll 
Nations, II, 824-25; Levin, History as Romantic Art, pp. 142-48.

38 See any geography textbook; for example, Jesse Olney, A Practical 
System of Geography (Hartford, 1828), pp. 154-65; John Lothrop Motley, 
T he Rise of the Dutch Republic (3 vols.; New York, 1859), I, 1-11; Marie 
Leonore Fell, Foundations of Nativism in American Textbooks, 1783-1860 
(Washington, 1941), p. 224 and passim.
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new heights. Spontaneous folk, free from  artificiality and cor
rup tin g  institutions, they provided the prim itive vigor for prog
ress. T h e ir  sim ple instincts led them to piety, aspiration, self
reliance, and industry. T h e ir  special gift, however, was 
independence, a love o f liberty, a determ ination to protect liberty 
through dem ocratic institutions. H istorians seeking the origins of 
tolerance, democracy, or the various institutions of representative 
governm ent assumed that they m ust look for the T eu to n ic  
embryos. R isin g G erm an nationalism  of the early nineteenth 
century em phasized the Volk  virtues and the forest origins of 
institutions. Am ericans like Em erson and Bancroft easily absorbed 
the G erm an theories. T o w a rd  the m iddle of the century, as race 
became increasingly basic to these traits, Am ericans assumed 
that the G erm an -E nglish  racial heritage was also their own.39

Assum ptions about T eu to n ic  traits provided a distinctly post
G ibbon explan ation  of the fa ll o f Rom e. “ T h e  corrupted R om an 
w orld,” observed a popular textbook of the 1830’s, “ could not but 
fall before such a people.”  G erm an piety explained the strength 
of m edieval Christianity. T h e  R eform ation was a reassertion of 
that piety but, far m ore, was a reassertion of the G erm an spirit 
of liberty. Prescott suggested that a V isigothic heritage and 
possibly the M agna C arta invigorated fifteenth-century Spain 
and inspired Ferdinand and Isabella to becom e liberated from 
the Moors. M otley observed that the history of liberty was 
“essentially the same, whether in  Friesland, E ngland, or Massa
chusetts” ; Bancroft prom ised to trace liberty from  “ that G erm anic 
race most fam ed for love of personal independence” ; and Park
m an gloried in  the “ ancient energy, that w ild  and daring 
spirit, that force and hardihood of m ind, w hich m arked our 
barbarous ancestors of G erm any.” T h e  differences between the 
nationalities were less im portant— Germ an idealism  and serious
ness, D utch industry and frugality, and English intelligence and 
enterprise.40

39 See Gossett, Race, pp. 84-122; Levin, History as Romantic Art, pp. 74- 
дяі Ralph Waldo Emerson, English Traits (Boston, 1856).

“ Royal Robbins, The World Displayed in Its History and Geography 
(2 vols.; New York, 1833), II, 361; Alexander Fraser Tytler, Elements of
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Finally, o f course, the chosen people, the Am ericans, entered. 
T h e  glorification of A m erican character stemmed from  all the 
assumptions about m orality, G o d ’s guidance, progress, and the 
existence of nation al traits. Further stim ulus came from the 
natural filial piety of the youn g nation  and from  the exuberant 
nationalism  w hich flowered after the war o f 1812. F or textbook 
authors, A m erican superiority was not only an interpretive as
sum ption, b u t also a m ajor lesson for history to reveal. For 
popular writers— such as W eem s, Irving, Barber, H eadley, Loss
ing, and Parton— revelation of A m erican traits allow ed both  
reverent display o f honest em otion and deliberate appeal for 
sales. Assum ption of the superior traits o f Am ericans supplied 
Prescott and M otley w ith  a standard by w hich to m easure other 
peoples; it provided inspiration for com pilers and local chroni
clers; it was a m otivation for such national historians as H olm es, 
P itkin, Sparks, and Bancroft. T h e  cynical H ildreth , who os
tentatiously condem ned “ centennial sermons and Fourth-of-July 
orations,”  came closest o f a ll to a frankly racial explan ation  of 
Am erican character.

Historians generally assumed that the religious basis o f settle
ment, the sim ple pioneer life, and the widespread landholdings 
all reinvigorated the virtues once ascribed to the N orthern 
Europeans. A bove all, Am ericans loved liberty, hated oppression 
and aristocracy, were dem ocratic and w illin g  to sacrifice personal 
gain for the com mon good. T h e ir  p lain  life prom oted m oral 
strength— the qualities o f industry, tem perance, and self-reliance 
that historians celebrated in  defining m oral virtue.41 M ost writers 
found a distinctly conservative tendency in  the A m erican charac
ter. Even devoted Jacksonians like George B ancroft em phasized 
the nonradical, non violent stance of Am ericans, and view ed the
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General History . . . (Concord, N.H., 1830), p. 110; Goodrich, History of 
A ll Nations, II, 971, 1008; Prescott, History of the Reign of Ferdinand and 
Isabella, the Catholic (3 vols.; Boston, 1837), I, xxxii-xxxiii; Motley, Rise 
of the Dutch Republic, p. iii; Bancroft, History of the United States, II, 454; 
Parkman, History of the Conspiracy of Pontiac . . .  (2 vols.; Boston, 1880), 
I, 158.
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A m erican R evolu tion  as a defense of ancient liberties, property, 
and the status quo. A lth o u gh  B ancroft praised B acon’s R eb ellion  
as a harbinger of independence, he join ed  the m ajority of his 
contem poraries in  condem ning Shays’ R eb ellion  and the W hiskey 
R eb ellion  as dangerously subversive. N orthern and southern 
historians, as they gradually  began using history to attack each 
other, com pared northern traits o f piety and industry w ith 
southern traits o f honor and graciousness. Such concepts could 
be m ade laudatory or pejorative as necessary.

T h e  R om antic approach to history ended, however, when 
historians ceased to share assumptions and began to prove their 
own theses. Readers w ere eager for their historians to interpret 
the past as long as they agreed w ith  the basic interpretations. A n  
era of historical w ritin g was m arked by general consensus about 
essence, m orality, progress, and national character. W h en  men 
began to disagree about these things, a different approach to 
historical scholarship and a different k ind  of history were re
quired.
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IX
The Social Uses o f  History

h e  m o s t  e s s e n t i a l  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  t h e  i d e a  o f  h i s t o r y  i n

the early nineteenth century was its clear projection to
w ard definite ends. W h ile  G erm an R om antic philosophers strug
gled to define the m eaning and patterns of history, Am ericans 
were prim arily concerned w ith  the m atter of utility . T h e y  knew  
exactly why they were interested in  the past and were eager to 
explain  w hat thosë reasons were.

T h e  sense o f purpose gave unity to the concept of history. 
T h e  im portance o f the past, selection of subject m atter, methods 
and interpretation all pointed tow ard specific ends. H istorians 
and critics believed that the study of history was successful to 
the extent to w hich it possessed and achieved a purpose. “A ny 
consideration of the past,”  said one, “ m ust begin w ith  some 
notion of the practical use to w hich the teachings of history are 
to be applied.”  1 A gain  and again critics posed and answered the 
question, “ W h at avails us to know  all this?” “ W h at is the use

1 T . В. T ., “A  Course of Historical Reading,” Universalist Quarterly and 
General Review, VII (January, 1850), 9.

2 Anon., “ History, Its Use and Meaning,” Westminster Review, LXII 
(October, 1854), 223; L. J. В. C., “ History,” Universalist Quarterly and 
General Review, I (April, 1844), 167; anon., “ T he Dignity of History,” 
Nation, IV (May, 1867), 417; anon., “ T he Modern Art and Science of His-

Of it?” 2



Am ericans are proverbially concerned w ith  u tility , and they 
seemed especially concerned w ith it d urin g the early nineteenth 
century. Eighteenth-century thinkers like V ico  and H um e had 
been prim arily concerned w ith  the epistem ological question of 
history as a legitim ate form  o f knowledge; R om an tic philoso
phers in G erm any and France debated content and pattern; 
after the C iv il W ar in  the U n ited  States the central issue was 
m ethod; and in the tw entieth century, as history and philosophy 
diverged, historians becam e concerned w ith  the past itself and 
its interpretation, leaving to a handful o f philosophers such 
problem s as definition, cause, content, and value judgm ent.3

Some early nineteenth-century observers believed that the 
chief distinction between their history and that of an earlier day 
lay in  the consciousness of purpose. “ H istory today,” said one, 
“has far higher ends and purposes” than ever before.4 “ T h e  
new historical school,”  said another, “ is characterized by greater 
earnestness and energy and sense of d irection.” 5 “ Its lessons 
have been advanced in  d ignity and increased in  value. Its 
scope is wider, its fathom ings are m ore profoun d.” 6 “ H istory 
today,” said one observer, is “very different from  that w hich 
w ould form ally have satisfied us [because] history is becom ing 
m oral. . . . T h e  ethical sciences are em erging to replace the 
physical.”  7

tory,” Westminster Review, X X X V III (October, 1842), 337; anon., “The 
Philosophy of History,” North American Review, X X X IX  (July, 1834), 36; 
anon., “ Lectures on the History of France,” North American Review, LX X V  
(July, 1852), 259; anon., “ Leading Theories on the Philosophy of History,” 
North American Review, X C III (July, 1862), 163» Eliza Robbins, English 
History (New York, 1839), p. 7; anon., “ T he Reading of History,” Princeton 
Review, X IX  (April, 1847), 2x1; anon., “T h e Importance of Historical 
Knowledge,” North Carolina Historical Magazine, IX  (September, 1859), 98; 
anon., “T h e Aim of History,”  Princeton Review, X X IX  (April, 1857), 212; C. 
R., “ Impostures of History,” Portfolio, I (May, 1816), 369.

“ See, R. G. Collingwood, The Idea of History (Oxford, 1946), pp. 63-122.
4 Henry L. Pinckney, The Spirit of the Age (Raleigh, N.C., 1836), p. 20.
5 P., “ Modern Art and Science of History,” p. 36g.
“ Anon., “ Historical Studies,” Church Review, IV  (April, 1851), 10.
7 Review, Southern Quarterly Review, V  (April, 1844), 266-67; also John Hill, 

“An Essay upon the Principles of Historical Composition,” Portfolio, IX 
(April, 1820), 340; Giles F. Yates, “ Ancient History,” American Literary Mag
azine, I (December, 1847), 366.

1 7 6  S O C IA L  USES O F  H ISTO R Y



In  Support of Principles

T h e  prim ary use of history was social: it  was the purpose of 
history to strengthen society by supporting the basic principles 
in  w hich m en believed— society’s concepts of m orality, religion, 
and nationalism . T o  m en of the R om antic era it was not falsify
ing the past to select those facts w hich illustrated a particular 
principle, for principles were certain and the facts o f history 
were not. T h e  facts w hich supported absolute principles were 
the relevant facts, the ones w orth using, and the facts w hich did 
not support them were misunderstood, irrelevant, and, in  all 
probability, sim ply untrue.

T h e  b elief that history ought to support social values origi
nated in  part in the eighteenth-century concept of historical 
knowledge as a means of broadening m an’s understanding of 
behavior. E nlightenm ent thinkers sometimes claim ed that know l
edge of past experience helped to fill John L ocke’s blank 
slate, adding to one’s ow n experience that o f the past. V iscount 
B olingbroke m ade of this the fam ous hom ily that history was 
“ philosophy teaching by exam ples.” T h is, he explained, m eant 
that history revealed “ certain general principles, and rules of 
life and conduct, w hich m ust always be true, because they are 
com fortable to the invariable nature o f things.” 8 M en contin
ued to quote B olingbroke approvin gly during the early nine
teenth century, b u t they m ade his statement m uch m ore pointed. 
T h e  statement came to m ean that philosophy furnished true 
principles— such as the im portance o f m oral conduct or patriot
ism— and history proved them.

A s nineteenth-century antiquarians uncovered ever vaster 
quantities o f details, and as R om antic philosophers like H erder 
and Em erson m obilized in tu ition  as w ell as reason in  pursuit o f 
truth, fundam ental assumptions about society became increas
in gly  im portant as a starting point for com prehending the past. 
History, in  other words, was not so m uch the search for social 
truths, because truths came first and were already know n; its

8 Cited in Trygve R. Tholfsen, Historical Thinking: An Introduction 
(New York, 1967), p. 8g.

S O C IA L  USES O F H ISTO R Y  1 7 7



purpose was to illustrate the truths on w hich m en had agreed. 
N ot only reason and in tu ition  but history as w ell w ould 
strengthen m en’s convictions and, consequently, strengthen the 
fabric o f society.

Critics em phasized that a reliable and true history must be 
preceded by right principles. “ It  is useless,” said one, “ to know  
any fact if  it  does not illustrate some truth.” 9 I f  the historian ’s 
principles were unsound, then “ his facts w ill be torn from their 
proper surroundings in order to deceive the reader.” 10 Critics 
warned historians to keep B olin gbroke’s in jun ction  before them. 
“ T h e  only useful purpose to w hich  history . . . has been sus
ceptible of application, has been sim ply as a code of m orals 
teaching by exam ple.” 11 H istory “ m ust exist as an object lesson” ; 
it must “ always teach a valuable lesson” ; “ the object is to in 
struct.” 12

Im portant educational philosophers laid  a broad theoretical 
base for the study of history as a support for social values. 
W h ile  these theorists probably em braced history because it had 
already assumed social functions, they understood the im plica
tions of using the past better than most historians, and their

9 Anon., “ Lectures on the History of France,” North American Review, 
L X X V  (July, 1852), 250; also, anon., "Reading of History,” p. a n ;  anon., 
“ The Uses of History to the Preacher,” New Englander, X X II (July, 1863), 
423-424; C. R., “Impostures of History,”  p. 370; anon., “ History,” American 
Quarterly Review, V (March, 1829), 95; anon., “ Lessons from History,” 
Aurora, I (October 29, 1834), 123.

“ James Anthony Froude, “ T he Science of History,” Hours at Home, II 
(February, 1866), 323; also, anon., "Importance of Historical Knowledge,” p. 
99; anon., “ History,” Monthly Anthology, I (January, 1804), 119.

a C. C. S. Farrar, “T h e Science of History,” DeBow’s Review, V (January,
1848), 60; also, review, North American Review, L X X  (January, 1850), pp. 
339-40; anon., “ Aim of History,” p. 234; “Introduction,” The Historical 
Family Library, I (June, 1835), 1; review, North American Review, X L  (Janu
ary, 1834), 117-120; Samuel Griswold Goodrich, Pictorial History of England 
(Philadelphia, 1857), p. v; Samuel W helpley, A Compend of History From the 
Earliest Times . . .  (2 vols.; Burlington, Vt., 1808), I, 162.

