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Introduction

Sarah Churchwell and Thomas Ruys Smith

Must read

Over the last three or four decades, academic and critical interest in popular culture has exploded, but this explosion has produced (as explosions will) scattershot, unpredictable, and disconnected flare-ups of concentration and flashes of enthusiasm. In terms of American popular literature, a few clusters of intellectual inquiry can be identified: first, surveys of the history of the bestseller, which broadly chart the kinds of books that have interested the American public over the centuries, without necessarily engaging closely with the texts in question. There has also been a constellation of influential books focused more narrowly on the popular writing (usually novels) of a particular historical era, with less breadth of chronological coverage but more depth of textual analysis. More recent are what we might call theoretical inquiries into the production and meanings of popular writing (again usually reduced to fiction), and its relation to cultural value, especially in the contemporary moment. There has also been an upsurge of interest in the category of “middlebrow fiction,” which may or may not be bestselling. And finally, there have been essay collections focusing on individual “blockbuster” bestsellers, reading milestone publications more or less in isolation from other blockbusters.

Within all of this activity, however, there has never been a comprehensive critical monograph that offers close readings of individual bestsellers in the United States across its four centuries of existence, and no comprehensive survey of bestselling texts has been published in more than half a century. This collection seeks partially to redress that omission, by considering—and reconsidering—a variety of influential and under-examined popular works in American cultural history within a comparative and developmental context. Must Read: Rediscovering the American Bestseller examines a range of American bestsellers across the centuries, reading these books as both individual texts and in relationship with one another.

This seems a vital moment for such a consideration of the evolution of popular taste(s). As Jim Collins has recently argued in Bring on the Books for Everybody: How Literary Culture Became Popular Culture, we are living in a moment marked by a particularly “robust popular literary culture,” driven by, among other forces, “the ubiquity and velocity of delivery systems in the form of superstores and online book sales” and “the increasing synergy among publishing, film, television and Internet industries.” The contemporary literary scene is, therefore, Collins concludes, “a complicated mix of technology and taste, of culture and commerce.”1 And yet, as the essays in this collection amply demonstrate, such a formula might be applied to any period over the last 200 years. To understand what popular literature means, we still need to gain a more rounded understanding of what it has meant.

To begin, we need to ask what constitutes an “American bestseller” in the first place. We have chosen the term “bestseller” because it continues to be used by the publishing industry and the broad reading public, and is in fact more heuristically neutral than some of the more common scholarly rubrics, such as “popular” or “mass” “literature.” Each of these words could be said to beg the questions it is supposedly answering: which books count as “literature” and which don’t? What is the difference between the “popular” and the “mass”? All of these terms come accompanied by decades of complex scholarly argument about popular culture in an industrial-capitalist age. They also carry with them entrenched cultural biases, as scholars such as Lawrence W. Levine have influentially argued:

We have found it difficult to study popular culture seriously, not primarily because of the restraints of our respective disciplines—which are indeed far more open to the uses of popular culture than we have allowed ourselves to believe—but because of the inhibitions inculcated in us by the society we inhabit. From an early age, we have been taught that whatever else this stuff is, it isn’t art and it isn’t serious and it doesn’t lend itself to critical analysis.2

Levine’s assertions are no less true today than they were nearly 20 years ago, and we take them to offer a useful description of the continued denigration not only of popular culture per se, but also still, within certain academic communities, of scholarly engagement with popular literature, a resistance deeply embedded in discourses of cultural value. For self-appointed guardians of “high culture,” this resistance circles around the ominous charge of “dumbing down”: the “easier” the text, the less academically respectable some scholars continue to deem it, as the modernist exaltation of the difficult proves a particularly tenacious and dogged academic value. Alternatively, those viewing themselves as hostile to “high culture” may still resist various forms of “low culture” as being politically suspect and artistically inauthentic, and contest the meanings of “mass culture” or “the popular.” These ideological positions are as persistent as they are familiar, and they continue to shape and define a great deal of academic engagement with popular literature, as do other assumptions about literary value (including the perennial question, “But is it any good?”).

