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Though passion may have strained, it must not break our bonds of affection. The mystic chords of memory, stretching from every battle-field, and patriot grave, to every living heart and hearthstone, all over this broad land, will yet swell the chorus of the Union, when again touched, as surely they will be, by the better angels of our nature.

ABRAHAM LINCOLN (1861)

Tradition is as inalienable as blood inheritance. In short, we shall resemble our past as a son his father, but we shall be so different that our past would scarcely recognize us and would probably disown us.

RALPH BARTON PERRY (1924)

That which we remember is, more often than not, that which we would like to have been; or that which we hope to be. Thus our memory and our identity are ever at odds; our history ever a tall tale told by inattentive idealists.

RALPH ELLISON (1964)
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FOR MORE THAN a decade now, the connection between collective memory and national identity has been a matter of intense and widespread interest. The phenomenon formally began in 1980 when the French, British, and Brazilian governments independently dedicated a year to the celebration or commemoration of patrimoine, national heritage, and patrimonio. In Israel, meanwhile, a veritable “memory industry” has developed: at least ten public institutions, such as museums and research centers, are specifically devoted to the Holocaust. During the mid-1980s, the country then called West Germany witnessed acrimonious public disputes concerning the most accurate understanding of National Socialism under Hitler; the proper mode of presenting German history in two new national museums (planned for Bonn and Berlin); and the psychological impact of popular television programs devoted to aspects of twentieth-century German history. In the Eastern bloc, Poland undertook a reconsideration of anti-Semitic activity in its past. In the Soviet Union, historians are busily engaged, at the government’s behest, in rehabilitating the reputations of leaders once purged by Stalin, and they are rewriting modern Russian history in general. The Austrian government designated 1988 as a Year of Reflection, which means, more particularly, a year devoted to remembering German annexation in March 1938 and Austria’s subsequent service as Germany’s ally during World War II, a role that involved complicity in genocide.1

In response to this trans-national phenomenon, critics adhering to diverse ideological persuasions have suggested that societies in fact reconstruct their pasts rather than faithfully record them, and that they do so with the needs of contemporary culture clearly in mind—manipulating the past in order to mold the present. In France, for example, the designation of 1980 as l’année du patrimoine has been scornfully criticized as an attempt by the ministry of culture to legitimize some sort of mainstream cultural consensus. Similarly, Marcel Ophuls’s film The Sorrow and the Pity uses cinematographic techniques in order to discredit popular memory as fundamentally self-justifying.2

Although most observers share the view that this filtering of selective memory is a familiar attribute of the human condition, they disagree whether its contemporary mode represents “business as usual” or something significantly new and different. The actress Simone Signoret took a position when she titled her charming autobiography Nostalgia Isn’t What It Used to Be. Consistent with that sardonic outlook is the perception that patrimoine as a civic concept is of only recent vintage. Customarily its meaning was familial or personal, pecuniary and material. Its new visibility as a cohesive cultural and social notion, with wide application, occurred so swiftly during the 1970s that it nearly became trivialized overnight.3 The same can be said of “heritage” in the Anglo-American experience, although its provenance and pervasive use antedate patrimoine by about ten or fifteen years.4

Others have insisted, however, that the manipulation of collective memory and the invention of tradition are markedly cultural manifestations that date from the later eighteenth century and have flourished ever since the second quarter of the nineteenth.5 My own view is that the copious preservation of source materials and the impulses of historical writing in “modern” times (i.e., during the past two centuries), augmented by the relatively recent alliance between social criticism and historical understanding, should facilitate in our minds an informal differentiation of what is remembered into three categories. First, those memories, legends, and traditions that are truly venerable we tend, at the very least, to tolerate as socially or spiritually useful—as time-sanctioned myths.6 Second, those memories, legends, and traditions whose origins are sufficiently recent to be accessible and therefore exposed by iconoclastic historians we tend to regard more suspiciously as self-serving rationalizations that sustain the political or economic superiority of one group or the value system of another.7 And third, those memories and traditions so new in origin that the banality of their invocation is manifest we dismiss as mere nostalgia, as the exploitation of heritage, or as the utilization of utterly contrived myths.8

We have available positive as well as negative assessments of the cultural role of tradition. From an affirmative point of view, a surge of tradition can supply the basis for social cohesion, especially in a nation so heterogeneous as the United States. Where religious, ethnic, and regional diversity are such centripetal forces, a sense of nationality and of its symptomatic “official culture” can be useful. As Edward Everett of Massachusetts declared in 1824: “Divisions may spring up, ill blood may burn, parties be formed, and interests may seem to clash; but the great bonds of the nation are linked to what is past.”9

From a critical perspective, on the other hand, traditions are commonly relied upon by those who possess the power to achieve an illusion of social consensus. Such people invoke the legitimacy of an artificially constructed past in order to buttress presentist assumptions and the authority of a regime.10

Significantly, however, there are essential attributes of memory and the social functions of tradition about which the left and the right agree (if I may use such simplistic ideological labels as a convenient form of shorthand). First of all, there is a shared perspective that the past is vital rather than dead. Two representative British Marxists remark that “memory is, by definition, a term which directs our attention not to the past but to the past-present relation. It is because ‘the past’ has this living active existence in the present that it matters so much politically.” They thereby echo a famous essay by T. S. Eliot, “Tradition and the Individual Talent” (1917): “the historical sense involves a perception, not only of the pastness of the past, but of its presence.…”11 The common ground beneath those two assertions sustains one of the underlying assumptions of this book.