“ Reviews, North American Review, LX X X III (October, 1851), 411; 
X LVI (January, 1838), 235; Giles F. Yates, "Ancient History,” American 
Literary Magazine, p. 366; also, anon., “ T he Historical Romance,” Black
wood’s Magazine, LVIII (September, 1845), 343; Dr. Aikin, “ On the Com
parative Value of Different Studies,” New England Quarterly, I (May, 1802), 
156.
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arguments for its u tility  facilitated its emergence into  the school 
curriculum . Follow ing in  the path of Rousseau, the Swiss edu
cator Johann H einrich  Pestalozzi argued that education must 
abandon its aristocratic aim of leading a few gentlem en into 
the paths of truth and assume the responsibility for elevating 
society as a whole. Since the masses d id  not have the tim e to 
gain a com plete store o f know ledge on w hich to bu ild  their 
principles, education should aim  at im m ediate instillation of 
principles, inculcatin g students w ith  the know n truths w hich 
society accepted. In  other words, education should develop 
character rather than intellect. It w ould  thus reach everyone, 
strengthening social ideals and elevating all society.18

T h e  G erm an educator Johann H erbart and his Am erican 
counterparts H enry Barnard and H orace M ann argued that this 
social u tility  was best served by two subjects— history and lit
erature. Teachers w ould  use these basic stores of inform ation 
to draw  m oral lessons, to im bue students w ith  correct principles 
of m orality and life. T o  H erbart the past was especially filled 
w ith m oral lessons; historian, textbook, and teacher m ust ex
tract and illum inate them. T h e  purpose of education in general 
and of history in  particular was virtue not knowledge. Its pur
pose was to im part principles and right ideals.14

T ex tb o o k  writers were often ahead of the theorists, for in 
culcation of principles was the prim ary justification for the books 
that began to appear after the R evolution  and reached flood 
proportions after the W ar of 1812. N oah W ebster in  1887 pro
claim ed that the purpose of his textbook was “ to impress . . . 
truths upon our m inds.” 1B A  few years later Sam uel W helpley

M Eva Charming, ed. and trans., Pestalozzi’s “Leonard and Gertrude," 
(Boston, 1885), pp. 129-31 and passim; W ill Seymour Monroe, History of 
the Pestalozzian Movement in the United States (Syracuse, 1907); Richard 
Hofstadter and C. DeW itt Hardy, Development and Scope of Higher Educa
tion in the United States (New York, 1952), especially pp. 13-15.

14 Johann Friedrich Herbart, Outlines of Educational Doctrine, trans. Alexis 
F. Lange (New York, 1901), pp. 7, 24, 97, 223-40; Dorothy McMurray, Her
bar tian Contributions to History Instruction in American Elementary Schools 
(New York, 1946).

“ Noah Webster, An American Selection of Lessons in Reading and Speak
ing (Philadelphia, 1787), p. vi.
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justified his popu lar text on the grounds that “ know ledge of 
history strongly inculcates truth.” 16 “ T h e  reason for studying 
history,”  said others, “is to store the m ind w ith  principles” ; “ the 
object is to instruct” ; history “ is instrum ental in  cu ltivating 
truth” ; “ an apt vehicle o f p o litical and m oral lessons.” 17

A lth ou gh  didacticism  was strongest in the schools, popular 
historians also considered it their duty to instruct the public. 
A b ie l H olm es hoped that history w ould “ serve to strengthen, 
illustrate and adorne” those principles m en held  dear, and 
George Bancroft sought to produce a historical “ understanding” 
of the tru th  m en felt.18 Critics found am ple praise for the books 
w hich were most successful in illustratin g principles.

M orality, R elig ion , and Patriotism

T h e  specific principles w hich history had to support were 
rem arkably few— -personal m orality, the existence of God, the 
greatness o f Am erica. D u rin g  the eighteenth century, writers 
used history to support a m ultitude of conflicting ideas, perhaps 
because they were often attacking the status quo or perhaps 
because reason led to diverse principles. In  the early nineteenth 
century, however, principles were few, perhaps because m en saw 
the danger in using history for partisan purposes, perhaps be
cause historians were generally supporting the status quo, or 
perhaps because reason, plus intuition, plus Rousseau’s general 
w ill led to consensus on m ajor principles. H istory as support 
for social principles lasted only as long as d id  consensus. W h en 
m en began to disagree over the principles w hich history proved, 
new m ethods of w ritin g history and new justifications for the 

past were needed.

“ Samuel Whelpley, Compend of History, p. 160.
17 W illiam Cooke Taylor, A Manual of Ancient History (New York, 1855), 

p. v; Lambert Lilly [Francis Lister Hawks], The History of New England 
(Boston, 1831); Salma Hale, History of the United States (New York, 1825), 
p. iv; Samuel G. Goodrich, A Pictorial History of the United States . . . 
(Philadelphia, 1825), p. iv.

18 Abiel Holmes, "T h e  American Antiquarian Society,” Portfolio, V (May, 
1815), 471; George Bancroft, History of the United States . . . (10 vols.; 
Boston, 1834-75), X, vii; also, anon., “ On History,” Evening Fireside, II 
(April 19, 1806), 123.
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Personal m orality was the prim ary truth  for history to uphold. 
“ T h e  most im portant advantage of the study of history,” said 
a popular textbook, “ is im provem ent in  individual virtue.” 
O ne after another the textbooks prom ised “ to subserve the cause 
of m orality,” “ to strengthen the sentiments of virtue,”  “ to fur
nish rules for conduct,”  “ to restrain some of the com mon vices 
o f our country.”  19 Critics agreed: history “ m ust be regarded as a 
m oral science” ; its “ only useful purpose” was “ to strengthen the 
love of virtue, and create an abhorrence of vice.” 20 Clergym en 
turned to history as a means of prom oting m orality, and such 
clergym en as Charles A . Goodrich, Sam uel W helpley, and R oyal 
R obbins becam e full-tim e textbook authors. W h en M ason Locke 
W eems left the m inistry to w rite cherry tree fables, he was con
vinced that he was “ still doin g G o d ’s work, having m erely 
transferred his activities from  the p u lp it to a wider mission 
field.”  21

History taught ethical conduct chiefly by inspiring em ulation. 
“ One lesson, and only one, history m ay be said to repeat w ith 
distinctness,”  said one historian, “ that in  the lon g run it is w ell 
w ith  the good, and ill  w ith the w icked.” 22 W riters promised 
to m ake m orality so attractive that “ the youthfu l heart shall 
kindle into  desires of im itation” ; “ H istory sets before us strik
in g  incidents of virtue . . . and by a natural principle o f emu
lation, excites us to copy such noble exam ples.” 23 “ It  is by

“ Emma Willard, History of the United States (New York, 1845), p. v; 
Royal Robbins, Outlines of Ancient and Modern History (Hartford, 1839), 
p. 7; Taylor, Manual of Ancient History, p. v; Noah Webster, History of the 
United States (New Haven, 1832), p. iii; also, anon., Tales from American 
History (3 vols.; New York, 1844), I, 5; Whelpley, Compend of History, p. 
*59! Joseph Emerson Worcester, Elements of History (Boston, 1848), p. 3.

“ William Harper, The South Carolina Society for the Advancement of 
Learning (Washington, 1836), p. 3; Farrar, “ Science of History,” p. 60; anon., 
“Philosophy of History,” p. 47; also, anon., “ History,” p. 95; Constantine 
François Volney, Lectures of History Delivered in the Normal School of Paris 
(Philadelphia, 1801), pp. 68-76.

21 Emily Elsworth Ford Skeel, “ Mason Locke Weems,” Allen Johnson and 
Dumas Malone, eds., Dictionary of American Biography (22 vols.; New York, 
1928-44), X IX , 604-5.

22 Fronde, “ Science of History,” p. 323; also, anon., “ Importance of His
torical Knowledge,”  p. g8.

“ Willard, History of the United States, p. v; Charles A. Goodrich, A
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reading the history of generous and noble actions, that sym pa
thetic em otions are kindled  in  the heart . . . and habits of 
virtue are generated and confirm ed.” 24

If exam ples were not enough, history could offer rewards and 
punishm ents as w ell as any P uritan preacher. V irtuous m en lived 
happy lives, but the im m oral were invariably defeated and led 
to suffering. H istory, w hen properly recounted, “ always presents 
us w ith  a picture o f the vicious overtaken w ith misery and 
shame, and thus solem nly warns us against vice” ; “ it uniform ly 
corroborates the idea, that sin and misery are connected.” 25 
T h e  moralists were sure of their case; virtue paid off in cash. 
Francis W ayland, the preacher-president of Brow n U niversity 
and author of one of the first textbooks on political science, 
noted that “m oral and religious nations grow w ealthy m uch 
m ore rapid ly  than vicious or irreligious nations.” 26

Especially in  textbooks, historians came close to w illin g  dis
tortion of the past to point out to the student that virtue leads 
to happiness. Far from  apologizing, they boasted that unsavory 
episodes were m inim ized and questionable consequences of 
evil omitted. “ W ith  regard to bad actions, we have, as far as 
possible, given the results, rather than the detail.” 27 In  fine 
R om antic rhetoric one of the most popular textbooks explained 
its reorganization o f facts:

A  large part o f the actions o f men, as related  by the historian, are
evil. . . . T o  reveal these dark pictures to youth, and yet prevent

History of the United States . . . (Hartford, 1831), p. 5; also, anon., Tales 
from American History, p. 5; W illard, History of the United States, p. v; 
James Kirke Paulding, A Life of Washington (2 vols.; New York, 1836), I, vi; 
John Haywood, The Civil and Aboriginal History of Tennessee (Knoxville, 
1823), p. iii; James Parton, L ife of Andrew Jackson (3 vols.; New York, i860), 
I, xi; Francis Lister Hawks, A Tale of the Huguenots (New York, 1838), p. vi.

24 Anon., “ Classical and Moral Education,” Portfolio, VI (October, 1815), 
417.

25 C. A. Goodrich, History of the United States, p. 5; W helpley, Compend 
of History, p. 163; also Worcester, Elements of History, p. 3.

20 Francis Wayland, Elements of Political Economy (Boston, 1837), p. 32; 
also, anon., “ Importance of Historical Knowledge,” p. 98; review, North 
American Review, L X X  (January, 1850), 239.

27 W illard, History of the United States, p. vi.



the bright and  sunny landscape o f the heart from  b ein g  perm anently 
sullied or shadow ed by the acquisition  o f such know ledge, dem ands 
great care. . . .  I  have taken advantage o f  every con venient occasion 
to excite hatred  o f in justice, vio lence, and falsehood, and to prom ote 
a love o f truth, equity, an d  benevolen ce.28

W hen educators discussed the purpose of history they spoke 
in general terms o f virtue, b u t in practice they had to offer a 
specific m oral code; this code was closer to w hat is thought of 
as V ictorian  than to w hat is generally considered typical of the 
Rom antic. V irtu e  m eant personal rectitude, honesty, earnestness, 
sim plicity, industry, and piety— rural as opposed to urban vir
tues, W ashington instead of H am ilton, Crom w ell instead of 
N apoleon, George A p ley  or James Forsyte instead of D on  Juan. 
T h is  middle-class code probably came to England near the m id
dle of the century, but semed to be firm ly established in  A m erica 
by the 1820’s. P robably the distinctive A m erican m orality was 
related to Puritanism  and the frontier; perhaps it was shaped as 
w ell as sym bolized by the m ythology o f Franklin, W ashington, 
and Jackson. T h e  m oral code was evident in most history text
books, in  historians’ selections of subject m atter, and in  their 
interpretations and assumptions. T h e  code was still m ore explicit 
in  primers, sermons, and books of ethics. A ctually, later genera
tions probably agree m ore than they realize w ith  the idea of 
history instillin g  m orality and have only substituted new values. 
Tw entieth-century historians w ould  generally concur that his
tory “ proves” the horror of war, poverty, and prejudice, and that 
it “ teaches” ration al behavior and tolerance.

A n oth er absolute principle for history to sustain was the 
power of God. T h e  existence of G od was a certainty and it was 
a m atter of selecting only the true and im portant facts that re
vealed H is presence. Probably h alf o f the history textbooks in 
use from  1800 to i860 explicitly  m entioned G od in  the preface. 
“ T o  show that one supreme, eternal G od . . . controls all events 
is the great design of this w ork,” said a typical author. “W ith  a 
steady eye to the special designs of G od . . .  I have . . . prose-

28 Samuel Griswold Goodrich, Peter Parley’s Universal History (Boston,
1837), p. vi.
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cuted m y w ork w ith  an unbiased inquiry after truth.”  29 A  steady 
eye on his thesis d id  not violate unbiased inquiry. I f  anything, 
critics and historians seemed more eager than Schoolbook au
thors to see G od in  history. “ H istorians have been successful in 
solving the problem s of history in  proportion as they have recog
nized a providen tial plan in the career of the w orld .” 30 A  man 
could deny G od just as he could deny the existence o f the stars, 
said an observer; b u t he could no more deny that history was 
a study of G od than he could deny that astronom y was a study 
of the stars. “ T o  w rite history w ithout correct views on that 
subject is like playing H am let w ithout the Prince of D en 
m ark.” 31

T h e  definition of G od was generally broad rather than sectar
ian, so that U nitarians and fundam entalists usually agreed that 
their ow n era was characterized by correct views of history, unlike 
the agnostic history w hich came before and after them. T each in g  
about G od m eant teaching the prevailin g views, the views 
generally agreed upon by early nineteenth-century Am ericans. 
Critics noted that eighteenth-century historians “ supposed and 
hoped that they had m ade discoveries . . . destructive o f inspired 
history. B u t these fond hopes were soon disappointed. W hen the 
path of inqu iry  was pressed further . . .  it was found to term inate 
in evidence of a directly contrary kin d .” 32 “ W e think it but too

“ Frederick Butler, A Complete History of the United States . . .  (3 vols.; 
Hartford, 1821), I, iii; also Taylor, Manual of Ancient History, p. vi; anon., 
Tales from American History, pp. 6, 226; C. A. Goodrich, History of the 
United States, p. 6; Marcius Willson, History of the United States . . . (New 
York, 1847), P· 358; Hosea Hildreth, A View of the United States (Boston, 
1831), p. iv.

30 W illiam Greenough Thayer Shedd, “T he Nature and Influence of the 
Historic Spirit,” Bibliotheca Sacra, X I (April, 1854), 349; also, anon., “ His
tory,” p. 93; anon., “ Historical Studies,” p. 21.

31 Anon., “ Guizot and the Philosophy of History,” Eclectic Magazine, IV 
(February, 1845), 179; also, “ Introduction,” Historical Family Library, I (June, 
1835), 1; anon., “Philosophy of History,” p. 51; anon., “ T he Mutual Relation 
of History and Religion,” Eclectic Magazine, X U  (June, 1857), 167; anon., 
“Lectures on the History of France,” North American Review, L X X V  (July, 
1852), 250; anon., “ Uses of History to the Preacher,” p. 424.

32 Samuel Miller, A Brief Retrospect of the Eighteenth Century (New York, 
1803), p. 148.
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p lain  that the irreligious spirit of V oltaire, H um e, and G ibbon, 
had fatally confounded their sentiments of m orality.”  38 Likewise 
critics condem ned post-R om antic history w hich seemed to ignore 
piety. “ M en like Professor R an ke . . . are too m uch preoccupied 
w ith  their learned researches to pay m uch attention to the word of 
G od.” 3*

O n a superficial level, supporting the existence of G od  m eant 
revealing G o d ’s intervention in  the affairs o f men. G eorge Ban
croft showed exp licitly  that G erm an rulers who sent Hessians to 
fight A m erica had been destroyed. “ Every dynasty w hich furnished 
troops to E n glan d has ceased to reign. . . . O n  the other hand, 
the three Saxon fam ilies rem ain, and in  their states local self
governm ent has continually  increased. . . .  It is useless to ask 
w hat w ould  have happened if the eternal Providence had for the 
m om ent suspended its ru le .” 85 O ther historians were equally 
blunt. T h e y  w ould “ show the trium ph of good over evil” ; 
“ illustrate the H oly  W rit” ; “ show the H an d o f G od directing 
a ll” ; “ exh ib it the conduct of D ivin e Providence” ; or “ display 
the dealings of G od w ith  M an kin d .” 36

M ore systematic thinkers preferred to see G od  more indirectly. 
Even Bancroft adm itted that one best saw G od in the grandeur 
of the past rather than in specific interventions. T o  see direct 
intervention at every hand was “ a vio lation  of com mon sense 
and history” ; “ m en are apt to lend to Providence their own 
schemes of a saisfactory governm ent of the universe.” 37 Instead 
o f teaching G o d ’s ways in  the past, the cautious historian pre-

33 Review, Living Age, X II (March 13, 1847), 525; also, anon., ‘‘T h e Philoso
phy of History,” American Magazine of Knowledge, III (October, 1836), 14; 
also, review, Analectic Magazine, VI (August, 1815), 89-112.