Levine also points the way to a solution, however: borrowing from him we might suggest a distinction between works that are widely accessible and works that are widely accessed. By definition, such popular culture is mass culture, as it is mass-produced and mass-disseminated. But, as Levine points out, not all mass culture is popular, although it is the case in an industrial society that most popular culture (in the sense of being well-liked and widely accessed, rather than in the sense of being grassroots folk culture) is also mass culture. Thus, the term “bestseller,” despite its many problems, removes us from this value-laden, inconsistent, arbitrary, and confusing terminology, with its vexations about whether the texts we are discussing “belong” to the masses, the people, the folk, the author, the academy, or hegemonic industrial-capitalism. The bestseller becomes a comparatively neutral (although still intransigently problematic) indicator of a text that is, historically speaking, prima facie “popular,” in every sense of the word, in an industrial age of mass production.

But this is not to ignore the semantic and definitional vagaries surrounding the term “bestseller.” Some of the impediments to establishing what does and does not constitute a bestseller are dealt with by Sarah Garland in our first chapter, “Missing Numbers: The Partial History of the Bestseller”; however, it should still be useful to offer some clarification here. In the main, this volume addresses texts whose sales to a high enough portion of the reading public place them self-evidently in the category of a bestseller, texts whose massive popularity made them contemporary cultural, and sometimes historical, phenomena. (The term “American” in truth proves no less problematic than “bestseller,” but it will be used more forgivingly. We use “American” conventionally to refer to the readers and authors of the United States; it remains for other volumes to consider the popular literature and markets of the Hispanophone Americas and Canada.)

The essays in this collection thus enter into an ongoing debate about the value of popular literature—or, at least, the types of popular literature that have often been met with scholarly suspicion, if not outright dismissal. As Pierre Bourdieu put it, “Intellectuals and artists always look suspiciously—though not without a certain fascination—at dazzlingly successful works and authors, sometimes to the extent of seeing worldly failure as a guarantee of salvation in the hereafter.”3 New Critical antagonism toward popular fiction still seems to hold sway, and its roots run deep, back to books like Q.D. Leavis’ still-influential 1932 analysis of bestsellers, Fiction and the Reading Public, which likened a taste for popular fiction to a “drug habit” that blocks “genuine feeling and responsible thinking by creating cheap mechanical responses and by throwing their weight on the side of social, national, and herd prejudices.”4

A postwar bestseller boom helped to question this kind of cultural snobbery toward the tastes of the “herd,” and precipitated the appearance of two groundbreaking studies of the American bestseller: Frank Luther Mott’s Golden Multitudes (1947) and James D. Hart’s The Popular Book: A History of America’s Literary Taste (1950). As Mott argued, explicitly attacking the assumptions made by critics like Leavis: “Only the cynic and the heedless can disregard popular literature. Here the sociologist finds material for his inquiries into the mores, the social historian sees the sign-posts of the development of a people, and students of government observe popular movements at work.”5 Sociologists and historians aside, the work of pioneering critics like Mott and Hart failed to inspire systematic critical attention to bestselling texts. After the first generation of significant critical trailblazing into noncanonical American literature by such important scholars as Jane Tompkins, Lawrence Levine, Cathy N. Davidson, and Michael Davitt Bell, the history of American popular fiction continued to be addressed in a largely ad hoc way in individual journal articles and book chapters or as individual case studies in the battleground of the long (and increasingly Pyrrhic) “culture wars.”

Indeed, what critical attention individual American bestsellers have received over the last few decades has almost exclusively focused on a handful of the greatest blockbusters, books whose historical impact was sufficient to overcome qualms about their literary significance or aesthetic quality: The Last of the Mohicans, Uncle Tom’s Cabin, and Gone with the Wind, have all accrued significant scholarship, including monographs and edited collections devoted to understanding their place in American literary history. This volume seeks, by contrast, to return more critically neglected but historically popular texts to the frame. Such decisions are necessarily relative: Charlotte Temple and Peyton Place, for example, have by no means been critically ignored, but neither do they have volumes of scholarship devoted to them in the manner of The Last of the Mohicans or Gone with the Wind, nor is their significance uncontested. By the same token, we have also excluded from consideration those “classic” books whose perennial global popularity demonstrably correlates with their elevated position in the orthodox literary canon, such as Huckleberry Finn or The Great Gatsby.

Our effort, therefore, has been to maintain historical coverage of representative texts, but not to fall back on simply focusing yet again on the same three or four texts that so often seem to stand in synecdochally for a more or less monolithic view of “the American bestseller” or “popular fiction” as a fixed and legible category. In short, our purpose is to consider only those texts that have attracted millions of readers—and yet have still, in the main, eluded significant academic attention, the critically “neglected” bestseller. It remains important to note that all of this is certainly not to diminish the important critical precedents for the type of engagements on display in these essays. Indeed, an ars poetica for this volume might be found in Jane Tompkins’ 1986 assertion that “it is morally and politically objectionable, and intellectually obtuse, to have contempt for literary works that appeal to millions of people simply because they are popular.”6 That popularity is our starting point.