A second attribute of tradition about which agreement exists is that it is, inevitably, a political phenomenon. Meyer Fortes, a British anthropologist, expressed the connection less ideologically than Everett and others: “the political and social structure, including the principal political values of a people, directly shapes the notions of time and of history that prevail among them.”12 We should add, however, that values are commonly contested, and consequently that attributes of time and history have also been contested. When such conflicts occur, we find ourselves tracing the politics of culture. That, too, will be a fundamental characteristic of this book.13

An inquiry concerning collective memory and the role of tradition in national context cannot ignore the history of American patriotism, a curiously neglected subject. The best (and almost the only) book to explore it in a sustained manner barely reaches the 1920s;14 yet some of the most interesting phases of that phenomenon involve people who loved their country but rejected a particular cause: America First isolationists in the later 1930s; non-Communists who nonetheless detested the Cold War paranoia personified by the House Committee on Un-American Activities and Senator Joseph McCarthy; opponents of U.S. intervention in Southeast Asia during the 1960s; and so forth.15

Although one can speak of a tradition of American patriotism, it has in fact been a spasmodic tradition characterized by ups and downs. We assume that loyal opposition is not merely tolerated but valued in this country. Yet the precarious situation of Copperheads during the Civil War, of German- or Irish-Americans during World War I, and of conscientious objectors during the Vietnam years raises interesting questions about the limits of opposition in American political culture and the selective nature of memory where patriotism and nationalism are presumed to coincide with Americanism.16 This work is inescapably concerned with such problematic connections.

The prominence of ambiguities and dualisms in American values will also pervade the book. For much of our history we have been present-minded; yet a usable past has been needed to give shape and substance to national identity. For much of our history we have shared a passionate commitment to progress; yet we’ve usually been most comfortable with the status quo. For much of our history we have professed a dedication to democracy; yet many of our leaders (political and intellectual) have feared an excess of democracy. For much of our history modernism has looked like an attractive goal, ranging from architecture to principles of education; yet the colonial revival and “back to basics” are more often “in” than “out.” Consequently this book traces a long-standing dialogue, of sorts, between traditionalists and modernists: A dialogue “of sorts” because so often they spoke past one another.

Defining American traditions with anything approximating precision is difficult but not impossible. It can be difficult because traditions are, indeed, susceptible to change or demise. Henry Nash Smith’s classic work, Virgin Land, is fundamentally a cultural history of the rise and fall of an American tradition: the agrarian tradition of the yeoman farmer that was idealized most eloquently by Thomas Jefferson.17 Whereas Smith explains just what Jefferson meant, however, and then what weakened and subsequently destroyed the tradition, Christopher Lasch supplies an example at the opposite extreme. In the first five pages of The New Radicalism in America, Lasch alludes to the liberal tradition, the New England tradition, “a common tradition of patriarchal authority,” the genteel tradition, and the reform tradition. None of these is ever defined or clarified; and Lasch simply assumes that the reader will understand in each instance what is meant.18

Considering the diverse ways in which notions of tradition have been invoked and used in American discourse, it may be helpful to provide some succinct working definitions that are external to that discourse itself. The most familiar, perhaps, is Edmund Burke’s broad description of tradition and culture: “the peculiar circumstances, occasions, tempers, dispositions, and moral, civil, and social habitudes of the people, which disclose themselves only in a long space of time.”19

Moses Finley, a historian of the ancient world, reformulated Burke’s description with an added dash of social realism:


There is the tradition which shapes a large part of our lives, perpetuating customs, habits of behaviour, rites, ethical norms and beliefs. There is nothing mysterious about tradition in this sense; it is transmitted from one generation to the next, partly by the ordinary process of living in society, without any conscious effort on anyone’s part, partly by men whose function it is to do so: priests, schoolmasters, parents, judges, party leaders, censors, neighbours. There is also nothing reliable about this sort of tradition; that is to say, its explanations and narrations are, as anyone can judge by a minimum of observation, rarely quite accurate, and sometimes altogether false. Reliability is, of course, irrelevant; so long as the tradition is accepted, it works, and it must work if the society is not to fall apart.20



Sociologists who are less skeptical and more theoretical call traditions “a consensus through time … beliefs with a sequential social structure. They are beliefs which are believed by a succession of persons who might have been in interaction with each other in succession or at least in a unilateral … chain of communication.”21

An exploration of traditions in a particular cultural context may help us to determine the underlying basis of a community’s or a nation’s sense of identity. It can also clarify the acceptable grounds of social change. To be successful, for example, a reformer ordinarily must propose modes of change that seem consistent with a society’s values. Non-traditional change is likely to be regarded with suspicion as threatening or even revolutionary.

It is a cliché, moreover, that traditions die hard. The more provocative problems—ones that are central to this book—concern the ways in which traditions are born, nurtured, and grow. At the American Museum of Immigration, located in the base of the Statue of Liberty in New York Harbor, we learn that Swedish immigrants to the United States concocted a word-concept for their new home. They called it framtidslandet, the land of the future. That has been a widely shared expectation, and its provenance is not hard to understand. The basic question that this book asks is when and how did the United States become a land of the past, a culture with a discernible memory (or with a configuration of recognized pasts)?

Such issues inevitably lead us to a cluster of closely related ones, most of them comparative in nature. Have Americans been more or less inclined than others to invent traditions? What are the political implications and cultural consequences of inventing traditions? What do we learn when we dig beneath the creation of Thanksgiving, Memorial Day, and Veterans Day? Why did Independence Day become an immediate festival in 1777, whereas Constitution Day has scarcely touched the American imagination?22

Twenty years ago historian J. G. A. Pocock emphasized the diverse ways “in which political societies generate concepts of their existence in time, and encounter problems which necessitate increases in historical awareness and critical ability, as a result of their efforts to legitimise and understand their existence as continuous political structures.”23 Although this book will necessarily be comparative therefore, I must acknowledge at the outset that contrasts seem to me ultimately more striking than similarities. I profoundly disagree with social psychologists and anthropologists who believe that the foundations of nationalism and patriotism are “more or less universal.”24 I find such writers inattentive to the particularities of history as highly significant variables. In the United States, for example, the creation of a viable political structure preceded a clearly articulated sense of history and national identity by nearly two generations. In nineteenth-century Wales, on the other hand, a cultural awakening long preceded its political counterpart.25

Some historians of patriotism and nationalism in Europe have been most impressed by the basic continuities of those phenomena. As J. H. Huizinga put it in 1940, “they have remained what they always were: primitive instincts in human society.”26 The nature of American patriotism in 1812 or in 1940 was qualitatively different from its character in, let us say, 1848 or 1898. The two former versions seem somewhat less sanctimonious yet more self-interested in terms of national security. The latter manifestations look more aggressively moralistic because they resonated with national myths and notions of racial superiority that had developed over time.27