34 Review, Museum of Foreign Literature, Science and Art, X L (September, 
1840), 29.

33 Bancroft, History of the United States, VI, 109, 115.
36 C. A. Goodrich, History of the United States, p. 6; David Ramsay, Uni

versal History Americanized (12 vols.; Philadelphia, 1819), I, iv; Taylor, 
Manual of Ancient History, p. vi; Worcester, Elements of History, p. 3; 
Whelpley, Compend of History, pp. 162-63; also Joel T yler Headley, Wash
ington and His Generals (2 vols.; New York, 1848), I, x.

37 Anon., “ Providential and Prophetical Histories,” Edinburgh Review, L 
(January, 1830), 293; anon., “ History,” p. 93; also anon., “History, Its Use and 
Meaning,” p. 230.
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ferred sim ply to adore G od. W ritin g  history was an act o f 
worship. H istory supported the existence of G od  in  the sense that 
“ the pious m an views a d ivine hand conducting the whole, 
gives thanks, adores and loves.” 38

H istory also upheld  the virtue of patriotism . It was the purpose 
of history to prove the greatness of the nation, to dem onstrate 
the blessings o f A m erican liberty, and to im part a love o f country. 
W hile teachers tended to em phasize virtue as the most im portant 
principle and critics often em phasized religion, historians gener
ally believed that in stillin g  patriotism  was their most im portant 
social function. T each in g  love of country fit the assum ption of 
progress and was a specific w ay of dem onstrating divine guidance. 
W hen the historian selected facts and their explanations to 
honor the nation he was only glorifyin g illustrious things. H e 
was using an absolute standard to guarantee that his facts were 
relevant and true, and he was perform ing the public service of 
strengthening society.

T each in g  patriotism  was largely a m atter of m aking A m erican 
history know n so that its greatness w ould  be apparent. “ Doubtless 
there were bad m en in  Am erica, and those of great virtue in 
England,” noted one historian frankly, “ yet, as nations, how 
great is the disparity in  the characters delin iated.” 39 “A  m ore 
intim ate know ledge” of A m erican history, said T im o th y  Pitkin, 
“ w ould tend to increase the veneration of the citizens of the 
U nited  States for their institutions, and induce them, w ith 
firmer purpose, to adhere to the great charter o f the u nion.” 40 
M en of all sections o f the country agreed that “ there is a certain 
grandeur about everything A m erican ,”  and that know ledge of it 
caused m en “ to do and suffer w hatever their C ou n try ’s good m ay 
require.” 41 O ne historian, a biographer of N apoleon, recognized

38 Benjamin Trum bull, A Complete History of Connecticut . . .  to the 
Year IJ64 (2 vols.; New Haven, 1818), I, 5; also, Hawks, Tale of the Hugue
nots, p. vi.

39 W illard, History of the United States, p. vi.
"T im o th y  Pitkin, A Political and Civil History of the United States (2 

vols.; New Haven, 1828), I, 3.
“ Review, Southern Quarterly Review, IX  (April, 1846), 362; David Ramsay, 

Life of George Washington (Baltimore, 1814), p. iii; also Hale, History of the



that nationalism  often led  to m ilitarism , but he em braced that 
also. “ I desire to foster that spirit,”  he said. W ar stim ulated “ the 
most glorious genius and deeds of m an ” and was a balance to 
m aterialism . “ W e need not fear stim ulating too m uch the love 
o f glory in this age of dollars and cents.” 42

A lth ou gh  patriotism  was supposed to strengthen society, it  was 
not the purpose of history to teach citizenship. H istory inspired 
love of the nation, b u t it  did not serve as a guide to the voter or 
statesman except insofar as patriotism  and virtue were guides.43 
T h e  good historian restricted him self to general principles; he 
taught love of G od b u t not theology, virtue b u t not how  to 
serve on a jury, patriotism  b u t not how to vote. H istory sup
ported philosophical principles but d id  not teach the rights and 
duties of citizens in  a republic. H ere was where a later age 
sought to be m ore practical by transform ing history into  civics 
and social studies.

M ost historians agreed that the one distinctive elem ent in 
A m erica’s greatness was liberty. T h is  was considered almost 
im portant enough to be studied as a separate principle. George 
Bancroft believed that love o f liberty and love of nation  were 
inseparable and that his purpose was to glorify the two together.44 
Sam uel E liot felt that his four-volum e History of Liberty, w hich 
did not get beyond the M iddle Ages, was the first chapter of
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United States, p. 5; W helpley, Compend of History, p. viii; Jesse Olney and 
John Warner Barber, The Family Book of History (Philadelphia, 1839), p. 5; 
Tytler, Elements of General History, p. 11; S. G. Goodrich, Pictorial History 
of the United States, p. iv; Willard, History of the United States, p. v; 
Michigan, Report of the Superintendent of Public Instruction (Detroit, 1837), 
pp. 16-17; Haywood, Tennessee, p. iii; John Van Lean McMahon, An His
torical View of the Government of Maryland (Baltimore, 1831), p. v.

“ Joel Tyler Headley, Life of Oliver Cromwell (New York, 1848), p. xii; 
Joel Tyler Headley, Napoleon and His Marshals (2 vols.; New York, 1847), I, 
iv-vi.

13 See, Olney and Barber, Family Book of History, p. 5; W helpley, Compend 
of History, pp. 161-63; W illard, History of the United States, p. v; Tytler, 
Elements of General History, p. 11; David S. Bozart, “ T h e Importance and 
Utility of History,” American Museum, II (February, 1792), 45.

44 Bancroft, History of the United States, I, vii; Russel B. Nye, George Ban
croft: Brahmin R ebel (New York, 1945), p. 99.
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A m erican history and was designed to teach patriotism .45 Sim i
larly, John L othrop  M otley declared that a m ajor purpose of 
his history of the N etherlands was teaching Am ericans to love 
liberty. “ I f  two people in  the w orld ,” he said, “ hate despotism a 
little  m ore and love civil and religious liberty a little  better in 
consequence of w hat I have written, I shall be satisfied.” 46 
A bolitionists and secessionists could both agree.

O ccasionally m en proclaim ed that the purpose of history was 
to propagate the cause of liberty in the w orld beyond the U nited  
States. “ O u r fine institutions, by having their foundations laid  
open to the w orld ,” said Peter Force, “ w ill recom m end them 
selves, m ore and m ore . . .  to the affection and im itation of 
m ankind.” 47 George T ick n o r proclaim ed his purpose “ to enable 
the people of the w orld  to decide on the com petency of the 
Am erican people for self-government, and on the m erits of their 
confederate republic.” 48

T h e  early nineteenth-century faith  in history as support for 
social values lasted as lon g  as m en were in  basic agreem ent about 
w hat those values were. T h is  faith collapsed w hen history seemed 
to support contradictory truths. Critics knew  that the use of 
history to support partisan political principles threatened the 
credibility o f all history, and they were unfrien dly toward 
historians w ho ventured beyond consensus values. H istory proved 
principles, not arguments. Unless a principle was already certain 
the facts d id  not illustrate it; the facts themselves became sus
pect. M ost historians were reasonably successful in keepin g their 
politics out of their history. N ot until the 1850’s d id  Bancroft,

45 Samuel Eliot, History of Liberty (4 vols.; Boston, 1853), I, v.
40 John Lothrop Motley, The Rise of the Dutch Republic (3 vols.; New York, 

1856), I, vi; also W illiam Charvat and Michael Kraus, William Hickling 
Prescott (New York, 1943), pp. xlvi-xlvii; Jabez Delano Hammond, The H is
tory of Political Parties in the State of New York (2 vols.; Cooperstown, N.Y., 
1884), I, v; reviews, North American Review, L X X X V III (April, 1859), 474; 
LX X III (October, 1851), 446; X X X IX  (July, 1834), 50; W illard, Universal 
History, 6; Hale, History of the United States, p. 5; C. A. Goodrich, History 
of the United States, p. 6; Tytler, Elements of Generell History, p. 11.

47 Peter Force, American Archives (9 vols.; Washington, 1837-53), x v ·
48 George Tucker, History of the United States (4 vols.; Philadelphia, 1856

57), I. iii·



T u cker, and H ild reth  allow personal opinions to color their 
w ritin g conspicuously. W hen principles and arguments became 
confused, history could no longer claim  to be philosophy teaching 
by exam ple.

M em orializing the Worthy

Local antiquarians liked  to justify  history as a m em orial to 
departed worthies. In  one sense this was a way of saying that 
history supported principles, for the w orthy were by definition 
m en of virtue, religion, and patriotism . T h is  sort o f justification 
underlined the perils o f using history for purposes external to 
itself, for these m em orials were usually panegyrics that were 
seldom entirely true.

Com pilers and historians m ay have been seeking their own 
im m ortality by dem anding that history venerate their progenitors. 
A ntiquarians sometimes m aintained that it was their d uty to 
preserve every deed of every m an for future reverence. V alian tly  
they prom ised “ to rescue from  obliv ion ,” “ to deliver from the dust 
o f the ages,” “ to rescue from  the obliteration of tim e.” 49 T h e  
facts, then, w ould  “ serve as a proud m onum ent,”  w ould  “ gain the 
gratitude of the rising generations,” and bygone heroism w ould 
be “ em balm ed in  the m em ory of children.” 50 Peter Force dedi
cated his twelve-volum e Am erican Archives to the founding 
fathers and declared that his purpose was to m ake “ a tribute of 
gratitude to their m em ory.” 51 T h e  eulogizers were doubtless 
sincere when they boasted that their w ork was “ a labor o f love.”

49 Henry Onderdonk, Documents and Letters . . .  of Queens County (New 
York, 1846), p. 5; Isaac W illiam Stuart, The Life of Jonathan Trum bull . . . 
(Boston, 185g), p. iii; Haywood, Tennessee, p. iii.

50 James Thatcher, A Military Journal during the American Revolutionary 
War (Boston, 1823), PP· iii—iv; Josiah Quincy, The History of Harvard Uni
versity (2 vols.; Cambridge, Mass., 1840), I, ix; Richard Frothingham, His
tory of the Siege of Boston . . . (Boston, 1850), p. iv; John Wesley Monette, 
History of the . . . Valley of the Mississippi (2 vols., New York, 1846), I. v; 
Haywood, Tennessee, p. iii; Robert Mills, Statistics of South Carolina (Charles
ton, 1826), p. 262; Washington Irving, Works of Washington Irving (27 vols.; 
Geoffrey Crayon edition; New York, 1880-82), IX, 7—8; Sprague, Annals of 
the American Pulpit, I, vi.

51 Force, American Archives, I, xiv.
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W hether or not they adm itted to a desire to be so rem em bered 
themselves, they could  agree that veneration of ancestors was, 
in R om an tic term inology, “ one of the universal hum an em o
tions.” 52 A lth o u gh  com m em orating ancestors was avow edly a 
service to society, it seemed to satisfy personal needs as well.

M em orializers frequently adm itted that they exaggerated the 
qualities o f their subjects in  order to prom ote virtue and inspire 
em ulation. H istory had m ore elevated aims than tellin g  the truth. 
T h e  author of a nine-volum e set of biographical sketches boasted 
that he had scrupulously suppressed defects and b u ilt only upon 
the m orality o f his subjects so that they m ight inspire virtue.53 
Others noted that the purpose of such works was to m em orialize 
that w hich was worthy. M ason Locke W eem s defended the 
cherry tree m yth by stating that he was first of all a teacher, that 
he was seeking the essence rather than the details o f truth, and 
that the facts had to adjust themselves to the lessons he wished 
to teach.54

A s panegyrics grew in  num ber and hyperbole, Am ericans 
became increasingly skeptical of m em orial volum es. “ Indis
crim inate eulogy,”  said Jared Sparks, “ is seldom sincere, never 
true, contributing little  to accurate history, or to the stock of 
valuable know ledge either o f m en or things.” 55 R ich ard  H ildreth  
observed that exaggeration bred skepticism and believed that 
the best m em orial to m en was “ to tell their story exactly as it

52 Humphrey Marshall, History of Kentucky (2 vols.; Frankfort, 1824), I, vii; 
James McSherry, History of Maryland (Baltimore, 184g), p. v; Alexander 
Young, Chronicles of the Pilgrim Fathers (Boston, 1841), p. x.

53 Sprague, Annals of American Pulpit, I, vi.
HSee, Edward Hayes O ’Neill, A History of American Biography, 1800-19)5 

(Philadelphia, 1935), pp. 20-24; Hugh Blair Grigsby, Discourse on . .  . L ittle
ton Waller Tazewell (Norfolk, i860), p. 100; Headley, Napoleon, I, i-ii; Mills, 
Statistics of South Carolina, p. i; Quincy, Harvard, I, ix; McSherry, Maryland, 
p. v; John Russell Bartlett, Records of the Colony of Rhode Island . . .  (10 
vols.; Providence, 1856-1865), I, iii; John H ill Wheeler, Historical Sketches of 
North Carolina . . .  (2 vols.; Philadelphia, 1851), I, xvii-xviii; John Francis 
Hamtrack Claiborne, Life and Times of General Sam Dale (New York, i860), 
p. viii.

55 Jared Sparks, The Life of Gouverneur Morris . . .  (3 vols.; Boston, 1832),
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was.” 56 James Parton noted that readers could identify m ore 
easily w ith a hum an being than a paragon; they should have 
“ not a m odel to copy, b u t a specim en to study.” 57

H istory was a popular discipline in  the early nineteenth cen
tury because it had such useful ends. M ost of all, it served society 
by upholding basic principles and m em orializing the worthy, and 
as lon g as m en agreed on these principles and were duly inspired, 
these aims were secure. H istory not only provided m en w ith  the 
opportunity of serving society but yielded deeply personal plea
sures as well.

68 Richard Hildreth, The History of the United States . . .  (6 vols.; New 
York, 1856), I, vii; also, William Dunlap, History of . .  . Design in the United 
States (2 vols.; New York, 1834), I, iii-iv; Washington Irving, Life of George 
Washington (5 vols.; New York, 1856-59), I, vi.

67 Parton, Andrew Jackson, I, xi; also, Oral Sumner Coad, William Dunlap 
(New York, 1917), pp. 245-49.





X
The Personal Uses o f  History

Д  L T H o u G H  i ll  at ease w ith the idea that mere amusem ent was 
an aim of history, m en of the early nineteenth century 

eagerly em braced history as a constructive, elevated k in d  of 
pleasure. H istorians readily acknow ledged that their im m ediate 
purpose was to create pleasure; and critics were forced to 
acknowledge that the prim ary reason for popular interest in the 
past was sim ply that people enjoyed it. Reviewers explain ed that 
at least history provided necessary intellectual refreshm ent, that 
it was superior to most other forms o f amusement, and that 
historians served the cause of dem ocracy w hen they made 
know ledge entertaining. F inally, critics tried to define the in
gredients of pleasure in  lofty  terms of hum an needs— the 
need for vicarious experience, for truth, art, ideas, and em otional 
enrichm ent.