A brief history of reading bestsellers in America

A survey of America’s reading habits over the last 400 years reveals, against a backdrop of flux and churn in the production and consumption of books, a remarkable sense of continuity in the ways in which bestselling texts have functioned in American life. At almost all points, bestsellers have served as a perennial battleground in the theater of war that is popular culture, driving discussions about literary value and the landscape of the literary marketplace, and animating moral panics throughout the ages. Moreover, they have served as a site of profound tension, both between authors whose works sell and those who do not, and between consumers and arbiters of taste—what historian Jill Lepore has described as the “democracy of readers . . . against an aristocracy of critics.”7 Exactly what the term “bestseller” signifies might have changed—the term wasn’t even coined until 1889, by the Kansas Times & Star, while reliable accounts of sales remain fugitive well into the twentieth century—but the values attached to and imposed on the idea of popular reading habits have remained strikingly similar.8

From the start, Americans have been, relatively speaking, a nation of readers. E. Jennifer Monagahan’s recent summary of the body of research into literacy rates in the colonies reveals that “for the literacy of white men, the colonial period is a dazzling success story. Despite a slump after the founding generation, by the time of the American Revolution, the literacy of white men in New England had reached nearly universal levels, with that of the other colonies close behind. The signature literacy of white women, in contrast, lagged behind that of men throughout the entire colonial period even while it, too, gradually improved.”9 Of course, the driving force behind such literacy rates was the centrality of the Bible—that definitive bestseller—in colonial life. They were a product, in Harvey Graff’s words, of “the Puritan stress on the importance of individual access to the Book and the Word . . . Literacy was a universal prerequisite to spiritual preparation.”10

Yet, even in the colonies, a rich body of popular literature—much of it secular—circulated widely alongside more spiritually edifying fare. What were all of those early American readers reading? Victor Neuberg has traced the contours of what constituted popular reading in colonial America: “almanacs, broadsides, newspapers, medical handbooks, letter writers, and practical manuals of all kinds . . . schoolbooks, devotional works, and chapbooks.”11 Though such ephemeral texts have largely disappeared, both physically and from discussions of American popular literature, the volume of trade associated with them could be quite remarkable. In the 1660s, for example, “as many as four hundred thousand almanacs were sold in a year”—to a national population of approximately 100,000, in an era before universal literacy.12 And in point of fact, such texts might truly be considered the first home-grown American bestsellers throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. As Leon Jackson has highlighted, for example, Noah Webster’s American Spelling Book, “the best-selling textbook of early national and antebellum America,” sold “in excess of ten million copies” between 1783 and 1829, providing Webster with a steady income while he worked on his dictionary.13 Such nonfiction bestsellers have retained a significant prominence in the American literary marketplace.

Chapbooks, arguably the most literary texts circulating in colonial America, and the most obvious precursor of the majority of the bestsellers that are featured in this volume, were a different story. The fact that chapbooks were “a major element of popular literature” in colonial America, as they were in Britain, might alter our sense of the young New World as a place entirely dominated by Puritan antiliterary prejudice, and destitute of literary amusement.14 As Neuberg describes, chapbooks, cheaply produced and distributed, offered readers a vibrant cornucopia of delights: “songs, riddles, jokes, anecdotes of pirates and highwaymen . . . tales of giants, monsters, and fairies, many of them residue of an oral peasant culture rooted in a long-distant past . . . abridged versions of the romances of knights and maidens . . . versions of Robinson Crusoe and Moll Flanders.”15 Though the fugitive nature of these texts makes it difficult to reconstruct the impact of individual titles in the literary marketplace, Neuberg highlights the fact that, at his death in 1664, publisher Charles Tias “left ninety thousand chapbooks in stock,” and notes that a chapbook like The Famous History of Whittington and His Cat went through “no fewer than nineteen editions . . . published in America between 1770 and 1818.”16

However, as the titles and subject matter of these chapbooks suggest, by far the majority of them were imported to the colonies from England, at least until the Revolution. Here, we can see the first glimpses of what Cathy N. Davidson has summarized as “the omnipresence of European fiction” in the American literary marketplace, and its apparently negative implications for the development of a national literature—and, indeed, native bestsellers.17 But—as it is throughout American cultural history—that transatlantic relationship was an ambiguous one. On the one hand, it was certainly true, as Neuberg writes, that the “fairly restricted market in the colonies for literary products” meant that the “considerable risk” of publishing made it “much easier, and more profitable to the trade in both countries, to import books from England.”18 As such, this was a story that became increasingly important for British booksellers. According to James Raven’s calculations, by 1770, “more books were exported annually from England to the American colonies than to Europe and the rest of the world combined.”19 The “Americanness” of American bestsellers is by no means fixed or transparent.