Varied dimensions of American pluralism help to explain why the dynamics of tradition have worked in a distinctive manner here. And I shall contend that particularistic traditions have frequently co-existed in tension with unifying national ones. Timothy L. Smith, for instance, has rejected the melting pot as a helpful metaphor for comprehending historical reality. He insists, instead, that ethnic allegiance was “determined largely by the immigrant’s identification with a particular religious tradition. The appeal of common language, national feeling, and belief in a common descent was sufficient in only a few minor cases to outweigh the attraction of religious affiliation as an organizing impulse.”28

Similarly, Herbert G. Gutman and others interested in working-class social history have demonstrated the resistance of many immigrants to new modes of labor required by industrial capitalism. First-generation workers clung to their traditional notions of time and social relations. Daniel T. Rodgers acknowledges the “pull of the past” for these people, and he adds that because they came from very different pasts and entered an economy that was far from being uniform, the encounter with industrialization was multiform and complex, especially in terms of values and the variable transformation of Old World traditions.29

Discrepancies between diverse ideals and the grim underlying realities supply yet another leitmotif of this work. During the later nineteenth century, for example, Americans of all sorts had to confront a new economic order with a stock of assumptions deeply rooted in pre- industrial society. If we turn to the realm of foreign relations, broadly conceived, their self-image was polarized between innocence and power. Americans wanted both images to be valid, somehow, and were reluctant to acknowledge that a problem of compatibility existed.30

Hence our sense of history plays tricks upon us. Or perhaps we only delude ourselves. Take as an illustration the American myth of success and our reputed reverence for success. It has, paradoxically perhaps, helped to shape what surely is a national tradition in which selected cases of failure or defeat not only are made honorable, but in many instances become more memorable than conventional victories. Although Sam Houston won a stunning triumph at San Jacinto (1836), which was a far more important battle than the massacre at the Alamo (also in 1836), San Jacinto has never captured the public imagination as the Alamo has. Consider also Robert E. Lee’s defeat in 1865, and Custer’s Last Stand in 1876.31

We arouse and arrange our memories to suit our psychic needs. Historians on the left are surely correct in referring to “the social production of memory,” and in positing the existence of dominant memories (or a mainstream collective consciousness) along with alternative (usually subordinate) memories. Such historians are equally sensible to differentiate between official and more spontaneous or populistic memories.32

We should be very cautious, however, about taking for granted the cohesion, clarity, and retentiveness of either civic or popular memory. Abundant evidence demonstrates that both can be sorely truncated or blurred. How often have we been exhorted to recall some public catastrophe, often a humiliation, precisely because amnesia seemed ominous. “Remember the Alamo!” “Remember the Maine!” “Remember Pearl Harbor!” In a cartoon by Rowland B. Wilson that appeared in Esquire (March 1965), Mexican troops are storming the Alamo. Two soldiers carry a ladder together. The confident one says to his gloomy chum: “Oh, stop worrying—the public has a short memory!”33

The truth of that quip is trans-national, so much so that critics seem to vie with one another in deploring its distinctive validity in their own culture. Geoffrey Elton goes to excess in condemning Great Britain: “There is no country in which memories are notoriously shorter; nowhere else are actions—political, social, even personal—less influenced by earlier events or decisions; nowhere else does the present regard itself as less committed by what happened in history.” In the United Kingdom, truly? But now listen to Meg Greenfield, the widely read American editorial writer: “We have no collective memory, none. If it happened more than six hours ago it is gone.… What this says to me is that we just don’t know how to think about the past—and so we try not to.… There is neither memory nor history nor whole people nor even any sense of time.”34

Hyperbole? Perhaps a bit. But such slings and arrows may serve to warn us that the more we read about memory, the more we also are reminded of amnesia. They are co-ordinate concepts because they remain constant realities. And unlike some recent enthusiasts for “popular memory” (embracing oral cultures, working-class and community history), Greenfield differentiates between memory and history. All of history cannot be remembered; and collective memory must be used with discrimination by the historian. What history and memory share in common is that both merit our mistrust, yet both must nevertheless be nourished.35

If collective memory (usually a code phrase for what is remembered by the dominant civic culture) and popular memory (usually referring to ordinary folks) are both abstractions that have to be handled with care, what (if anything) can we assert with assurance?

That public interest in the past pulses; it comes and goes.

That we have highly selective memories of what we have been taught about the past.

That the past may be mobilized to serve partisan purposes.

That the past is commercialized for the sake of tourism and related enterprises.

That invocations of the past (as tradition) may occur as a means of resisting change or of achieving innovations.

That history is an essential ingredient in defining national, group, and personal identity.

That the past and its sustaining evidence may give pleasure for purely aesthetic and non-utilitarian reasons.

And finally, that individuals and small groups who are strongly tradition-oriented commonly seek to stimulate a shared sense of the past within their region (William Sumner Appleton of New England), their social class (Henry Francis du Pont of Winterthur), their ethnic group (Carter G. Woodson, who established Negro History Week), their denomination (John Gilmary Shea and the Catholic Historical Society), or even their entire nation (George Bancroft).

They also seem to succeed in varying degrees, and for diverse lengths of time. Being a custodian of the past is primarily its own reward. Such custodians may exude a missionary impulse because they commonly regard people without tradition or a sense of the past as barbarians. Quite literally. That was true of Jacob Burckhardt of Basel, the nineteenth-century progenitor of cultural history; and it was equally true of Wallace Nutting, the remarkably influential American antiquarian who declared in his autobiography: “We are yet mostly barbarous.”36

Indeed, custodians of tradition have been prone to fits of despair whenever the morale of memory lagged. Hence this passage in a private letter from historian William Roscoe Thayer to Henry Cabot Lodge in 1921, at the time of the Pilgrim Tercentenary:


Our acceleration in adaptability to change, makes the new and unexpected quickly appear familiar and habitual. So we soon forget the past—an ominous fact at this time, when a thousand crazy novelties press for adoption and the steadying tradition of the past restrains nobody.37



It invariably vexes custodians of tradition that acts of memory never manage to keep pace with the new and unexpected—especially in a democracy where, for most of our history, the private sector was presumed to bear primary responsibility for matters requiring commemoration. We have customarily been slow in getting our act together. The Washington Monument, started in 1848, was finally completed in 1885. In January 1840 Andrew Jackson visited the battlefield near New Orleans to celebrate the British surrender on that site twenty-four years earlier. The Chalmette Battle Monument was not begun there, however, until 1850; and work continued sporadically until it was completed in 1908.38 The American Museum of Immigration, conceived in 1952, actually opened in 1972. A Korean War Veterans Memorial on the Mall in Washington will not be completed until the mid-1990s.