In  Quest of Pleasure

T h e  R om an tic concept of history as personal pleasure was 
sim ultaneously an outgrow th of and a revolt against the flippant 
eighteenth-century notion of history as light amusement. M en of 
the Enlightenm ent, w ith  their determ inedly casual attitude 
toward things w hich they really took seriously, frequently justi
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fied history in terms of entertainm ent, o f its use, in  O liver 
G oldsm ith ’s phrase, in providing “ a w inter evening’s amusem ent.” 
For Goldsm ith, “ a m oderate am ount of history is sufficient for 
the purposes of life .” A ctually, most eighteenth-century historians 
were far m ore solemn, for behind the offhand w it o f M ontesquieu, 
Voltaire, and G ibbon lay some of the most profound thought of 
the age. B y their ow n claims, however, they were chiefly enter
tainers, w ritin g for the delight of the story itself, for the excite
m ent of discovering new  facts, for the pleasure produced by 
sparkling language. T h e ir  readers were appropriately am used.1

Such lighthearted  claims rankled m en of the R om an tic era, how 
ever. For them life was real and earnest. “ B eating hum an hearts 
were never intended to be the subject of amused speculation,” 
said a critic. G ood historians m ust avoid “ the pain fu l levity and 
sardonic smiles” w hich characterized V oltaire and G ibbon .2 T h e  
past was too serious “ to be taken up  as a pastim e,” said another. 
“ It must be studied, d iligently  conned over.” 3 T h e  purposes of 
history were as im portant as the purposes of life itself. “ Instead 
of reading . . . under the im pulse of a shallow curiosity, we 
should read history w ith  the utm ost serious attention.” 4 Still, 
the serious R om antics made their peace w ith  history as enter
tainment, especially if  it served other functions as well.

Educators, particularly, liked  to stress the value of history as 
a refreshing interval between more vigorous academ ic pursuits. 
History, said a textbook author, “ furnishes rational amusement, 
which, relievin g the m ind at intervals from the fatigues of m ore 
serious occupations, invigorates and prepares it for fresh exer-

1 Oliver Goldsmith, Dr. Goldsmith’s Roman History (Philadelphia, 1795), 
pp. 1-5; also, anon., “Directions on Reading History,” American Museum, 
III (February, 1788), 183-84; Carl Becker, The Heavenly City of the Eight
eenth Century Philosophers (New Haven, 1932), ch. IV, “ T h e Uses of Pos
terity.”

2 Review, Christian Examiner, X X IV  (July, 1838), 358.
3Anon., “T h e Philosophy of History,” North American Review, X X X IX  

(July, 1834), 41.
4 Anon., “T h e Aim of History,” Princeton Review, X X IX  (April, 1857), 234; 

also, review, North American Review, X X IX  (October, 1829), 305; anon., “T he 
Philosophy of History,” American Magazine of Knowledge, III (October, 1836),
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tion.” 5 A  critic believed that study of the past was the least 
objectionable diversion “ for those who must find pleasures by 
turning aside . . .  for a w hile from  the heartless bustle o f life .” 6 
A n  educator pu t the m atter m ore affirmatively. H istory was an 
invigorating diversion w hich im proved men, rescuing them from 
“ listless, lifeless, all-devouring stupidity, idleness, inaction, ease, 
thoughtlessness, ennui and inatten tion.” 7

T h e  great debate over the questionable effects of reading fiction 
was at its peak in  the early decades of the century, and moralists 
rallied  behind history as a weapon against the novel. “ History, 
considered m erely as a source of amusement, has great advantages 
over novels and other rom ances,” said one, because it “ elevates 
the im agination,” w hile fiction “ debilitates the m ind by in
flam ing the im agination.”  8 It m ust be m ade to “ substitute for 
the works of fiction,” and “supercede the necessity of recurring 
to frivolous pursuits” like novels.9

B y the 1830’s Am ericans generally accepted both history and 
fiction, along w ith  their avowed purpose of entertainm ent. 
W h ile men of the eighteenth century were sometimes more 
serious than they appeared, m en of the nineteenth were often 
less earnest than they claim ed. Perhaps men are most honest 
w ith themselves when they acknow ledge that they study history 
because they like it. Critics adm itted that “ T h e  mass of people 
read history m ainly to be am used.” 10 Reviewers becam e bolder,

6 Alexander Fraser Tytler, Elements of General History, Ancient and Modern 
(Concord, Mass., 1825), p. 11.

6 Anon., “Ancient and Modern History,” North American Review, X XVIII 
(April, 1829), 313.

7 Samuel Whelpley, Lectures on Ancient History . . . (New York, 1816), 
pp. iv-v; also, anon., “ The Philosophy of History,” North American Review, 
X X X IX  (July, 1834), 53; review, North American Review, X LVI (January,
1838), 235.

“ Joseph Emerson Worcester, Elements of History . . . (Boston, 1848), p. 1; 
also Jesse Olney and J. W. Barber, The Family Book of History . . . (Phil
adelphia, 1839), p. 6.

9 Lambert Lilly [Francis Lister Hawks], The History of New England (Bos
ton, 1831), p 5; Tytler, Elements of General History, p. ,11; also, anon., “ Clas
sical Education,” Portfolio, I (June, 1813), 567; “ Historical Romances,” Port
folio, VI (October, 1811), 357.

“ Review, North American Review, X X X  (January, 1830), 1.



acknow ledging w ith  delight that history “ is one of the greatest 
pleasures,”  “ an inexhaustible store of pleasures,” and even “ the 
most sublim e entertainm ent.”  11 Perhaps the fu ll acceptance of 
both history and fiction as entertainm ent came w ith  Sir W alter 
Scott, who delighted all but the stuffiest moralists. Said a 
review er discussing Scott’s use of the past:

Scott has n ot addressed o u r p rofoun dest faculties, n or advocated 
great p rin cip les o f T r u th  and  D uty, n or exten ded  greatly  the b o u n d 
aries o f know ledge, nor, consequently, m uch advanced the fortunes o f 
m en. B u t he has furnished the w hole  w orld  w ith  a great am ount 
o f in n o cen t joy. H is w orks have been a place o f  recreation, accessible 
to all m en, and forever thron ged.12

Historians, far m ore than critics or readers of history, adm itted 
that their purpose was entertainm ent, their aim  to please the 
reader. W illiam  H . Prescott w rote that as far as he was concerned 
the aim of history was to provide a w ell-told story.13 Charles 
Gayarré believed there was no higher aim  than pleasing “ the 
m ultitude.”  14 Sim ilar claims came from  sober writers like T im o 
thy P itkin, George T ickn or, John L othrop  M otley, and R ichard  
H ild reth .15 “ A s far as possible, please the im agination of the 
people,”  James Parton rem inded him self.18 From  popular histori
cal novelists to obscure antiquarians came the acknow ledgm ent

11 Anon., “T h e Importance of Historical Knowledge,” North Carolina Uni
versity Magazine, IX  (September, 1859), 98; review, North American Review, 
X CI (October, i860), 354; Preface, Collections Historical and Miscellaneous 
and Monthly Literary Journal, I (January, 1822), iv. 

u Review, Christian Examiner, X X IV  (July, 1838), 360.
13 Cited in George Ticknor, Life of William Hickling Prescott (Boston, 

1864), p. 177.
“ Charles Etienne Gayarré, Romance of the History of Louisiana (New York, 

1848), pp. 16-18.
“ Tim othy Pitkin, A Political and Civil History of the United States . . . 

(2 vols.; New Haven, 1828), I, 7; George Ticknor, History of Spanish Litera
ture (3 vols.; New York, 1849), I, iii-x; John Lothrop Motley, The Corre
spondence of John Lothrop Motley, ed., George W illiam  Curtis (2 vols.; New 
York, 1889), I, 359-70; Martha Mary Pingle, An American Utilitarian, Richard 
Hildreth as a Philosopher (New York, 1948), 201-3.

“ Cited in Milton Embick Flower, James Parton: The Father of Modern 
Biography (Durham, N.C., 1951), p. 200.
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that their history, if  not a ll history, had as its purpose the aim 
“ to please,”  “ to entertain ,” “ to provide am usem ent.” 17

H istorians sought to share their own pleasure in the past with 
the widest possible audience. Som ehow entertainm ent was more 
acceptable if  it accom panied service of democracy. D avid  Ram say 
lam ented that historical know ledge “ the food for the soul, should 
be . . . confined to literary and professional m en.”  H e ex
plained that the purpose of his w ork was to furnish “ a general 
view  . . . intended for popular reading.”  18 I t  becam e fashion
able to condem n “ p rolix  disquisitions . . . too scholastic to in 
terest the masses,” “ too overlaid  w ith  details and disquisitions, 
and matters uninteresting to the general reader.” 19 H istory 
could im part its delights “ only when read by adequate num 
bers.” 20 If the past provided entertainm ent for “ the few ,” then 
it  was a service to extend it also to “ the general reader.”  21 Pos
sibly the historians’ desire to popularize their w ritings was re
lated to the egalitarianism  o f the age; probably it was related 
to a desire for profits or acclaim ; it was certainly unlike the 
professional snobbery of later historians.

H istorians liked  to say that history should be in  every home,

17 Nathaniel Hawthorne, True Stories from History and Biography (Bos
ton, 1851), p. iv; Charles Elliott, History of the Great Secession from the 
Methodist Episcopal Church . . . (Cincinnati, 1855), p. v; W illiam Buell 
Sprague, Annals of the American Pulpit (9 vols.; New York, 1857-69), I, vi; 
James Peller Malcolm, Anecdotes of the Manners and Customs of London 
during the Eighteenth Century (2 vols.; London, 1810), I, xxix; James Mc
Sherry, History of Maryland . . . (Baltimore, 1849), p. v.

18 David Ramsay, Universal History Americanized (12 vols.; Philadelphia, 
181g), I, xix; David Ramsay, History of the United States . . .  (3 vols.; Phila
delphia, 1816-17), L  iii-iv.

“ William Gilmore Simms, The History of South Carolina . . . (Charles
ton, 1840), p. iii; Hawthorne, True Stories from History, p. iii.

20 Humphrey Marshall, The History of Kentucky (2 vols.; Frankfort, 1824), 
I, iii.

21 Gayarré, Romance of Louisiana, p. 16; Anna Ticknor, Life, Letters, and 
Journals of George Ticknor (2 vols.; Boston, 1857), II, 253-54; also, McSherry, 
Maryland, p. v; John W arner Barber, Interesting Events in the History of 
the United States (New Haven, 1829), pp. iv-v; Washington Irving, Mahomet 
and His Successors (2 vols.; New York, 1850), I, x; Samuel Eliot, History of 
Liberty (4 vols.; Boston, 1853), I, 5.
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a hearthside com panion for the fam ily. Said one writer, “ it ought 
to be on the shelf o f every cottage in  the lan d,” and another 
urged that books about the past “ should find their w ay . . . into 
the retired farm  house equally  w ith  the m ore accessible m an
sion.” 22 W riters rem inded themselves that m any of their readers 
were w om en and children who w ould benefit from the exalted 
pleasures of reading history. “A lw ays rem em ber,”  James Parton 
advised, “ that two-thirds of the people are wom en and ch il
dren.” 23 Established historians like D avid  Ram say, Francis Lister 
Hawks, James K irke Paulding, and W illiam  G ilm ore Simms 
wrote histories designed to amuse children.24 N athan iel H aw 
thorne believed that one of the most purposeful books he had 
ever w ritten was his T rue Stories from H istory, designed sim ply 
to give pleasure to “ the Y O U N G .” 25 Even literacy need be no 
requisite to the enjoym ent o f history. “ T h e  unlearned reader, if 
he did not stop to peruse the volum e, at least . . . could derive 
gratification from  the pictorial representation.” 26

Ingredients of Pleasure

W h ile  historians justified entertainm ent in terms o f invigora
tion and service to democracy, they were also able to define the 
ingredients of pleasure to show that history provided an exalted 
type of entertainm ent. H istory offered entertainm ent by provid
ing true facts, beautifu l narrative, exciting  ideas, and em otional 
warmth. It pleased m en because it satisfied natural, deeply h u 
m an yearnings. Such pleasures, w hen properly deliniated, seemed 
far m ore lofty  than idle amusem ent or physical indulgence.

T h e  surest way for a historian to provide entertainm ent was

22 Samuel Green Arnold, The Life of Patrick Henry of Virginia (Auburn, 
N.Y., 1854), p. 14; Henry Howe, Historical Collections of Ohio, (Cincinnati, 
1848), p. 3.

23 Cited in Flower, James Parton, p. 200.
24 David Ramsay, Life of George Washington . . . (Baltimore, 1840); Lam

bert Lilly [Francis Lister Hawks], The History of the Western States (Boston, 
1835); James Kirke Paulding, A Life of Washington vols.; New York, 1836), 
I, v-vi; Simms, History of South Carolina, p. iii. ,

25 Hawthorne, True Stories from History, p. iii.
26 Barber, History of the United States, p. v; also, Howe, Historical Collec

tions of Ohio, p. 3.
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to offer his readers a true account of w hat had happened in  the 
past. T h e  unique q uality  o f history was its grounding in  truth. 
A t the basest level truth was sim ply equated w ith  facts, and for 
m any antiquarians, in clu din g m any members o f the historical 
societies, the pleasure of history lay in  gathering detail. L ove of 
facts m ay have often been an excuse for collecting things m ore 
than a genuine interest in  history, but the two were inseparable. 
Editors justified docum entary history and reviewers welcom ed 
it “ sim ply for the purpose of entertainm ent.” 27 By the 1860’s 
facts were beginning to lose their intrinsic interest and had to 
be justified on the basis of their contribution to a mosaic of 
ultim ate truth. W hen details ceased to be entertaining sim ply 
because they were true, the R om an tic concept o f history was 
collapsing.

M en found pleasure not only in  details but in  fu ll descrip
tions of past ages as w ell. H istorians chose their subject m atter 
prim arily in terms of w hat was new and exciting. T h e  pleasure 
of know ing som ething that had not been know n before ex
plained the vogue for m edieval history and exotic sagas of C hina 
or Peru. Even more, delight in know in g explained the popularity 
of Am erican history, one of the most unknow n stories to be 
found in the early nineteenth century.

M ystery added fascination for both historians and readers. 
T h e  first m en to undertake com prehensive histories of the 
U nited  States— A b iel H olm es, D avid Ram say, George Bancroft, 
and R ichard  H ildreth— -each justified their interest in  the past 
and the value o f their w ork on the basis o f the enjoym ent of 
uncovering a unique and true story.28 Local historians likewise 
explained their delight in  discovering truth and passing it on to 
an avid public. “ N o one else has ever told  the story,”  said one 
excitedly; “ the barest facts have not yet appeared,” said another;

27Review, North American Review, L X X X  (April, 1855), 390; Abiel Holmes, 
“American Antiquarian Society,” Portfolio, V (May, 1815), 470.

25 Abiel Holmes, T he Annals of America (2 vols.; Cambridge, Mass., 1829), 
I, iii; Ramsay, History of the United States, I, iii-iv; George Bancroft, His
tory of the United States . . . (10 vols.; Boston, 1834-75), I, v-vii; Richard 
Hildreth, The History of the United States of America (6 vols.; New York,
1856), I, ix.
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the outline of events “ has so long been the object o f public 
wishes,”  said a third.29 In short, history was en tertaining because 
it was fresh and true.