Nevertheless, some noteworthy American texts did achieve national and international prominence in the Colonial Era. The significance of a text like Mary Rowlandson’s Captivity & Restoration (1682) lies not just in its status as a bestseller among American readers, but in its popular success back in the Old World. As Richard Slotkin has described, Rowlandson’s text “found immediate favour in both America and Europe” and “went through numerous American and English editions during the course of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.”20 Indeed, so influential and far-reaching was the popularity of this American bestseller that Nancy Armstrong and Leonard Tennenhouse are willing to contend “that Rowlandson’s style of narration . . . provided the basis for the English novel” when it began to take shape early in the eighteenth century.21

Of course, it was precisely this literary development that would bring about profound changes in the reading habits of Americans—and, indeed, the conception of the bestseller more widely. Perhaps unsurprisingly, the majority of “best sellers” across America’s history has been novels; it is clear that there is an intimate relationship between the literary dominance of the novel and the very concept of the bestseller. Both were the products of cultural, social, and industrial changes that transformed the West over the course of the last three centuries, including rising literacy rates, drives toward universal education, processes of industrial mass production and dissemination, the rise of the middle class, and the gradual inclusion of previously subaltern citizens, including women and African Americans, into the ranks of readers and authors.

In his dissection of the rise of the novel in Britain, William Warner notes that “by the 1720s, novels comprised one of the most high-profile, fashionable, and dynamic segments of the market.”22 By the middle of the eighteenth century, the British conversation about novels had largely shifted from an assessment of the medium shaped by “the old Puritan condemnation of stories of lies” to a debate about “what kind of novel should be read, and what kind should be written.”23 And in 1785, Clara Reeve could look back to 1750 and marvel at the way that novels “did but now begin to increase upon us . . . ten years more multiplied them tenfold.” Though finding many novels worthy of praise, Reeve also had reasons to lament that proliferation of popular literature, voicing a suspicion of such texts that would persist (and, indeed, still persists): “Every work of merit produced a swarm of imitators, till they became a public evil, and the institution of the Circulating libraries, conveyed them in the cheapest manner to every bodies hand . . . young people are allowed to subscribe to them, and to read indiscriminately all they contain; and thus both food and poison are conveyed to the young mind together.”24

While the transformation of reading habits took slightly longer to foment in America, when they did, driven by similar social forces like the circulating library, the effects were equally profound. The extraordinary literary revolution that took place in America alongside the other revolutions of the late eighteenth century was vividly highlighted by Royall Tyler in the Preface to The Algerine Captive, published in 1797 (and itself, if not quite a bestseller, then at least popular enough to be serialized and reprinted in Britain):

One of the first observations the author of the following sheets made upon his return to his native country, after an absence of seven years, was the extreme avidity with which books of mere amusement were purchased and perused by all ranks of his countrymen . . . In our inland towns of consequence, social libraries had been instituted, composed of books designed to amuse rather than to instruct; and country booksellers, fostering the new-born taste of the people, had filled the whole land with modern travels, and novels almost as incredible.25

Support for Tyler’s observations can be found in James Raven’s conclusion that the 1790s were marked by a “great increase in American editions of British novels” and a significant reduction in the lag between British and American editions.26 This was, in part, a result of the post-Revolution refashioning of copyright law that did away with international restrictions on intellectual property and opened the field for American publishers to reprint British texts at will. Though this state of affairs is often seen as one of the key impediments to the growth of American literature, it also ensured the proliferation of American readers. As William St Clair has concluded, “In America, all recent British writing came quickly and it came cheap . . . Americans of the romantic period had easier access to the literature being written in Great Britain than most of their contemporaries across the ocean.”27 Alongside such developments in copyright and the profession of authorship, the significance of a single bestseller should not be underestimated. Susanna Rowson’s profoundly transatlantic Charlotte Temple—published in Britain in 1791, reprinted in Philadelphia by Mathew Carey in 1794, written by a woman born in England who moved to America at 15—was such a signal success in the literary marketplace that, as Davidson describes, it was quite simply “a novel that, more than any other, signalled a new era in the history of the book in America.”28