The Vietnam Veterans Memorial in Washington, honoring those who gave their lives in our most controversial foreign war, is truly unusual because it required just three and one-half years from the start of fund-raising until actual completion. That commemorative monument also demonstrates the inadequacy of any sharp dichotomy between official and popular memory. Although located in a place of honor on the Mall, it was built with private contributions, and its dedication was avowedly not an official event of the United States government. It is apparent that people of many ideological persuasions, and also of none, are deeply affected by it.39

When and how a sense of tradition can have ideological consequences and help to define a culture or a subculture, especially in the United States, is one of the central themes of this book. Fanatical apologetics for the Confederacy and, even more, for the Lost Cause, provide one example.40 Attempts to define and defend New England’s Puritan legacy provide yet another.41

Robert Penn Warren has written that “to be an American is not … a matter of blood; it is a matter of an idea—and history is the image of that idea.” If Warren is right, and I believe that he is, then newcomers (the ceaseless flow of immigrants and their children) can have an imaginative and meaningful relationship to the determinative aspects of American history.42 Warren’s vision makes it possible for newcomers to claim, as Fortinbras did to Horatio in Hamlet: “I have some rights of memory in this kingdom / Which now to claim my vantage doth invite me.” [V, ii, 378–79]

A FEW WORDS may be in order about the organization of this book. Part One, which concentrates on contextual matters and on the generations prior to 1870, will address the problem of establishing a culture appropriate to a visionary polity, and describes the dialectic between those who wished to anchor culture in collective memory and those who strenuously repudiated the “burden of the past.”43 Part Two traces a major shift in sensibility during the four and a half decades following 1870. The Party of Memory gained ascendancy then, at least in defining cultural norms. Americans slowly improved their skills at celebrating all manner of things, past and present. History in general became the core of civil religion during the spiritual crisis of the Gilded Age. And national history in particular became the means used to transform un-American identities into those of compliant citizens with shared values.

In Part Three, which spans an era from the eve of World War I to the close of its sequel, the Party of Memory confronted and contested with forces of modernism. Museums and collectors defined an American aesthetic. Regional chauvinism (and conflicts) then built upon national pride. The democratization of tradition proceeded hesitantly as a great debate heated up between cultural populists and cultural elitists. Critics of a myth-making society acknowledged that its memory had been highly selective; and the epoch ended with what one writer called “another era of pseudo-patriotic flatulence.”

In Part Four, which covers the decades since World War II, Americans respond with nostalgia to future shock and heightened anxieties. Interest in tradition gives way to an obsession with “heritage”—an elastic phenomenon that is both profitable and costly. It is so expensive, in fact, that for the first time government becomes quite a prominent custodian of tradition. The democratization and decentralization of tradition proceed apace, leading us to a highly embarrassing cultural anomaly: amnesia and historical ignorance in an age of great apparent enthusiasm for the past at every level of society and all modes of articulation, from high culture (so-called) to mass and popular culture.

These four phases, however, cannot be regarded as chronologically compartmentalized. History is never neat, and there has always been considerable overlap. I find it noteworthy that major changes and transitions occurred within my schematized periods as much as it did between them. The collecting of Americana was not so strong in the 1870s but rose rapidly at the turn of the century. Patriotism reached an all-time low during the later 1960s and early 1970s; yet it began to surge swiftly even before Ronald Reagan’s election to the presidency in 1980. A revival of patriotism may very well have been more cause than effect in Reagan’s case. Folk art, not yet trendy in 1960, sold for astounding prices by the mid-1980s.

Hayden White has written that “an especial interest in the history of thought and expression is, of course, characteristic of transitional ages in the lives of cultures; it arises when received traditions in thought and mythic endowments appear to have lost their relevance to current social problems or their presumed coherency.”44 We shall see shifts from a sense of the past achieved almost by inadvertence (prior to 1870) to an age of memory and ancestor worship by design and by desire (1870 to 1915); then to history for pleasure and profit, when tradition became a by-word yet remained contested (1915 to 1945); to an age of consensus and heritage by compulsion that seems in our own time to satisfy an array of psychic needs, commercial enterprises, and political opportunities.

Conflict and complexity are products of pluralism—of diverse groups responding in assorted ways to the exigencies of change. There is, nevertheless, a coherent story which I have sought to formulate and relate. Because the book explores many themes and lines of interpretation, it may be helpful to itemize the most important ones here. If the old proverb is valid that a picture is worth ten thousand words, perhaps a dozen or so signposts can help to make several hundred thousand words more comprehensible as we proceed. Therefore …

The role of tradition in American culture has undergone a series of major transformations in the generations since 1870. The most significant of these involved the Americanization of tradition after the turn of the century, followed by its imperfect democratization.

Public memory, which contains a slowly shifting configuration of traditions, is ideologically important because it shapes a nation’s ethos and sense of identity. That explains, at least in part, why memory is always selective and is so often contested.

Although there have been a great many political conflicts concerning American traditions, ultimately there is a powerful tendency in the United States to depoliticize traditions for the sake of “reconciliation.” Consequently the politics of culture in this country has everything to do with the process of contestation and with the subsequent quest for reconciliation.

Memory is more likely to be activated by contestation, and amnesia is more likely to be induced by the desire for reconciliation.45

It has been a dominant assumption for most of American history that the private sector rather than government ought to be the primary custodian of tradition—a tendency that becomes more obvious when we compare the United States with other societies, such as France or the Soviet Union.

Interacting considerations of class, ethnicity, race, regionalism, and a desire for social stability have been highly consequential in determining which traditions are dominant and which subordinate.

Wars have played a fundamental role in stimulating, defining, justifying, periodizing, and eventually filtering American memories and traditions.