H istorians and critics explain ed further that learning of the 
past was pleasant because it fu lfilled  curiosity w hich was an 
almost physiological hum an need. “As m an is the only anim al 
which m anifests the least curiosity to know  w hat w ill be here
after, so he is equally distinguished by the desire to know  what 
passed before he came into  the w orld ,”  said a historian.30 John 
M arshall believed that curiosity about the past was “ im planted 
in every hum an bosom ,” and another w riter called it “ one of the 
most universal em otions of the hum an heart.” 31 A lth ou gh  “ his- 
torick curiosity” was natural, said Peter Force, “ at no form er 
period of the w orld  has this characteristick been so strikingly 
m anifested.” 32

T h e  most obvious means by w hich a historian provided pleas
ure was through the art w ith  w hich he told his story— the struc
ture, style, language, and unity of his com position. A lth ou gh  
art, like truth, was m ore often a m ethod of w riting than a means 
o f g iving pleasure, historians and critics knew  that the pleasure

29 Benjamin Trum bull, A Complete History of Connecticut . . .  to the 
Year 1J64 (2 vols.; New Haven, 1818), I, 5; Samuel Prescott Hildreth, Pioneer 
History: Being An Account of the First Exploration of the Ohio Valley . . . 
(Cincinnati, 1848), pp. i-iii; James Parton, Life of Andrew Jackson (3 vols.; 
New York, i860), I, vi; also John Wesley Monette, History of the Discovery 
and Settlement of the Valley of the Mississippi (2 vols.; New York, 1846), I, iii, 
vii; Jabez Delano Hammond, The History of Political Parties in the State 
of New York (2 vols.; Cooperstown, N.Y., 1844), iy · W illiam Hickling 
Prescott, Conquest of Mexico . . .  (3 vols.; Boston, 1843), I, v-vii.

30 Benjamin Ferris, A History of the Original Settlements of the Delaware 
(Wilmington, 1846), p. iii.

31J. Marshall, Washington, I, iii; H. Marshall, Kentucky, I, vii.
32 Peter Force, ed., American Archives . . .  (9 vols.; Washington, 1837-53), 

I, xiv; also Ramsay, Universal History, I, 2; John Leeds Bozman, A Sketch of 
the History of Maryland (Baltimore, 1811), p. v; Hugh Williamson, The His
tory of North Carolina (2 vols.; Philadelphia, 1812), I, xii; Simms, History of 
South Carolina, p. vii; also John Farmer, A Genealogical Register of the 
First Settlers of New England (Lancaster, Mass., 1829), p. iii; Samuel Williams, 
The Natural and Civil History of Vermont (2 vols.; Burlington, 1809), I, 5-8; 
David S. Bozart, “ T he Importance and Utility of History,” American Museum,
II (February, 1792), 44; Jared Sparks, “ History,” American Museum of Sci
ence, Literature and Art, II (March, 1839), 123.
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and popularity  of history depended on artfu l presentation. In 
no period have historians lavished so m uch of their attention 
to literary presentation, and no period has been so acclaim ed 
by contem poraries or successors for the delight w hich their efforts 
produced. W hether considered as m ethod or purpose, it  was the 
age o f literary history.

Still another way in w hich history provided pleasure was in 
offering m en a vast field for ideas. Am ericans who were afraid 
o f entertainm ent that was m erely diversion could revel in  an 
intellectual amusem ent w hich seemed to im prove the m ind. 
Eagerly, they em braced history as a field for speculation, fu ll o f 
provocative ideas, in  w hich m en could w ander at leisure to 
reflect and theorize, as they chose. “ W h at an am ple field is here 
opened,” said an observer, “ in w hich the daring student m ay 
enter, and expatiate to his heart’s content.” 33 “ A  philosopher 
pursuing his speculations upon hum anity can nowhere find 
richer m aterials for the construction of his theories,” said an
other.34 Critics believed that history was p op u lar in Am erica 
“ prim arily because it presents an almost illim itable  field for 
speculation.” 35 T h e  past w ould “furnish the readers w ith ideas,” 
and “ provide data for a philosophical investigation of all the 
im portant questions relating to m an.” 36

Exercising the m ind, like fu lfillin g  curiosity or enjoying 
beauty, was pleasurable because it was natural and natural be
cause it was pleasurable. “ T h e  search for truth  in history,” said 
a writer, “ is the purest and most elevated ingredient of hum an 
happiness.”  37 T o y in g  w ith ideas and m editating on the past was 
“ exciting,”  and “ naturally satisfying.” 38 H istory was “ the most

33 Anon., “T h e Study of History,” Southern Quarterly Review, X  (July, 
1846), 147.

34 Review, Blackwood’s Magazine, L X X IX  (April, 1856), 421.
35 Anon., “ Historic Speculations,” Southern Literary Messenger, VI (Sep

tember, 1840), 606.
33 Review, North American Review, X CI (October, i860), 302; anon., “ His

tory,”  Universalist and General Review, I (April, 1844), 166; also, anon., “Im
postures of History,” Portfolio, I (May, 1816), 369.

37 J. L. Reynolds, The Man of Letters (Richmond, 1849), p. 8.
38 Reviews, North American Review, X CI (October, i860), 354; Edinburgh 

Review, LX VIII (January, 1839), 378.
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delightful o f intellectual recreations” because it offered the 
sublim e “ pleasure o f the m ind.” 39

T h e  final, and far the most im portant ingredient of pleasure 
was the em otional satisfaction of contem plating tim e and eter
nity. It was the purpose o f history to produce this sense of wis
dom, or sublim ity, or m elancholy, the most profound fulfillm ent 
of w hich m an was capable. Educators, especially, liked  to claim  
that history broadened and deepened m an “ w ith  the experience 
o f the ages.”  It taught “ the fo lly  o f hum an am bition” and thus 
provided “ a due sense of things tem poral and things eternal.”  40 

T h e  em otional th rill w hich history provided was closely akin 
to R om an tic self-indulgence in  tears and m elancholy. M en w an
dered in  graveyards and gloried  in ruins. Poets sighed beneath 
broken colum ns and w eeping willows, recited elegies at tw ilight, 
w ept for bygone grandeur, and spoke of footsteps in  the sands 
o f time. A lth o u gh  m etaphysicians found reality  in  the m elan
choly contem plation of eternity, most m en sim ply felt fulfillm ent 
and pleasure rather than tried to understand it. M en became 
intoxicated  w ith  the sweetness of history said one writer, because 
“ it fills the m ind w ith  a sublim e and pleasing m elancholy. W e 
dw ell w ith  deep and tender em otions of the actions, sufferings, 
and changes of those who were ‘bone of our bones, and flesh of 
our flesh.’ ”  41 A n oth er w riter believed history was attractive be
cause “ it affords a m elancholy view  of hum an nature. . . .  It 
furnishes us w ith the wisdom  and experience of our ancestors 
[and] has a tendency to render us contented w ith the condition 
in  life, by . . . teaching us that the highest stations are not 
exem pt from  severe trials; that riches and power afford no

39 Anon., “ T h e Causes of the American Revolution,” North American R e
view, L X X X  (April, 1855), 390; Giles F. Yates, “Ancient History,” American 
Literary Magazine, I (December, 1847), 365; also James Anthony Froude, “ T he 
Science of History,” Hours at Home, II (February, 1866), 323.

"Sam uel Whelpley, A Compend of History From the Earliest Times . . . 
(Burlington, Vt., 1808), pp. 159-61; also Barber, History of the United States, 
p. iii.

“ Royal Robbins, Outlines of Ancient and Modern History (Hartford, 1839), 
p. 7.
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assurances of happiness.” 42 For the student “ calm ly seated in 
the shade of contem plation,” history w ill “ at once expand and 
enrich the soul, w hich feels a m ournful but sublim e pleasure 
in tracing the vestiges of exalted virtue.” 43

A lth o u gh  entertainm ent was an im m ediate goal of history, 
it was hardly a very precise one. T o  differentiate history from 
“ mere amusem ent,” nineteenth-century writers justified enter
tainm ent in  terms of relaxation, dem ocratic service, and fu lfill
m ent of natural impulses; they defined pleasure in  terms of 
m an’s need for truth, art, ideas, and em otional enrichm ent. T h ey  
never really succeeded in  separating entertainm ent from  m otive 
and m ethod, however, or from  history’s larger purposes of sup
porting convictions and com m uning w ith  reality. M en’s eager
ness to be precise about purposes revealed their certainty in its 
utility. T h e ir  in ability  to separate its elem ents revealed the basic 
unity of the idea of history.

42 Worcester, Elements of History, 2-3.
“ Whelpley, Compend of History, p. 161; also Washington Irving, The 

Sketch-Book (New York, 181g), p. 3.





XI
History as Ultimate Reality

T h e  most exalted  purpose of history in the early nineteenth 

century involved a fundam ental probing into the reality of 
life and a resulting enrichm ent o f the soul. H istory was a means 
of com m uning w ith ultim ate truth through an understanding of 
the past in  the way that an artist communes w ith  truth through 
beauty or a holy m an through faith. T h e  purpose of history at 
this level was to reveal far m ore than the events of the past; it 
was to im part a mysterious know ledge of the m eaning of life. 
H istory could provide a transcendental unification of m an w ith 
eternity. T h e  kind of history w hich provided the bridge from  the 
present to eternity was more art than philosophy, for it led men 
by means of inspiration and em otion m ore than by reason. T h e  
historian seeking ultim ate truths was m ore poet than scientist or 
philosopher.

T h e  m etaphysical argum ent for history especially interested 
those poets, philosophers, and critics who were consciously 
seeking a purpose for history and consciously relating the study 
of the past to p revailin g intellectual currents. Historians, teach
ers, members of historical societies, and even day-to-day browsers 
in historical literature were generally content w ith the m ore im 
m ediate aims o f gainin g support for their convictions and enjoy
ing a good story in the process. Even self-conscious Transcen-
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dentalists like George B ancroft stopped short o f claim ing nearness 
to heaven. Others soared on, however, especially durin g the m id
dle decades of the century, to m ake com m union w ith reality the 
highest goal o f history. M ore than a justification of studying the 
past, unification w ith  ultim ate truth became the m eaning as w ell 
as the purpose of history, the very essence of R om antic history. 
W illiam  C u llen  Bryant, one o f the high priests of A m erican R o 
m anticism, spent his life repeating the theme:

A  m ighty H and , from  an exhaustless U rn ,
Pours fo rth  the never-ending F lood o f Years 
A m o n g the nations. H o w  the rushing waves 
B ear a ll before them ! O n  their forem ost edge,
A n d  there alone, is L ife .1

O ne of the most com prehensive expressions of history as u lti
m ate reality came from  the essayist-philosopher R alp h  W aldo 
Emerson. T o  Emerson, “ H istory rather than nature” — certainly 
more than science or art— supplied “ the best expositor of the d i
vine m ind.” H is essay, “ H istory,” origin ally delivered before the 
Massachusetts H istorical Society in  1836, was the leading essay in  
his famous C ollected Essays and the starting point for his T r a n 
scendental philosophy.2

H is approach to history had three steps. First, he began w ith  
the assumption, “ T h ere  is one m ind common to all individual 
m en.” Each in d ivid ual was a part o f ultim ate reality. Second, 
said Emerson, the u n fold in g of the past was the concrete expres
sion of the universal m ind. “ O f the works of this m ind history 
is the record.” N oth in g  could  be m ore com plete than all that 
had ever been. H ere was the most com plete expression of 
ultim ate reality, or G od; and the historian was the one best 
qualified to com prehend it. F inally, said Emerson, by under
standing history one understands the universal mind, the m ean
ing of life, on e’s total self. “ M an is explicable by nothing less 
than all his history.” W h en  one understands history he under

1 W illiam Cullen Bryant, “ The Flood of Years,” 1876.
2 Ralph W aldo Emerson, The Essays of Ralph Waldo Emerson [originally 

published 1841], (Modern Library edition; New York, 1944).
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stands himself; w hen he has come to understand history fu lly  he 
has become one w ith  the m ind of God.

Emerson went to considerable lengths to show how  all history 
existed in  each m an and how  know ledge of the past led to self
knowledge. “ T h e  whole of history is in one m an,” he wrote, 
“ there is no age or state o f society or m ode of action in history to 
w hich there is not som ething corresponding in  his life .” A ll  m en 
com bine in  themselves som ething of the G reek and som ething of 
the Gothic, som ething o f the slave and som ething of the king. 
H istory teaches us this part o f ourselves, this part of the universal 
m ind. H istory is more than vicarious experience, for it is more 
than facts and entertain ing stories; instead it is understanding and 
becom ing one w ith  past experience. “A ll  inquiry into antiquity 
. . .  is the desire to do away w ith  this . . . preposterous T h ere  
or T h en , and introduce in  its place the H ere and N ow .” T h e  re
ward is wisdom. “ Y ou  shall not tell me by languages and titles a 
catalogue of the volum es you have read. Y ou  shall m ake me feel 
what periods you have lived .” H ere was history at its most sub
lim e.3

History as u ltim ate reality was firmly grounded in  European 
R om antic idealism , in  the w ritin g of Johann H erder in  the 
1780’s, and in the discourses of Im m anuel Kant, Johann Fichte, 
and G eorg W ilh elm  H egel soon after. B y the 1820’s this G erm an 
metaphysics, filtered through A m erican Transcendentalism  and 
Unitarianism , was fairly com m on in A m erican reviews and jou r
nals.4 A  decade before Em erson’s essay appeared, an anonym ous 
Am erican critic declared that it was the purpose o f history to 
provide a m irror to life, allow ing m en to see themselves “ in  the 
silent workings and sim ple unfoldin g of the [universal] mind. 
. . . A ll  the deeds and transactions of m en are but expressions of 
this m ind.” In  history, as in  art, m an sees himself. Seeing himself, 
he understands the past. H istory “ cannot be understood except 
by self-observation, by discovering in ourselves the powers and

3 Ibid., pp. 3-25.
4 Robert Flint, The Philosophy of History in France and Germany (Edin

burgh, 1874), especially pp. 388-93, 457, 513; R. G. Collingwood, The Idea of 
History (Oxford, 1961), pp. 86-122.
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tendencies of w hich history shows us the result.” 5 Said another 
writer:

H istory is the visib le  im age o f  the aggregate m in d o f the w hole 
hum an race, o f w hich the in d ivid u al is the epitom e, p resen tin g to 
the eye o f  the philosopher, on  a large scale, and in  w ell-defined, 
m aterial, visible form  those facts w hich lie concealed  as m ere ab
stractions w ith in  the bosom  o f hu m an  n ature.6

T h is  m etaphysical justification of history stemmed from  the 
assum ption that the universe operated according to divine plan, 
and, in  turn, provided the most substantial base for a providen
tial interpretation of history. “ G od is the Eternal M in d,” said 
a writer, and “ a true know ledge of history is a true know ledge of 
G od.”  7 T h e  u nfoldin g o f the past illustrated his existence and 
taught his lessons. H istory was the most im portant form of h u 
m an knowledge, said another writer, because it was the histo
rian ’s fun ction “ to trace the m ind  o f G od in the historic life  of 
m an.” 8 G eorge Bancroft, quoting directly from  K an t and Fichte, 
w ent further than Emerson in  defining history so that it became 
the base of a providential interpretation. W h ile  Em erson found 
the proof o f the divine in  intim ations of the soul and then went 
on to identify the divine w ith history, Bancroft found his proof 
of G od directly in  the u nfoldin g of the past.9

Some writers preferred to think of history as a study o f life 
instead of a study of G od; they preferred to think of the his
torian as an artist who depicts nature instead of a philosopher-

5 Anon., “ History,”  American Quarterly Review, V  (March, 1829), 97-98; 
also anon., “ T h e Aim of History,” Princeton Review, X X IX  (April, 1857), 234.

6 C. C. S. Farrar, "T h e Science of History,” DeBow’s Review, V (March, 
1848), 217; also anon., “ The Study of History,” Southern Quarterly Review, 
X  (July, 1846), 131-32; review, North American Review, X L  (January, 1834), 
117-20.