While Royall Tyler, undoubtedly speaking for many, broadly welcomed these changes in American literary culture—what he saw as an exchange of “sober stories and practical pieties” for “the haunted houses and hobgoblins of Mrs. Ratcliffe”—his optimism did not come without certain telling, and common, caveats. He lamented the fact that “while so many books are vended, they are not of our own manufacture.” Second, echoing Reeve while adding a nationalist twist to her concerns, he worried that the American reader is “insensibly taught to admire the levity, and often the vices, of the parent country. While the fancy is enchanted, the heart is corrupted.”29 By no coincidence, such misgivings about the novel were particularly directed at women, and especially at young women. Over the course of the next century, an entire critical literature of sermons, conduct books, and jeremiads appeared on both sides of the Atlantic, warning against the “seductive” dangers of the novel for susceptible “young ladies,” including the novel’s promotion of “morbid appetites,” “sickly sensibility,” “erroneous views of life,” “evil passions,” time-wasting, and the loss of piety and self-control. By 1841, American Harvey Newcomb was instructing young women in his guides to “good Christian character”: “If you wish to become weak-headed, nervous, and good for nothing, read novels.”30 As America entered a new era of bestsellers, these fears and misgivings would linger.

A useful guide to what constituted an American bestseller in the Early Republic—that crucible period for the development and popularization of American literature—can be gleaned from Earl Bradsher’s 1912 biography of publisher Mathew Carey. As Tyler’s 1797 survey of the literary scene suggested, Bradsher confirms “that Mrs. Radcliffe and her school were very popular in America”—especially Mysteries of Udolpho (1794). But according to Bradsher, it was certain bestsellers, now forgotten, that were of particular note: Jane Porter’s The Scottish Chiefs (1810), for example, was subject to an “immense and enduring vogue.” As for what Bradsher “should be inclined to regard as the most popular British novel in America before Scott,” that accolade he awarded to Regina Maria Roche’s The Children of the Abbey (1796).31

Then, there was Walter Scott himself. Looking back on the genesis of Scott’s extraordinary popularity in 1833, a year after his death, the North American Review reminisced about the epochal significance of the publication of his first novel in 1814: “When Waverley appeared, men beheld it with as much perplexity, as the out-break of a revolution; the more prudent held their peace, and waited to see what might come of it; the critics were in sad straits, having nothing wherewithal to measure it . . . but the public, without asking their opinion, gave decisive judgment in its favor”—until “the tide of favor” had “swelled . . . to a torrent.”32 The desire for Scott’s books among American readers—like their counterparts in the Old World—was undeniably profound. In St Clair’s judgment, “In histories of American reading, or in any attempt to assess how far cultural formation and mentalities were influenced by reading, he must be regarded as one of the most influential authors.”33 In 1818, an American correspondent confirmed to Maria Edgeworth, herself a sometime bestseller in the United States, that Scott’s novels “have excited as much enthusiasm in America as in Europe,” noting particularly, “Boats are now actually on the lookout for ‘Rob Roy,’ all here are so impatient to get the first sight of it.”34 Moreover, the fierce rivalry that developed between publishers to bring the first pirated edition of the new Scott to the American market had a clear effect on the nation’s book buyers. As Frank Luther Mott concluded, “competition had an exciting effect on the public, and it made immediate best sellers possible.” It was a business model that would last “until well past the midcentury mark,” and the same kind of popular excitement would soon surround the arrival of new works by authors like Dickens and Bulwer.35 As Bradsher put it, “From Waverley in 1814, to The Mystery of Edwin Drood, 1870, the year that did not produce at least one highly popular British novel was a barren period.”36