The history of national memory is hard to separate from the history of patriotism, and therefore this work traces some major strands of that history in the United States.

Ever since the 1920s and ’30s the history of American traditions and “heritage” has been increasingly intertwined with entrepreneurial opportunities in general and tourism in particular—most of all from the 1950s onward.

There has also been a relentlessly dialogical relationship between the values of tradition and progress (or modernism) in American culture. Although those values are commonly found in tension, hundreds of local histories frequently extol a “tradition of progress” that seems absolutely central to the community’s evolution. By collective inference, that tradition of progress is then ascribed to the nation as a whole.

Regional rivalries and variations in the sectional sense of history are extremely significant. National traditions, moreover, are not merely an amalgam of local ones. Rather, communities may partially appropriate the form but not necessarily the content of national historical rituals.

Although there are many similarities between the roles of tradition and memory in the United States and in other societies, ultimately the differences seem more interesting and revealing. The differences have less to do with what is remembered, or how traditions are transmitted, and more to do with the politics of culture, with the American quest for consensus and stability, and with broad acceptance of the notion that government’s role as a custodian of memory ought to be comparatively modest.

That in turn has meant that the process of transmission in the United States tends to be decentralized, ad hoc, diffuse, and relatively non-coercive—so long as ritualized observances, national symbols, and local customs are not flagrantly violated. If and when that point is reached, public opinion becomes more volatile and potentially coercive than government.

IF, DESPITE the size of this volume, certain segments of the story seem to be missing, that is because the book is not designed to stand alone. It follows and complements three others that I have written which are closely connected: A Season of Youth: The American Revolution and the Historical Imagination (1978), A Machine That Would Go of Itself: The Constitution in American Culture (1986), and Selvages and Biases: The Fabric of History in American Culture (1987). While those works and this one were conceived as a series, Mystic Chords of Memory has required the most difficult labor. Perhaps that is due to its broader scope, and to the fact that (unlike the others) it has no single point of departure: a pivotal event, a formative governmental charter, or a historiographical tradition. We might, therefore, recall a few lines from T. S. Eliot’s “East Coker” in his Four Quartets.


And so each venture

Is a new beginning, a raid on the inarticulate

With shabby equipment always deteriorating

In the general mess of imprecision of feeling.
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Part One
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THE PROBLEM POSED AND THE PERIOD BEFORE 1870
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Chapter 1

[image: ]

THE PROBLEM OF TRADITION AND MYTH IN A DEMOCRATIC CULTURE

I BEGIN WITH a contextual discussion of the problematic relationships between myth and memory, tradition and history, in a culture that for most of two centuries has professed its commitment to a democratic ethos. I am fascinated by the phenomenon of a society becoming its own historian—for better and for worse.1 Because these relationships will pervade the entire book, this chapter has a different texture and aim from all the rest. This one sacrifices chronological specificity for the sake of comprehensive scope. On account of its concern with the question of continuities and discontinuities in American culture, it examines evidence (and also notes its absence) from the nineteenth as well as the twentieth century. Because I ultimately argue for a rather distinctive configuration in American culture, the chapter concludes with some systematic comparisons.

Bronislaw Malinowski, a pioneering anthropologist, once described myth as a story about the past which has the function of justifying the present and thereby contributing to social stability. That point of view continues to be commonly invoked. Claude Lévi-Strauss, however, the most influential anthropologist of the generation that followed Malinowski’s, refined the analysis of myth and thereby raised it to a more subtle level. He acknowledged that myths may be activated or reactivated in order to legitimize a version of history that is useful or attractive. He conceded that this kind of mythic history, purged and socially purposeful, may be mobilized to bolster a traditional order on the basis of a distant past. But it may also use a purged past as the foundation for a future that is just beginning to take shape.2 In short, we now recognize that myth presented in the guise of history, or tradition as collective memory, can serve conservative ends, or innovative ones, or even be apolitical in the service of goals that are primarily aesthetic or spiritual.

The first section of this chapter explores the question of compatibility between civic respect for tradition and democratic values. Section II looks at the diversity of views concerning the social uses of myth and collective memory, takes note of the American obsession with authenticity, and reflects upon the past and future prospect of history serving as a corrective to misguided myths. Section III initiates the process of making comparisons—diachronic as well as synchronic—in order to open the issue of American “exceptionalism” as it pertains to the changing patterns of tradition that we will observe throughout the book.

I

WILLIAM EMPSON, the late English literary critic, once made a shrewd observation that contains broad implications still unexplored for understanding the evolution of culture in the United States. “One would expect,” he wrote, “the democratic spirit of America to have produced a proletarian literature some time ago, but so far as I know the central theme is always a conflict in the author’s mind between democracy and something else.”3 Although that contention—and the tensions it connotes—has been glossed in various ways for literature,4 it has attracted less attention than it deserves for other aspects of American society, such as religion, manners, and leisure. At the turn of the century, for example, when Coney Island flourished, it precipitated symptomatic debate over the role and significance of popular amusement in a democracy.5

James Fenimore Cooper and Henry Adams, prominent figures in public affairs and in literature during the first and second halves respectively of the nineteenth century, each grappled with the problematic nature and implications of democracy. Herman Melville wavered between despair and faith in democracy. Subsequently, in a widely noticed essay titled “Democracy versus the Melting Pot” (1915), philosopher Horace Kallen, who had been a student of William James, advocated cultural pluralism rather than assimilation, and he pleaded for a non-coercive federation of nationalities that would retain their discrete identities.6

Considering this extensive array of connective concerns—almost everything except the problem of democracy and the duck-billed platypus—it is somewhat surprising that we do not yet have a work titled along the lines of “Democracy and Memory: Reflections on the Accommodation That Gradually Evolved in the United States Between Historical Concern and Democratic Values.” Tocqueville noted the problem and warned about it more than once in the second volume of his Democracy in America (1840). “Among a democratic people,” he wrote, “poetry will not feed on legends or on traditions and memories of old days.”7

Intermittent discussions in the public press during the 1830s dealt with the need for balance in a republican polity between proper respect for the founders and “adulation or worship” which would be inappropriate. Some editorials made a particular point that in America an elite could (and in fact did) supply democratic leadership: “such men as Jefferson and Madison, who were born to Virginia’s most prestigious and affluent families, also became devoted democrats.”8