7 William Greenough Thayer Shedd, “ T he Nature and Influence of the 
Historic Spirit,” Bibliotheca Sacra, X I (April, 1834), 371-75, 351; also, review, 
North American Review, X L  (January, 1835), 101.

8 Anon., “ Leading Theories of the Philosophy of History,” North American 
Review, X C III (July, 1862), 167 and passim; also, anon., “T h e Mutual Rela
tion of History and Religion,” Eclectic Magazine, X L I (June, 1857), 158-68.

9 Russel B. Nye, George Bancroft: Brahmin Rebel (New York, 1945), pp.
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theologian reaching for revelation. A lthough, like Thucydides, 
eighteenth-century historians thought of history as a study of un
changing hum an nature, the Rom antics reached deeper into  the 
essence of life. H istory was a study of m an rather than of the 
behavior of men, a study of the hum an experience rather than 
of individ ual situations. A s the artist d istilled hum an experience 
into his creation, so did the historian.

Critics m easured historians by their success in  reaching this 
inner reality o f life. “ L ife  to the historian, if  he deserves the 
name, wears the same aspect as it wears to the dram atic poet,” 
explained one observer. “ T o  both alike it is a study not o f insti
tutions, not o f progress . . . but of personal character in  con
flict w ith the circumstances of life.”  W ritten  history, like a 
painting or a poem, was “ a d istillation  of nature.”  10 A  critic 
condem ned R ich ard  H ild reth  for fa llin g  short o f the ideal. “ H is
tory finds its chief use,” he noted, when it goes beyond facts “ to 
the portrayal o f . . . the realities of life .” 11 O ther critics called 
upon the historian to provide “ the science of hum an nature,” 
“ the know ledge of hum an nature,” “ the larger views of hum an 
nature,” “ the anatom y o f the hum an heart.” 12

A lth o u gh  historians tended to shy away from  the grand claims 
for the past w hich critics proclaim ed, the subjects they under
took and their treatm ent of these subjects usually revealed their 
concern w ith  in d ivid ual rather than social questions in  the past. 
M en were far m ore likely  to take up history from an interest in 
religion or philosophy than from  an interest in public affairs. 
Even w hen historians like George Bancroft, R ichard  H ildreth, or

“ Anon., “ History, Its Use and Meaning,” Westminster Review, X L II (Oc
tober, 1854), 224; also, review, North American Review, X L  (January, 1835),

“ 7·
11 G. H. E., “ H ildreth’s History of the United States,” Universalist Quar

terly and General Review, X II (October, 1855), 349.
“ Anon., “ The Philosophy of History,” North American Review, X X X IX  

(July, 1834), 37; Giles F. Yates, “Ancient History,” American Literary Maga
zine, I (December, 1847), 366; review, North American Review, X X X IX  
(July, 1834), 207; also, anon., “ History and Its Philosophy,” Putnam’s Monthly 
Magazine, X I (April, 1868), 409; anon., “History,” American Quarterly Review,
I (March, 1829), 97; David S. Bozart, “T he Importance and Utility of His
tory,” American Museum, II (February, 1792), 44.
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Jared Sparks becam e involved in public questions such as Jack
sonian politics or abolition, their interest was prim arily au xil
iary rather than inherent in  their history. Instead, they were 
more often concerned w ith  personal questions— the nature of 
God, the definition of m orality or character or virtue, the m ean
ing of change and decay, the opportunity for esthetic and em o
tional enrichm ent— questions w hich concerned the individ ual 
rather than society. T o  most historians, study of the past was a 
hum anity rather than a social science, a means of self-expression 
and a search for values and verities.

Especially in  England, critics occasionally quoted John Keats 
about the identity of truth and beauty in order to show that the 
study of the past was involvem ent in  the essence of beauty. T h e  
past itself was b eautifu l in  its harm ony and completeness; the 
historian was involved in  beauty when he composed a beautiful 
story; the reader, in  turn, became immersed in the beauty of the 
historian’s art.13 Because of history’s nearness to ultim ate beauty, 
said a critic, “ no art was ever attem pted by m an m ore elevated 
and ennobling.” 14 T h e  purpose of studying the past was to pro
vide esthetic enrichm ent and com m union w ith  beauty. In  all 
prim itive societies, said one writer, “ history was not distinguished 
from poetry and religion, but a ll were one, so, in  its true form, 
it returns into them again.”  15

T h e  poet d id  not com m une w ith  ultim ate reality through 
the use of good grammar, and the historian could not expect to 
reach these heights by prosaic scholarship alone. T ru th , to the 
Rom antic, lay  in  the heart, to be brought forth  by inspiration as 
w ell as investigation. For that reason, historians had eagerly ac
claim ed passion as a valuable m ethod in finding the truth  of the 
past. I f  great results were to come from  history they m ust come

13 Anon., “T h e  Modern Art and Science of History,” Westminster Review,
X X X VIII (October, 1842), 369; review, North American Review, X L  (January, 
1835), 117; anon., "History and Its Philosophy,” p. 407; also John H ill, “An 
Essay upon the Principles of Historical Composition,” Portfolio, IX  (April, 
1820), 339.

“ Anon., “T h e Historical Romance,” Blackwood's Edinburgh Magazine, 
LVIII (September, 1845), 347.

“ Anon., “ History, Its Use and Meaning,” Westminster Review, LX II (Oc
tober, 1854), 234.
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from  em otion, and the R om an tic was neither afraid of great 
results nor frightened by the voices of inspiration. H istory was 
more than a science of facts; it was grand art.

T h e  idealist has always believed that in tu ition  was the voice 
of G od speaking to man, and that ultim ate truths inaccessible 
to reason were accessible through inspiration. “ O n the most 
solemn themes the heart is wiser than the head,”  said a reviewer. 
In  history, as in the other arts, “ not the intellect but the soul 
must decide; for the soul lies near to God; in faith and prayer 
it receives com m unication from  H im  w hich it cannot distrust.” 16 
H istorians have “ not m erely the senses opening to us the eter
n al,” said Bancroft, “ b u t an internal sense, w hich places us in 
connection w ith  the w orld  of intelligence and the decrees of 
G od.” 17 Em erson believed that the historian m ust “ perceive” 
rather than discover truth  since the deepest truths lay “ fast by 
the soul.” 18 O ne critic, entranced by the thought that the histo
rian perceived ultim ate truths claim ed that all “ the eras of hum an 
greatness have not been eras of accurate know ledge of hum an 
things; they have been eras of idealism  and im agination, of 
credulity and dreams.”  19 As m en m oved from Rom anticism  to 
define the purpose o f history, they also m oved from  a concept of 
history to form ulate definitions of the R om anticism  of their age.

Critics emphasized that w ritten history was a conduit through 
w hich the author’s genius flowed; its purpose was to allow  his 
readers to savor his d ivinely  inspired insights. “ T h e  historian, like 
the poet, is not made, but born w ith an aptitude” for grasping 
truth “ by inspiration and genius.” 20 “ H istorical truth is dis
cerned by the insight o f genius . . . w ithout any blending, or 
at least any show of the process of reflection, analysis, and criti
cal judgm ent.” 21 H istory was “ a m onum ent of genius,” “ a poetic

16 Anon., “ Hegel’s Philosophy of History,” Eclectic Magazine, X L V  (Sep
tember, 1858), 15.

17 George Bancroft, Literary and Historical Miscellanies (New York, 1855), 
p. 409; also, review, North American Review, X L  (January, 1835), 102.

18 Emerson, Essays, p. 21.
19 Anon., “ History, Its Use and Meaning,” p. 229. ■
20 Review, North American Review, X L  (April, 1845), 3^9» also, anon., 

“ Mutual Relation of History and Religion,” p. 167.
21 Anon., “ History and Its Philosophy,” p. 407.
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inspiration,” “ an attribute o f the heart,” a display of “ the em o
tions and passions of the in d ivid ual.”  22

H istory as com m union w ith  ultim ates did not require total 
com m itm ent or total subm ergence in the divine w ill; for most 
men it was enough to say that the past enriched one em otionally. 
Its purpose, like the purposes of art and religion, was to provide 
the sense of w ell-being that comes from com m union w ith  truth 
and beauty. Reviewers found hundreds of ways to explain  that 
the purpose of history was “ to m ove the heart . . .  as in a trag
edy, a painting, or an epic poem ” ; “ to warm  the soul and m elt 
the feelings” ; “ to arouse the sym pathetic passions and awaken 
generous feelings” ; “ to elevate and p u rify” ; “ to expand the 
heart . . . enlarge the sympathies . . . and m ake the soul m ore 
keenly sensitive” ; to m ake m an’s “ spirit wiser, purer, happier” 
and to thus fit him  “ for a higher and holier state of being” ; to 
nurture “ those em otional links of sym pathy by w hich the m em 
bers of the f a m ily  of m ankind are connected w ith  one an
other.”  23 H istory provided vicarious experience, the sense o f the 
richness of having lived. It  allow ed every m an to be his own R o 
m antic hero, like Lord  Byron, who boasted of havin g lived  a 
hundred years at the age o f twenty-one.

Finally, em otional enrichm ent led to wisdom. It was the pur
pose of history to contribute to the qualities w hich the wise 
m an was supposed to possess— a philosophical spirit, sagacious

22 Review, New York Quarterly, II (January, 1853), 43; anon., “ T he Leading
Theories of the Philosophy of History,” North American Review, XCIII (July, 
1862), 188; H ill, “ Historical Composition,” p. 346; review, North American 
Review, X L  (January, 1833), 100; also, Prospectus, American Review of His
tory and Politics, I (January, 1811), ii; anon., "Buckle’s History of Civilization,” 
North American Review, X C III (October, 1861), 19> anon., "T h e Uses of His
tory to the Preacher,” New Englander, X X II (July, 1863), 426; review, Ameri
can Quarterly Review, III (March, 1828), 174.

23 Anon., “ Guizot and the Philosophy of History,” Eclectic Magazine, IV 
(February, 1845), l84! G · H · E ·· “ Hildreth’s History of the United States,” p. 
346; anon., “ T h e Historical Romance,” pp. 343, 348; Yates, “ Ancient History,” 
p. 366; anon., “Uses of History to the Preacher,” p. 425, 426; L. J. В. C., 
“ History,” Universalist Quarterly and General Review, I (April, 1844), 165; 
anon., “ History, Its Use and Meaning,” p. 224; also, W illie, “ T he Use of 
Imagination in the Study of History,” North Carolina University Magazine, 
IX  (May, i860), 557.
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understanding, a sense of eternity, a love of m ankind, a sense of 
virtue, and a sense of sadness. Its purpose, said one w riter, was 
to enrich “ the spirit o f philosophy, the spirit o f virtue, wisdom 
and loveliness.” 24 “ T h ere  is som ething in  the pictures of genera
tions before us . . . which, going beyond the gratification of 
curiosity, or storing the m ind w ith  ideas, teaches us wisdom .” 26 
Soaring concepts led to lyric expression: “ L ike art, like poetry, 
like religion itself, [history] finds its highest use not in teaching 
w hat is good or bad . . . not in  proving what good is successful 
. . . but in touching the heart to noble emotions; not in  m aking 
us know  w hat is good, but love what is good.” 26 R om antics sus
pected that wisdom  and sadness were related. H istory contributed 
to wisdom because it taught “ the essential nothingness of a ll the 
w orld calls great.”  27 H istory books were the most direct route to 
wisdom because they were “ the saddest books in  the w orld .”  28

W hen m en thought of the purpose of history in  terms of en
tertainm ent, in  terms o f supporting principles, or in terms of 
reality, em otional enrichm ent, and wisdom, they were saying in 
different ways that it fu lfilled  a deep hum an need. In the early 
nineteenth century the im portance, the subject m atter, the m eth
ods, interpretations, m eaning, and purposes of history each pos
sessed a coherence w hich m en could com prehend and appreciate. 
T h is  coherence was the strength of the idea o f history and 
also its weakness. W hen one part o f the chain was broken the 
entire approach and justification for history was threatened.

T o  a later generation already m aking itself heard by i860, the

24 Henry Laurens Pinckney, The Spirit of the Age (Raleigh, 1836), p. 23.
25 Royal Robbins, Outlines of Ancient and Modern History (Hartford, 1839), 

p. 7; also John Barber, Interesting Events in the History of the United States 
(New York, 1829), p. iii.

26 Anon., “ History, Its Use and Meaning,” pp. 233-34.
27 Pinckney, Spirit of the Age, 23; also, anon., “T h e Importance of Historical

Knowledge,” North Carolina University Magazine, IX  (September, 185g), 98
99; anon., “ Hegel’s Philosophy of History,” p. 15; review, North American 
Review, X LVI (January, 1838), 277; Shedd, “ Nature and Influence of the His
toric Spirit,” p. 352; review, North American Review, LX X X V III (April, 1859), 
463. ,

28 Review, North American Review, L X X  (April, 1850), 266; also, anon., 
“ History,” American Quarterly Review, I (March, 1829), 98; anon., “ Uses of 
History to the Preacher,” p. 427.



m etaphysical purposes of history were too grand to be realistic, 
too vague to be scientific. In  the R om an tic age, history, like art 
and poetry, was m ore real than reality, more trustworthy than 
science. It was a noble definition of history; but then history was 
a noble subject.
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XII
The Decline o f  Romantic History

o u t  the m iddle of the century the R om antic idea of history
reached its peak and began to wane. Since the 1840’s the

am ount o f history in popular literature had been declining, and 
during the 1850’s the developm ent of historical societies, the 
grow th in  the num ber of history courses in  the schools, and the 
publication of docum ents and historical journals reached a pla
teau. M ost of all, the early nineteenth-century historians, self-con
sciously aware by the 1850’s that they constituted a distinct 
school, realized that they were under attack. A ccepted stand
ards o f historical w ritin g— the methods, interpretations, and aims 
that had developed over the past half-century— were on the 
defensive.

D u rin g  the 1850’s critics began to distinguish between the 
o ld er, generation and a newer one. T h e  establishm ent included 
Bancroft, Force, Gayarré, H eadley, H ildreth, Howe, Hawks, 
Irving, Lossing, M otley, Palfrey, Paulding, Prescott, R andall, 
Sabine, Shurtleff, Sparks, T ickn or, and T u cker, each o f whom 
m ade his m ajor contribution before the C iv il W ar. T hese men 
were generally regarded as out o f date when their works ap
peared after the war. T h e  Am ericans were related to a sim ilar 
European school w hich was also becom ing dated. “ H erder, Kant, 
H egel, G uizot, M ichelet, Cousin, and even C arlyle and M acau
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lay,” said a disillusioned critic in  1852, “ none of them  give us 
genuine history, or even their own views of history; they m erely 
give us their speculations about w hat history ought to be.”  1 T h e  
appearance of an identifiable new group of writers, at least in 
Europe, confirm ed the generation gap. H enry T h om as Buckle, 
Jacob Burckhardt, H. A . T a in e , and especially Leop old  von 
R anke were generating the controversy and excitem ent that 
Scott and Irvin g had created a generation earlier.2 In  Am erica 
critics recognized transitional figures, of course, m en who were 
hailed before and after the war. T hese included Lym an C. 
Draper, James Parton, and Francis Parkm an, but after the war 
most of them were m aking an effort to divorce themselves from 
the principles of the earlier period.3 P articularly after the four- 
year hiatus in  historical publication  that came w ith  the C iv il 
W ar, the line d ividin g the generations appeared deeper to con
temporaries than it in  fact was.