It is an established irony that as much as Scott’s popularity helped to foster a new climate for bestsellers in America, the cheap, pirated editions of his work made it more difficult for American authors to establish their own foothold in the literary marketplace. But here, too, there are transatlantic nuances to consider. Scott had a profound effect on the generation of bestselling American novelists who emerged in his wake, and not just as influence and example, but in concrete terms. Even a brief perusal of Scott’s novels demonstrates his abiding fascination with the United States and his openness to American writers. Particularly telling is his engagement with the works of Washington Irving. Scott developed a fondness for Irving’s writing after reading his History of New York (1809)—what Mott describes as “a great success,” though “not perhaps an immediate best seller.”37 Accordingly, in 1820, when the British publication of Irving’s Sketch Book was threatened by the bankruptcy of Irving’s publisher, he turned to Scott for help. Scott’s “favourable representation” persuaded John Murray to publish the Sketch Book, and the fate of a bona fide, seminal American bestseller, on both sides of the Atlantic, was secured.38

Scott had an equally influential, if less amiable, relationship with James Fenimore Cooper, who modeled himself on Scott when publishing Precaution, his first novel (a comedy of manners written in frank of imitation of Jane Austen) in 1820. Cooper wrote to his publisher Andrew Goodrich that he wanted his novel to emulate “the style of the Philadelphia edition of Ivanhoe”—Scott’s latest, just published.39 As Wayne Franklin describes, Cooper also adviced Goodrich that he “should avoid any suggestion that Precaution was an ‘original’ American work,” and tacitly foster the sense that he was “republishing a British work” in order to appeal “to the Anglophile tendencies of the native marketplace.”40 While such promotional tactics failed to establish Precaution itself as a bestseller, it did establish Cooper’s canny presence in the literary marketplace and pave the way for the bestselling texts that he would soon produce, including The Last of the Mohicans (1826).

Many British writers were no less interested in American readers than they were in American writers. Lord Byron wrote excitedly in 1813 at the prospect of being “redde on the banks of the Ohio!,” “To be popular in a rising and far country has a kind of posthumous feel.”41 And the vogue for American texts was hardly restricted to the literary elite. By 1825, Mary Tyler, Royall Tyler’s wife, could marvel at the “rage . . . for American literature,” on both sides of the Atlantic.42 Clarence Gohdes has concluded that authors like Irving and Cooper “were as well known during the eighteen twenties and thirties as most of their British contemporaries,” and that, in turn, their popularity “was a mere trickle to that which was to come.”43 With no little irony, it was once again the vicissitudes of international copyright law that helped to ensure American authors’ bestseller status in the Old World. As St Clair highlights, after the Copyright Act of 1842, “American books and magazine were among the few sources of texts which could be printed to be sold cheaply in Britain . . . shops which sprang up near the new railway stations, it was noticed, were filled with offshore piracies of American books”—to the point that some commentators “feared that their own national identity was being undermined.”44 Copyright would continue to be associated with a proprietary sense of national identity for another century and more.

The extraordinary growth in the nineteenth century domestic consumption of American novels can be traced through some telling statistics. As Richard Teichgraeber outlines, “During the 1820s 128 American novels were published, almost forty more than had been published in the previous 50 years, and five times the number published during the previous decade—and yet more than double that number appeared in the 1830s; and the total more than doubles again in the 1840s, to nearly eight hundred.”45 The book boom of the 1850s marked a new era in the history of the American bestseller—a phenomenon clearly visible to contemporary commentators. Addressing the Association of New York Publishers in 1855, George Putnam declaimed to his colleagues, “20 years ago who imagined editions of 100,000 or 75,000, or 30,000, or even the now common number of 10,000?”46 In December 1857, when a financial panic appeared poised to put an end to the publishing boom, George William Curtis could look back wistfully at the moment when “every book of every publisher was in the twenty-sixth thousand, and the unparalleled demand was increasing at an unprecedented rate; when presses were working night and day; when, owing to the extraordinary demand, the issue of the first edition must be postponed from Saturday to Thursday; when not more than fifty thousand copies could be furnished in three days; when the public must have patience, and would finally be supplied.”47

On its own, the cultural phenomenon of Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852)—“for an immense number of people,” Henry James recollected, “much less a book than a state of vision, of feeling and of consciousness”—would guarantee the era a unique place in the genealogy of bestselling American texts.48 But for all that, there are still uncertainties about the exact topography of the bestselling landscape at this crucible moment. As Ronald Zboray has noted, the “easy equation of technological innovation in printing”—steam-driven presses, stereotyping and electrotyping, the changes in distribution brought on by the transport revolution—“and the dramatic growth of the antebellum reading public” is too pat.49 After all, throughout the antebellum years, most books, “even most paperbacks,” and certainly most American books, “remained too expensive for working-class people.”50 The antebellum bestseller explosion was driven by urban, middle-class readers; the era
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