Adherence to republican values produced a palpable tension between democracy and tradition as customarily understood. John Quincy Adams caught the essence of it quite pithily: “Democracy has no monuments. It strikes no medals. It bears the head of no man on a coin.” Consequently, memorials that elevated heroes above the folk seemed antithetical to popular sovereignty. Four nineteenth-century obelisks, for example, share a common characteristic. At Bunker Hill (built 1825–43), at Fort Griswold in Groton, Connecticut (1826–30), at the Chalmette Battlefield near New Orleans (1850–1908), and at the Bennington battle site in Vermont (1887–91), the markers are all unornamented. The absence of allusions to individual bravery and the anonymity of the soldiers buried there are deliberately democratic gestures.9

During the middle third of the nineteenth century there was not much room for maneuver on these matters. Nathaniel Hawthorne’s enigmatic story “Earth’s Holocaust” (1844) offered a meditation on the way that democratic reforms seemed to be antithetical to the preservation of culture and tradition—just the opposite of John Henry Newman’s belief in Britain that tradition was democratic because it somehow filtered up from the faithful.10 To most Americans, however, the issue appeared uncomplicated. Here are three instances:


[image: ] According to a contemporary, when Andrew Jackson lay dying at the Hermitage in 1845, he received a letter from a naval commodore named Eliot, who had just returned from a Mediterranean cruise with the sarcophagus of a Roman emperor. Eliot suggested that Jackson might want his remains placed therein; but the former President, derisively called King Andrew by his enemies, wrote back to Eliot: “I do not think the sarcophagus of a Roman Emperor a fit receptacle for the remains of an American Democrat.”11

[image: ] John Russell Bartlett’s Dictionary of Americanisms, first published in 1847, underwent a series of revisions during subsequent decades that enriched the tradition of native lexicography. Bartlett’s interest in colloquialisms had an important democratic component because colloquial language seemed the repository of ordinary ideas and discourse—the essential spirit of the common man.12

[image: ] When the architect Richard Morris Hunt submitted designs in 1865 for gateways to the projected Central Park in New York City, critics repudiated his French-influenced drawings on grounds that the very purpose of Central Park was to “translate Democratic ideas into trees and dirt.”13
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1.1 Edward Eggleston, a photo engraving that appeared in Harper’s in 1886. Courtesy of the Massachusetts Historical Society.

During the final decades of the century, however, that perspective became one minority point of view along a widely spread spectrum of opinions concerning national memory and democracy. Edward Eggleston (see fig. 1.1) wished to write a social history of ordinary folk. As he explained to his brother in 1880: “not a history of the United States, bear in mind, but a history of life there, the life of the people, the sources of their ideas and habits.” Herbert Baxter Adams urged his graduate students in history at Johns Hopkins to trace the evolution of democratic institutions; and despite his admiration for German scholarship, Adams concluded that historical writing in a democracy could not follow an aristocratic pattern more appropriate to the imperial Second Reich.14

Even a rather stodgy, nativistic, ancestor-loving anthropologist like George Brown Goode of the Smithsonian acknowledged that institutions devoted to social memory would have to be populistic. When he presented a lecture at the Brooklyn Institute titled “Museums of the Future,” he advocated a new notion: “The people’s museum should be much more than a house full of specimens in glass cases.” That same year, 1889, saw the publication of a ten-volume compilation called A Library of American Literature: From the Earliest Settlements to the Present Time. One reviewer recognized that it was “questionable whether all of the entries in the volumes can be considered ‘literature,’ as the title suggests,” and then commented upon the absence of critical criteria as a basis for selection. Lest that appear to be a complaint, however, this ideological rationale followed: “It is particularly congenial to American laws of society and politics that no one with such a task before him should assume such a position, but content himself with widening as far as practicable his schedules and leave the reader to exercise his own judgment.”15 In a democracy, Everyman’s editorial judgment ought to be just as good as every other’s.

At the opposite end of the spectrum, however, there were tradition-oriented groups and individuals deeply mistrustful of democracy, especially mass democracy. John Bach McMaster’s History of the People of the United States, which appeared in eight volumes between 1883 and 1913, was decidedly not a populistic work. The author admired Alexander Hamilton and determined to “show up” Thomas Jefferson by exposing him as a man “saturated with democracy in its rankest form” who “remained to the last day of his life a servile worshipper of the people.” McMaster’s last words? An attack upon the popular election of U.S. senators. Bernard Berenson, another elitist who preferred the European past, exclaimed to a friend in 1898: “Instinctively I hate Demos.”16 An antiquarian dealer who made many sales to J. P. Morgan, the most voracious collector of his generation, recalled that “with all his patriotic belief in American institutions, and despite the largess of his public benefactions, he was undemocratic, and there is thus the interest of paradox in the fact that the American he seemed most to admire, and certainly whose manuscripts he was most ardent in collecting, was Abraham Lincoln.”17

Ranged across the center of the spectrum at that time were the ambivalent, the inconsistent, and even the insincere. Exemplifying the first of those attributes, in 1893 a blue-ribbon committee headed by Harvard’s President Charles W. Eliot recommended a standardized high school curriculum that emphasized history. When critics attacked the academic (meaning learned and elitist) emphasis of this proposed reform, Eliot answered that democracy would be enhanced by a single curriculum that ignored class lines and levels of student preparation. Edward Eggleston, whose egalitarianism was genuine, always reacted against the claims of labor when a major dispute occurred.18

What about inconsistency? Sons of the American Revolution whose commitment to indigenous political institutions and traditions was absolutely sincere wrote paeans of praise for democratic government followed by candid effusions for hegemonic imperialism: “I have never cared so much to see our territory increased as to see republican institutions possess the world.” For insincerity verging upon hypocrisy, one only needs to read the accounts of Tammany Hall speeches on the Fourth of July.19