B ehind the change from H egelian Rom anticism  to R an k e’s 
em pirical idealism  were all of the ideas and forces b o ilin g  in the 
w orld of the mid-century— industrialization, democracy, profes
sionalism, sectionalism, and others. A ccom panying industrializa
tion were m aterialism , the vogue of science, and the concom itant 
rise of critical realism  in the arts, all of w hich threatened the 
R om antic faith  that passion was a more truthfu l guide than ob
servation and that m en could reach beyond objective facts to in 
tuitive truth. W ith  the continuing grow th of the dem ocratic 
dogma, educators were now transform ing history into civics and 
social studies. W ith  increasing vocational specialization, the am a
teur historian who was concerned w ith truth yielded to the 
professional who was concerned w ith  m ethod. A n tiqu arian  col-

1 Review, Brownson’s Quarterly Review, IX  (October, 1852), 423.
2 For example, reviews, Museum of Foreign Literature, Science and Art, X L

(September, 1840), 35; Living Age, LVIII (September, 1858), 883-904; North 
American Review, X CIII (July, 1861), 99-107; North American Review, CII 
(January, 1866), 275-80; North American Review, CX VII (July, 1873), 223-29; 
Living Age, L X X IV  (August, 1862), 160-62; Atlantic, X I (January, 1863), 27
42; Nation, X VI (April, 1873), 270-73. .

3 William B. Hesseltine, Pioneer’s Mission: The Story of Lyman C. Draper 
(Madison, Wise., 1954), p. 193 and passim; Howard Dougherty, Francis Park
man (New York, 1962), pp. 167, 338, 398.
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lectors like Lym an D raper becam e professional archivists, finding 
in  R an ke’s em piricism  a philosophical justification they had 
always lacked.4

T h e Problem  of Contradiction

M ore dem onstrably dam aging to the early nineteenth-century 
concept of history were the new contradictions appearing in 
historical works. O ften  they were related to grow ing sectional 
hostility and they cast doubt on the basic assum ption that history 
illustrated truth. T h e  first im portant sectional outburst among 
historians came in 1847 w hen N ew  E ngland historian Lorenzo 
Sabine cast aspersion on Southern efforts in the R evolution , and 
Southern critics angrily replied that he had abused the facts. 
Senator Charles Sum ner’s citation from Sabine was part o f the 
incendiary speech that led to Sum ner’s caning by Preston Brooks. 
Sectional feeling appeared in R ich ard  H ild reth ’s six-volum e H is
tory of the U nited States (1849-56) and George T u c k e r ’s four-vol
ume History of the U nited States (1856-57). H ildreth  was an 
abolitionist w ho disliked the Puritans, and T u ck er was a slavery 
advocate w ho disliked nullification, so that, for the first time 
since the works of T hom as H utchinson, almost every critic was 
bound to find both works biased. Sectional politicians began call
ing for schoolbooks by historians “ loyal to our ow n institu
tions.” 5 N ot a ll of the new scholarly contention was sectional, 
however. Edm und B ailey O ’C allaghan disputed W ashington 
Irvin g ’s caustic treatm ent of the D utch; Peter O liver and John 
W ingate T h o rn to n  debated the virtues of the Puritans; and 
R ichard  Frothingham  reopened old  F ederalist-R epublican  
wounds by his treatm ent of the generalship at B unker H ill. In  
the critical fervor surrounding each w ork the feeling grew that 
history itself was no longer reliable.6

4 Draper, “Annual Report of the Wisconsin Historical Society,” Wisconsin 
Historical Collections, V  (i860), 2.

5 Anon., “ Southern School Books,” DeBow’s Review, X III (September, 1852),
259· .

“ For a summary of these disputes, see David D. Van Tassel, Recording 
America's Past: An Interpretation of the Development of Historical Studies in 
America, 160J-1884 (Chicago, i960), pp. 123-25; 134-41.
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Controversy was especially dam aging to early nineteenth-cen
tury historical concepts because m en had come to believe so 
firmly in the existence o f absolute truth and definitive historical 
accounts. D u rin g  the early decades of the century m en w it
nessed such rem arkable strides in  the field of historical w ritin g 
that perfection seemed the n ext logical step. In tu ition  as a means 
of capturing the past further guaranteed that truth was fixed, 
since in tu ition  was the voice of God. Em erson m aintained that 
m en felt the truths o f the past better than they knew  them. A l
most every critic w ho considered m ethodology acclaim ed the 
historian’s in tu itive penetration of facts as a means o f assuring 
that history w ould  becom e “ fixed like chem istry.” 7 W h en  critics 
and historians talked about the purpose of history they again 
expressed faith in absolutes. Since it was the purpose o f history 
to illustrate a fixed truth, historical facts presum ably could be 
set forth definitively. O f course, everything depended on agree
m ent about fundam ental principles. W hen contradictions ap
peared in  historical accounts, not only did this indicate that the 
m ethods of research were faulty, but the aim o f illustrating truth 
was faulty as well.

T h e  most outspoken defender of absolute history was George 
Bancroft, a m an w ho saw his historical w riting outdated be
fore it was com plete. “ T h e y  speak falsely w ho say truth  is the 
daughter of tim e,” he wrote. “It is the ch ild  of eternity, as old as 
the D ivin e m ind. T h e  perception of it takes place in  the order of 
time; truth itself knows nothing of the succession of the ages.”  8 
A t  first critics considered B ancroft so perfect “ as to supercede the 
necessity of any future w ork of the same kin d .” 9 John Adam s

7 “Editor’s Table,” Harper’s Magazine, X  (May, 1855), 835, cited in Van 
Tassel, Recording America’s Past, p. 141.

8 George Bancroft, Literary and Historical Miscellanies (New York, 1855), 
p. 404.

“ Review, North American Review, X L  (January, 1835), 99; also, reviews, 
Eclectic Magazine, X LI (May, 1857), 26; Edinburgh Review, CV (January,
1857), 24; anon., “Ancient and Modern History,” North American Review, 
X X VIII (April, 1829), 332-33; anon., "T h e Uses of History to the Preacher,” 
New Englander, X X II (July, 1863), 429; Giles F. Yates, “ Ancient History,” 
American Literary Magazine, I (December, 1847), 368; anon., “ History of 
Our Own Tim es,” Eclectic Magazine, IX  (October, 1846), 165.
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believed that the past could be set forth definitively for a ll time. 
O nce a subject had been “ done” it seemed “ patently unnecessary 
to w rite it over again.”  10 It took W ashington Irvin g to see both 
the pervasiveness and the absurdity of the concept, havin g his 
D iedrich K nickerbocker label his History of New York, the only 
authentic history of the times that ever hath been, or ever w ill be 
published.11

T h e  Problem  of Law

A t the same tim e that historical controversy was breaking down 
m ethods and aims, the pu b lic  was yearning for the appearance 
o f laws in history to explain  the past and predict the future. 
Am ericans had long em braced grand interpretations of the past, 
and European positivists such as A uguste Com te and H enry 
Thom as B uckle insisted upon the existence of law  in history. 
Enthusiasts were ready to believe that history could accomplish 
almost anything. Increasingly, the desire for fixed law  became 
the supposition that it m ust exist, and critics called for histo
rians to give u p  established m ethods and aims to look for it, like 
scientists.

T h e  concept of scientific history was ahead of the reality. D u r
ing the 1850’s, w ell before most historians had em braced the 
m ethods of the positivists or the search for law, critics claim ed 
that “no abstract question has o f late years attracted greater at
tention than the inqu iry  whether history is or is not capable 
of being studied as a science.” 12 O ther observers noted that the 
question of law  in  history “ has been rather a pet subject for a

10 Benjamin Trum bull, A Complete History of Connecticut . . .  to the 
Year IJ64 (2 vols.; New Haven, 1818), I, 7; also Henry Reed Stiles, T he His
tory of Ancient Windsor, Connecticut . . . (New York, 1859), p. vi; James Pei
ler Malcolm, Anecdotes of the Manners and Customs of London during the 
Eighteenth Century (2 vols.; London, 1810), I, vii.

11 Diedrich Knickerbocker [Washington Irving], A History of New York . . . 
in Washington Irving, Works (27 vols.; Geoffrey Crayon edition; New York, 
1880-82), I, i.

12 Anon., “T h e Study of History,” Cornhill Magazine, III (June, 1861), 666; 
also Orestes Augustus Brownson, “ Remarks on Universal History,” United 
States Magazine and Democratic Review, XII (May, 1843), 458; E. D. Sanborn, 
“ Partisanship in History,” Bibliotheca Sacra, X VI (July, 1859), 603.
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few years past” ; “ it has becom e as fru itfu l in  controversy as 
polemics or politics.”  18 B y 1857, said a reviewer, B u ckle’s History 
of Civilization  “ was the book of the day. . . .  It was admired, 
criticised, discussed, assailed in evéry class-room here and in  E ng
land. Ladies and gentlem en w ho had never mastered the annals 
o f a single country discovered ‘historical laws.’ Fanatical ad
mirers fancied that M r. B uckle had opened a new era in  his
torical speculation, and tim id opponents thought he had shaken 
the basis of m orals.” 14 A t  least until the C iv il W ar, however, 
the antipositivists rem ained dom inant. “ T h ose w ho oppose the 
notion that history can be treated as a science,” said an observer, 
“ are on the popular side.” 15 T h e  first A m erican scholar w ho 
actually called him self a positivist and consciously tried to w rite 
history according to its precepts was probably the N ew  Y ork  
scientist-historian John W illiam  D raper, whose In tellectual D e
velopm ent of Europe  appeared in  1863.16

A s the new  group rallied  around the word “ science,” the old 
school rallied  around the word “ art.” D urin g the 1850’s, m ore 
than at any time since the beginn in g of the century, historians 
had the sense of belongin g to a school and critics felt obliged 
to pledge allegiance to one side or the other. A w are that an entire 
concept of history was at stake, defenders form ulated their best 
definitions of w hat that concept was and was not. Eagerly, the 
establishm ent set out to defend the proposition that history was 
more than objectivity  and less than law.

T h e  most frequent defense centered around m ethod: the

“ Review, North American Review, L X X X  (April, 1855), 392; Sanborn, 
“ Partisanship in History,” p. 603; see also William T . Thornton, “ History and 
Its Scientific Pretensions,”  Macmillian’s Magazine, VIII (May, 1863), 25; E. A. 
Lawrence, “T h e Problem of History,” American Presbyterian Review, X IX  
(November, 1870), 478; anon., "Prim ary Laws of Political Development in 
Civil History,” North American Review, LX X X VIII (April, 1859), 388; C. C. S. 
Farrar, “T he Science of History,” DeBow’s Review, V  (March, 1848), 216; also 
anon., "T he Leading Theories on the Philosophy of History,” North American 
Review, X CIII (July, 1862), 163.

11 Review, Nation, X V I (April, 1873), 270.
15 Anon., "Study of History,” p. 666.
16 Donald Fleming, John William Draper and the Religion of Science (Phil

adelphia, 1950), pp. 56-64, 74~94·
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search for predictive law  required objectivity, and objectivity was 
not sufficient for com prehending the past. T h e  historian could 
not be objective, and even i f  he could, objectivity was not worth 
the sacrifice. “ G iv in g  up  enthusiasm  . . .  we gain nothing in  its 
place, for the tem per has yet been w anting am ong us to regard 
facts w ith reverence.”  17 A p p ly in g  scientific methods to a study 
of m an is a contradiction, for “ m an is essentially not subject to 
science.” 18 “ A  science o f history w ould  im ply an exact analysis 
. . .  a logical separation of a ll the elements w hich are insepara
bly blended together. . . .  In  the history of hum an events . . . 
how  are you going to com ply w ith  the rigorous demands which 
science im plies?” 19 H istorical truth came from  inspiration. 
“W henever history w ould  teach lessons beyond what poetry 
teaches, it  transcends its proper functions.”  20 T h e  historian could 
“ no more ask for a theory of this or that period of history, than 
we should ask for a theory of M acbeth or H am let.” 21

A  more subtle rejection of law  in  history came from R alp h  
W aldo Emerson. Since history was the m ind of G od— the totality 
of a ll that had happened and w ould  happen in  the universe—  
one could not hope to understand it u n til all history had oc
curred. H istory was infinite, and if  m an ever came to understand 
it, he w ould be outside of it, united w ith God. T h e  most the 
historian could do, said Emerson, was to understand the past so 
com pletely that he understood its inevitability. Such under
standing, however, provided no law  and could not be predictive. 
“ N o m an can antedate his experience.” 22 O ther writers claim ed

17 Anon., “ History, Its Use and Meaning,” Westminster Review, L X II (Oc
tober, 1854), 230; also C. R., “ Impostures of History,” Portfolio, I (May, 1816), 
369; anon., “ Ancient and Modern History,” p. 338.

“ Anon., “ Buckle’s History of Civilization,” North American Review, XCIII 
(October, 1861), 519-20.

19 Anon., “ History and Its Philosophy,” Putnam’s Monthly Magazine, XI 
(April, 1868), 409; also, C. R., “ Impostures of History,” p. 369.

20 Anon., “ History, Its Use and Meaning,” p. 224; also, anon., “ Primary Laws 
of Development,” p. 388; anon., “ History,” American Quarterly Review, V 
(March, 1829), 95.

21 James Anthony Froude, “T h e Science of History,” Hours At Home, II 
(February, 1868), 329.

22 Ralph Waldo Emerson, The Essays of Ralph Waldo Emerson, (Modern 
Library edition; New York, 1944), p. 24; also W illiam Cooke Taylor, A Man-
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that G od  had specifically forbidden to m an the key to history 
and thus the know ledge o f the future. W h ile  m en m ight find 
patterns in  the past— and indeed they had— he could never find 
law  because “ the historian can never predict the future.” 23 
Thom as C arlyle p ut it in  m ore secular terms. A n y  historian who 
found law  or useful lessons in the past, he said, w ould  use his 
knowledge to rule the w orld .24

A nother argum ent against law, and consequently against the 
scientific approach to history, appeared in  a defense of free w ill 
against determ inism . Im m anuel K ant had m ade free w ill central 
to early nineteenth-century philosophy, and Am ericans were 
deeply com m itted to m an’s ability  to control fate. T h e  problem  
of law  in  history “ is the old  controversy of free w ill and neces
sity,” critics noted.25 If B uckle and the rest were correct in their 
proffered laws of history, “ w hat does . . . hum an free w ill 
am ount to? W h at in  this case becomes of m an’s liberty?” 26 “ If 
there is law , m orality is overturned. M an has no power over 
his actions and is subject neither to praise nor blam e; he is a 
helpless puppet, not an in dividual at a ll.” 27 Defenders of history 
as art lined  up in  support o f “ individual character,” “ the free 
determ ination of m an,” “ m an’s uniqueness and origin ality,” “ hu
m an choice.”  28

ual of Ancient History (New York, 1855), p. vi; Samuel Griswold Goodrich, 
Pictorial History of Ancient Rome (New York, 1850), p. vi; Emma W illard, 
Universal History in Perspective (New York, 1858), p. v; Alexander Fraser 
Tytler, Elements of General History (Concord, N.H., 1825), p. 11.

23 Anon., “ T he Causes of History,” New Englander, X X II (April, 1863), 157; 
anon., “ History and Its Philosophy,” p. 408, 415-16; also, anon., “ Lectures on 
the History of France,” North American Review, L X X V  (July, 1852), 250; 
anon., “ History,” p. 93; review, Christian Examiner, X LIII (September, 1847), 
261; anon., “ T he Study of History,” Southern Quarterly Review, X  (July, 
1846), 144; anon., “ T h e Philosophy of History,” North American Review,
X X X IX  (July, 1834), 50.

24 Anon., “T h e Dignity of History,” Nation, IV (May, 1867), 417.
25 Anon., “ Study of History,” p. 666.
26 Anon., “ History and Its Philosophy,” p. 409; also, C. C. S. Farrar, “ The 

Science of History,” DeBow’s Review, V  (May, 1848), 450.
27 Anon., “ Study of History,” p. 672. ,
28 Anon., “ History,” pp. 93, 97; also, anon., “ Philosophy of History,” p. 50; 

anon., “ Guizot and the Philosophy of History,” Eclectic Magazine, IV (Feb
ruary, 1845), 181; anon., “Buckle’s History of Civilization,” p. 519.



T h e  clinching argum ent against the scientific m ethod and the 
search for law  was that a ll the laws thus far suggested were hope
lessly contradictory. Attem pts to fit events into a com prehensive 
pattern had caused them “ to be twisted and distorted a thou
sand ways.” 29 “ H istory swarms w ith  . . . theorists.” 30 T o  select 
one “ out of a hundred equally  probable hypotheses . . . com
mits all sorts o f violence on com m on sense and history.”  31 E x
plained one bew ildered writer: “ I  have known, and now  know, 
m any historians; they are all honorable characters and are gen
erally esteemed. . . . B u t they have . . . each attained a d i
am etrically opposite result . . . and yet all conscientiously be
lieve they have w ritten the truth.” 32

A lth ou gh  the logic o f the defenders of the old order m ay have 
been sound, the inadequacies of their interpretation o f history 
rem ained, and for the first time in  Am erica some m en were say
ing that history was bunk. Contradictions have been “ fatal to the 
credibility o f history,” said a w riter.33 “ H istory can tell us little 
of the past and nothing o f the future.”  34 Perhaps it w ould  be 
better if  the w hole study were abandoned. “ L eaving aside the 
m atter of amusement, we do not know  that the w riter o f history 
has been of any considerable service to his fellow  creatures ex
cept as a collector and chronicler o f fact.” 35 Sadly, observers 
noted that “history is not the subject it once was. . . . T h e  re
sults of the past ten or fifteen years in  historical investigation 
are exceedingly m ortifyin g to any one who has been proud to 
call him self a student of history. . . . O ur beloved dates, our 
easy explanations, and popular narration are h a lf dissolved

29 C. C. S. Farrar, “ T h e Science of History,” DeBow’s Review, V (January, 
1848), 60.

30 Sanborn, “ Partisanship in History,” p. 621.
31 Anon., “ Providential and Prophetical Histories,” Edinburgh Review, L 

(January, 1830), 293.
32 Anon., “Thoughts on the Manner of W riting History,” Southern Literary 

Messenger, III (February, 1837), 163; also, anon., “ Hints upon History,” 
Eclectic Magazine, X II (January, 1848), 92-100.

33 Sanborn, "Partisanship in History,” p. 64g.
34 Froude, “ Science of History,” p. 326.
35 Anon., “ Dignity of History,”  p. 417.
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under the touch of m odern investigation.” 86 “ From  enthusiasm 
there is reaction into d ou bt,”  noted another observer. “T h a t  all 
history is contradictory, untrue and useless . . .  is becom ing 
m ore and more the latent conviction of m any reflecting per
sons.” 37

D isillusionm ent w ith  w hat history had so far accomplished 
only intensified the desire for som ething new. H istory had 
reached its unprecedented level o f popularity because m en be
lieved it could exp lain  life on earth, and it had succeeded in 
proportion to its boldness. Its failure, then, lay in tim idity. 
W h ile  defenders of the old  methods foresaw dangers in  aspiring 
for more, the expectation of grander explanations was b u ilt into 
all that history had so far accomplished.

T h e  success o f early nineteenth-century historians in com
p ilin g quantities o f inform ation also pointed to the need for 
laws w hich w ould  explain  the data. “ W e w ant a principle to 
organize this huge chaos into  significance and tell us w hat it 
means,” the critics insisted.38 “ T h e  m aterials o f m odern history 
are accum ulating so rap id ly .” “ T h e  hum an m ind wants to sim
plify  history into a system.” 39 I f  the old m ethods could not pro
vide com prehensive explanations, perhaps other m ethods would. 
“ H istory w ithout a law  is like a vast alm anac of the ages, mere 
juxtaposition  w ithout connection.” 40

C learly the desire for law  was growing. “ H ow  urgent,” said 
one critic, “ is the necessity for arranging facts into a scientific 
classification whose teachings shall be as in fallib le  as the teach
ing of any other o f the positive sciences.” 41 Even when they 
generally agreed that “ no N ew ton has yet appeared,” m any were

36 Anon., “ American Antiquity,” Atlantic Monthly, I (May, 1858), 769-770.
37 Anon., “ History, Its Use and Meaning,” pp. 230, 223.
38 Anon., “ Hegel’s Philosophy of History,” Eclectic Magazine, X LV  (Sep

tember, 1858), 2.
39 Review, North American Review, L X X X  (January, 1855), 89; C. C. S. 

Farrar, “T he Science of History,” DeBow’s Review, V (March, 1848), p. 216; 
also, anon., “ Philosophy of History,” p. 37.

40 Anon., “ Hegel’s Philosophy of History,” p. 2; also, anon., “ Thoughts on 
W riting History,” p. 157.

41 C. C. S. Farrar, “ T he Science of History,” DeBow’s Review, V (March, 
1848), 218.
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com ing to believe that the day was not far off.42 It was only a 
m atter of time u n til history w ould  “ reveal a ll the laws . . . and 
enable us . . .  to predict the future.” 43

Scientific history excited m en w ith  the promise of the answers 
it m ight provide. Enthusiasts hailed  it as “ the greatest science 
that has yet blessed the w orld ,”  the science w hich w ould  not 
only explain  “ w hat has been . . . but w ith equal facility  it fore
tells w hat is to be.” 44 M en related the new history to the tech
nology of the railroad and factory and felt im mensely m odern 
in  cham pioning its fresh approach. “ T h e  science of history . . . 
has only becom e possible in  our ow n tim e.”  45 N ew  techniques 
prom ised “ to do nothing less than lift history from  its present 
hum ble condition, and erect it into  a pure science.”  46 

D urin g the early nineteenth century m en liked  to say that the 
most profound understanding o f history was the understanding 
of how  events could not have been otherwise. Perhaps it was 
inevitable at the beginning o f the century that revolutionary 
change and em erging nationalism  brought w ith  them a keen 
awareness of time. Perhaps it was inevitable that in  an era of 
restless individualism  m en w ould  soar beyond a cool ration
alism to penetrate truth  in tu itively  and seek support in history 
for all o f their beliefs and desires. Perhaps too it was inevita
ble that this history w ould  evolve into overblow n rhetoric and 
contradiction and that in an age of science m en w ould  react to 
cultivate objectivity  and search for law. W hen R om antic history 
emerged it was new and beautiful, and w hen it faded around the 
time of the C iv il W ar it was out o f date.

42 Anon., “ Philosophy of History," p. 37.
43 Review, North American Review, L X X III (October, 1851), 411.
44 C. C. S. Farrar, “ T he Science of History,” DeBow’s Review, V  (January, 

1848), 61.
45 Anon., “ Hegel’s Philosophy of History,” pp. 1-2; also, anon., “ Study of 

History,” p. 25; Brownson, “ Remarks on Universal History,” p. 457; anon., 
“T h e Modern Art and Science of History,” Westminster Review, X X X VIII 
(October, 1842), 344.

49 C. C. S. Farrar, “ T he Science of History,” DeBow’s Review, V  (January, 
1848), 58.





Bibliographical Note

Since this w hole book is about the history w ritten and read in 
A m erica from  1800 to 1860, a really com plete b ib liography w ould 
include all o f the works published during the period; however 
that w ould  be too form idable. M any times I have wished for a 
library such as m ust exist in  some L atin  country where the his
tory books are sim ply arranged according to the date of publica
tion. In part, I had to be guided by the list o f 625 works pu b
lished by the 145 historians o f the period who are listed in A llen  
Johnson and Dum as M alone, eds., Dictionary of Am erican  
Biography  (22 vols.; N ew  York, 1928-44). Frank Luther M ott, 
G olden M ultitudes: T h e  Story of Best Sellers in the U nited States 
(New York, 1947), provides a list o f the most popular history 
books, and A gn ew  O. R oorbach, T h e  D evelopm ent of the Social 
Studies in Am erican Secondary Education B efore 1861 (Phila
delphia, 1937), provides the most com plete list o f history text
books. James W estfall Thom pson, A History of H istorical W rit
ing (2 vols., N ew  York, 1942), lists the most im portant E uro
pean historical works of the period, and the L ib rary of Congress 
catalogues provide a fair index to the availability  of Am erican 
editions of these works. G overnm ent-supportéd historical p ubli
cations are most easily identified in  Benjam in Pearley Poore, 
Descriptive Catalogue of the Governm ent Publications of the
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United, States (W ashington, 1885). A n  im portant guide to p u b li
cations of historical societies is A p p leton  Prentiss C lark  Griffin, 
Bibliography of Am erican H istorical Societies (W ashington, 
1907). F inally, for a kind of random  sample check, I found it 
useful to com b through a particular section of library stacks, 
picking out the history books w ith  early nineteenth-century b in d 
ings and brow sing in  them as a m an of i860 m ight have done. 
M any of these works— as nearly as possible, the m ost im portant 
and represenative ones— are discussed in the text and cited in 
footnotes, especially in  chapter five.

T h e  book reviews of the period are alm ost as valuable as the 
books themselves for determ ining w hat history m eant in the 
early nineteenth century, for critics are often m ore astute than 
authors in defining the subjects, methods, interpretations, and 
aims w hich men expect o f their historians. T h e  most valuable 
source of critical judgm ent is the N orth Am erican Review  
(1815-65). O ther periodicals providing good reviews include 
A tlantic M onthly  (1857-61), Christian Exam iner (1824^69), 
D eBow ’s Review  (1846-60), Eclectic M agazine (1844-60), H ar
per’s Magazine (1850-61), L ivin g Age (1844-61), M onthly  A n 
thology (1803-11), M useum  of Foreign Literature, Science and 
A rt  (1822-42), N ew  York M irror (1823-42), Portfolio  (1801
27), and Southern Literary Messenger (1834-64). A  guide to 
reviews, especially for the better-known historians, is Samuel 
A ustin  A llibon e, A  Critical Dictionary of English Literature and  
British and Am erican A uthors  (3 vols.; Philadelphia, 1899).

A n  enorm ous num ber of articles, essays, and lectures were 
written during the period about the study and purpose of the 
past. M ore then one hundred of these articles are listed in  P oole’s 
Index to Periodical Literature under the heading “ H istory,”  or 
some variation. T h is  includes articles from  English periodicals, 
w hich I occasionally used, particularly when they were widely 
circulated in the U n ited  States. Statements about the study of 
history are abundant in  the reports and annual addresses before 
historical societies. M ost issues of the historical journals listed 
on p. 46, contain articles of this type. T h e  introductions of 
m any books, especially textbooks, provide com prehensive state
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ments, and the annual reports o f state school commissioners 
often go to some length  to exp lain  the rise of historical stud
ies. A m on g the most elaborate discussions are R alp h  W aldo 
Emerson, “ H istory,”  in  T h e  Essays of R a lp h  W aldo Emerson 
(M odern Library edition, N ew  Y ork, 1944); George Bancroft, 
Literary and H istorical M iscellanies (New York, 1855); W illiam  
H . Prescott, Biographical and Critical M iscellanies (N ew York, 
1845); and W illiam  G reen ough T h ayer Shedd, Lectures Upon  
the Philosophy o f History  (Andover, N .H ., 1856).

R ecent scholars have dealt w ith  m any particular aspects of 
history in  the U n ited  States durin g the early nineteenth century. 
D avid  D . V an Tassel, R ecording Am erica’s Past: A n  Interpreta
tion of the D evelopm ent of H istorical Studies in Am erica, 160η- 
1884 (Chicago, 1960), is the most com prehensive, b u t it is lim ited 
to the A m erican study o f A m erican history. D avid Levin , History 
as R om antic Art: Bancroft, Prescott, M otley, and Parkman  (Stan
ford, 1959), is a b rillian t analysis o f the m ethod and themes run
ning through the works o f the four most im portant Am erican 
R om antic historians. M ichael Kraus, T h e  W riting of Am erican  
History (Norm an, O kla., 1953), is a com prehensive guide to the 
writings of m ajor historians. John Spencer Bassett, T h e  M iddle  
Group of Am erican H istorians (N ew York, 1917), still offers use
fu l insights. H arvey W ish, T h e  Am erican H istorian  (New York, 
i960), is largely biographical. A  forthcom ing book by R ich ard  
C. V itzhum  deals perceptively w ith  the R om an tic historians’ use 
of sources. John H igham , w ith Leonard K rieger and F elix  G il
bert, History (Englewood Cliffs, N.J., 1965), includes m aterial 
on the developm ent of historical th in king in  Am erica. R ichard  
H ofstadter, T h e  Progressive Historians: Turner, Beard, Parring- 
ton (New York, 1968), contains a fine introductory chapter. Use
fu l works of a more specific nature include Leslie W . D unlap, 
Am erican H istorical Societies, 1790-1860  (Madison, W is., 1944); 
Ernest Erw in Leisy, T h e  Am erican H istorical N o vel (Norm an, 
Okla.,, 1950); Edw ard H . O ’N eill, A History of Am erican Biogra
phy, 1800-1935 (Philadelphia, 1935); and Bessie Louise Pierce, 
P ub lic  O pinion  and the Teaching of History in the U nited States 
(New  York. 1026Ί.



A m on g the most valuable treatm ents of in dividual historians 
are Russel B. Nye, George Bancroft: Brahm in R e b e l  (N ew  York, 
1944); D onald  Flem ing, John W illiam  Draper and the R elig ion  
of Science (Philadelphia, 1950); W illiam  B. H esseltine, Pioneer’s 
M ission: T h e  Story of Lym an Copeland Draper (Madison, W is., 
1954); D onald  Eugene Emerson, R ichard H ildreth  (Baltim ore, 
1946); Frank O. G atell, John Gorham Palfrey and the New Eng
land Conscience (Cam bridge, Mass., 1963); H ow ard D oughty, 
Francis Parkman  (N ew Y ork, 1962); M ilton Em bick Flower, James 
Parton: T h e  Father of M odern Biography (Durham , N .C ., 1951); 
C. H arvey G ardiner, T h e  Literary M em oranda of W illiam  H . 
Prescott (2 vols.; N orm an, O kla., 1961); and H erbert B axter 
Adam s, T h e  L ife  and W ritings of Jared Sparks (2 vols.; Boston,

1893)· _
A  particularly distinguished body of m aterial exists on the 

intellectual bases o f Am erican historical attitudes, though it is 
sometimes difficult to establish the connection betw een ph ilo
sophical thought and the attitudes w hich seem to lie  behind the 
study of history. Probably the most im portant w ork is R ob in  
G eorge C ollingw ood, T h e  Idea of History  (New Y ork, 1946). 
T rygve  R . T holfsen , H istorical Thin king: A n  Introduction  
(New Y ork, 1967), is brief and superbly lucid. T h e  two most 
thorough accounts of the European tradition of historical w rit
ing are James W estfall Thom pson, A History of H istorical W rit
ing (2 vols.; N ew  Y ork, 1942), and George Peabody G ooch, H is
tory and H istorians in the N ineteenth  Century (Boston, 1959). 
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