It is tempting and might be ever so tidy to see a clear transition to a new phase in which tradition and democracy were reconciled. That would, in fact, become the overall trend in the generations following the two world wars (as we shall see in Parts Three and Four below); but the process did not occur easily and it encountered considerable resistance, especially during the interwar decades. Between 1915 and 1930 such critics as Irving Babbitt, the author of Democracy and Leadership (1924), and Paul Elmer More, who wrote Aristocracy and Justice (1915), unashamedly declared that the humanist tradition was necessarily elitist and therefore incompatible with democracy. The two men were arch-defenders of what Harry Levin has labeled the tradition of tradition.20

Widely read writers like H. L. Mencken spouted anti-democratic utterances that seemed amusing to many in the 1920s, even as he continued to work with nationalistic fervor on his multi-volume historical study of the American language. He loved the language and detested liberals. Joseph Hergesheimer, an extremely popular novelist in the years after World War I, collected American antiques, lived proudly in a colonial house, and probed the past in his fiction. In his autobiography (1925), Hergesheimer explained how he had discovered his true ideological identity as a neo-Federalist:


The Federalists believed in strong leadership, in the superiority of one mind to the minds of the mass, of the people.… The majority managed their private affairs so badly, they were so wasteful and indolent, that I couldn’t believe it was proper, in addition, to trust a country to them.21



Most of the so-called Southern Agrarians, or “Fugitives,” who burst upon the scene with their manifesto at the end of the 1920s joined a strong attachment to tradition with a deep distrust of democracy, and doubted whether the two could be made compatible.

Reading the personal correspondence of prominent historians during these years may or may not be honorable; but it certainly is not edifying. The sentiments of James Ford Rhodes and (to a lesser degree) Albert Bushnell Hart might not surprise us, except perhaps for the blatancy of their bias. Rhodes acknowledged to Barrett Wendell, a literary historian at Harvard, that “I do not want the negroes to vote any more than you do.… I am working in a quiet way on the principle do not enforce the XVIII [Amendment] and we shall not insist upon the enforcement of the XV and the second section of the XIV.”22

James Truslow Adams, perhaps the most widely read historian of the United States during the interwar years, lived for much of that time in London because, as he told many correspondents, “I loved the old America but I am getting most horribly sick of the new.” More to the point are his complaints that democracy undermined the quality of leadership. “The wildest democrat cannot claim,” he wrote in 1929, “that the mob is as high in civilization as the rare individual, but the attraction … of the mob is becoming, under modern conditions colossal, its drag, its pull. And it is felt more in America than anywhere.” Adams, author of a best-selling two-volume text titled The March of Democracy (1932–33), feared a genuine “danger to the whole of civilization if so-called privilege disappears.”23 Although such sentiments were not meant for public consumption, they are highly symptomatic of a malaise that one scholar has called the crisis of democratic theory.24

The theme that recurs continuously and links the Late Victorians to their successor generation is a somewhat grudging sense that because democracy is inevitable we will have to make the best of it—for better or for worse. Expressions of that belief formed a monotonous litany from the lips of serious devotees of American culture.


[image: ] William Dean Howells (1897): “We may, some of us, not quite like the common man, and his rights and needs may bore us, but we cannot escape their presence … we soberly confront the new century, after a cycle of the supposition that they had been fully provided for by the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution of the United States.”25

[image: ] Brooks Adams (1916): “You take your social and political creed as a matter of faith and not of reason. You believe in ‘democracy’ or as you say in ‘the people,’ exactly as a thirteenth century monk believed in the efficacy of the Virgin.… As long as our best intelligence worships ‘the people’ as the believers worshiped the cross, we are in imminent danger.”26

[image: ] J. Franklin Jameson (1932): “My present mind, right or not, agrees with yours in mornful [sic] doubts as to the wisdom of the representatives of democracy in Congress assembled. For a good number of years my feeling respecting democracy has been that the best we can say is that other systems seem to work even worse.”27



Positive as well as negative factors appeared following World War I to shape the democratization of public discourse. On the “pull” side, a rhetoric of self-determination surfaced from the Paris Peace Conference in 1919. On the “push” side we have a candid explanation that Bernard Baruch wrote (to Winston Churchill) for replacing Baruch’s huge estate in South Carolina, called the Hobcaw Barony, with a modest retreat for vacations and entertaining: “the people are being taught that it is anti-social to enjoy such things.”28

If some Americans levelled down for the sake of appearances, however, many others—especially those who wished to legitimize American literary traditions—did so in response to deeply felt ideological commitments. Stuart Pratt Sherman, who emerged in the 1920s as a pre-eminent literary critic, often wrote of the need for experiments in democracy and forced himself to reassess his intellectual obligations to Babbitt and More by asking: “What does democracy mean to me?” He resisted offers from prestigious, private Eastern schools and remained at the University of Illinois because of his devotion to populistic state education in the American heartland. Sherman determined to use American history and literature to develop a core of indigenous cultural traditions that could support his liberal vision of America. “When we grow dull and inadventurous,” he wrote, “it is because we have ceased to feel the formative spirit of our own traditions.”29

From the mid-1920s onward, frequent calls could be heard for literary and cultural histories of the American people. Vernon L. Parrington’s widely read response, Main Currents in American Thought (1927–30), overtly contended that the nation’s cultural heritage was compatible with its democratic ethos. In retrospect this three-volume work appears flawed precisely because it reductively delineates American devotion to democracy as a continuous tradition.30 Constance Rourke firmly believed that a knowledge of popular traditions was vital to a democratic society, and in 1931 she published her classic book American Humor: A Study in the National Character. Two years later, following a leisurely dinner with Archibald MacLeish, Hervey Allen, and others, Stephen Vincent Benét noted in his diary that the group had discussed “really doing something about what we believe in both as regards literature and democracy.” In 1940, when a Council for Democracy came into being, funded by Henry Luce, Benét began a stint as its propaganda person. The Fourth of July broadcast that he wrote in 1941, “Listen to the People,” enjoyed extraordinary popular success.31

The same sort of emphasis also emerged in relation to American material culture, architecture, and the arts—even where elitist assumptions or associations had been customary. When Francis P. Garvan gave his magnificent “educational collection” of early Americana (especially furniture and silver) to Yale University in 1930, he envisioned a museum setting because “all these good things are the gift of God, intended for all, not for a few.” When a controversy over the design of Thomas Jefferson’s memorial in Washington heated up in 1937, the press reminded readers of his strong commitment to “the principles and potential genius of American democracy.” In 1939, when Marian Anderson sang at the Lincoln Memorial because the D.A.R. had denied permission for an African-American to sing in Constitution Hall, Secretary of the Interior Harold Ickes, who introduced her, pointed to the Washington Monument and the Lincoln Memorial while lamenting that “in our time too many pay mere lip service to these twin planets in our democratic heaven.”32

Although egalitarian values surged with special strength between 1935 and 1945, as we shall see in Part Three, after World War II a great many working-class Americans still shared the long-standing assumption that traditionalism and tradition-orientation served as impediments to a truly democratic society.33 How that mind-set changed during the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s will provide a major concern of Part Four.

II

BECAUSE “tradition” and “myth” used as word-concepts are going to recur throughout this book, it may be helpful to ask: What is the difference between the two? Although there is significant overlap, the words are not interchangeable. My Random House dictionary defines tradition as “the handing down of statements, beliefs, legends, customs, etc., from generation to generation, esp. by word of mouth or by practice.” The big beige book defines myth as “a traditional or legendary story, usually concerning some superhuman being or some alleged person or event, with or without a determinable basis of fact or a natural explanation.” A myth, then, is more likely to be fabulous than true (and less true than a tradition), more likely to involve some sort of story, and quite likely to concern deities, demigods, or heroes in order to explain aspects of a society’s cosmology or sense of identity. By contrast, an essential aspect of a tradition is that it be transmitted. When the process of transmission is broken, a tradition is very much at risk.

Nevertheless, we find highly intelligent and reputable writers using “myth” and “tradition” in casual, virtually interchangeable ways. Hugh Trevor-Roper, for instance, has argued that history (our best-informed knowledge of the past) is vastly preferable to myth. Trevor-Roper refers pejoratively to “a hardened tradition, a national or partisan myth. We have seen enough historical myths in our time to realize how stunting—even, at times, how disastrous—they can be.” I intend to be less casual in employing tradition and myth. But far more noteworthy at this juncture is the contrast between Trevor-Roper’s scornful view of national myths and the upbeat outlook of an equally distinguished historian, William McNeill. After acknowledging that “most historians disdain myths,” McNeill actually asserts that truth “resides in myth—generalizing myths that direct attention to what is common amid diversity by neglecting trivial differences of detail. Such myths make subsequent experience intelligible and can be acted on.… The simple fact is that communities live by myths, of necessity. For only by acting as if the world made sense can society persist and individuals survive.”34

Now it is not only possible but likely that these two historians—each one possessed of remarkable range over time and space—mean something rather different by myth. For McNeill, it is a helpful explanation of why things are as they are, and it is subject to change when new knowledge dictates. For McNeill, humankind ought to be in control of its myths, whereas Trevor-Roper’s myths are much less tractable and more monstrous. We are likely to be their captives. These contrasting views are instructive because we encounter both of them throughout our cultural history, a matter that we will explore with particular care in chapter fifteen.

The critical point here, however, is that American culture contains a dualistic tension where myths are concerned. We can be iconoclastic; but we are much more likely to be permissive and self-indulgent about myth. In his old age, for example, Daniel Boone denounced the antisocial legend that had been spread about him starting with John Filson’s The Discovery, Settlement, and Present State of Kentucke (1784); but it made not a bit of difference. Myth turned out to be more attractive than truth. Similarly, Kit Carson repudiated spurious legends about himself before he died; but that didn’t matter either.35 Elliott Coues, a remarkable naturalist and frontier historian (1842–1899), made the following observation in 1897:


It would surprise most persons to realize how quickly a neglected core of fact gathers the mold of myth. Take the Lewis and Clark Expedition, for example. Never, perhaps, was a true story more minutely and completely told; to know all about it, we have only to read what the explorers themselves had to say, less than one hundred years ago. But the take-it-for-granters, the forsoothers, the forgetters, the prevaricators, the misquoters, the unreaders—the whole tribe of quidnunc impressionists—have meanwhile found out more things that never happened in this case than they ever learned about what did happen.36



Myths and legends flourish despite the accessible bodies of factual information that contradict them. This seems to have been particularly true during the later nineteenth century, when large numbers of immigrants arrived in the United States with preconceived notions about the Land of Promise and had extravagant expectations as a consequence. They lived and died with hopes that had been shaped by a configuration of cultural myths.37

Anthropologists and social theorists have offered us a varied menu of theory and generalization about the nature of myth. Although this is not the place to sample that full menu, some of the most pertinent items can be assessed using American ingredients as a means of exploring the so-called problem of American exceptionalism. I have previously responded to Mircea Eliade’s perception of myths of national origin in A Season of Youth and A Machine That Would Go of Itself; and I will do so in yet another way in chapter three below.

Claude Lévi-Strauss has insisted that among preliterate peoples “myths have no Author; from the moment when they are perceived as myths, and despite their real origin, they exist only as they are incarcerated in a tradition.”38 First, we should note in passing the near-conflation of myth and tradition. Second, and more to the point, I must insist that, with respect to American culture, Lévi-Strauss is sometimes illuminating but often irrelevant. What is called the “Country Boy” myth can be located in time with some precision. It burned brightly from about 1870 until 1910; it became a powerful fuel for American imaginations, and Horatio Alger exploited it to very good advantage in his popular tales for adolescents. The myth did evolve into a tradition, a kind of “urban pastoral”; and it does not have a particular author of origin. The same might be said of John Henry, the legendary steel-driving man who battled the machine. We can link the genesis of that ballad-cum-cultural myth to the Big Bend Tunnel built in West Virginia in the early 1870s. But despite the most meticulous research, scholars have abandoned hope of demystification. John Henry’s saga scores a point for Lévi-Strauss.39

There are many other American myths, however, whose authors and origins are clearly recognized. Parson Weems’s fables of George Washington, man and boy, supply an obvious example. James Fenimore Cooper was the first major American writer to create a complex, enduring myth of white–Indian relations and of life under frontier conditions. “Buffalo Bill” Cody is such an important figure in American culture because his career exemplified just how stereotypes of the Wild West came into being. Hence one scholar has offered a generalization, based upon a lifetime of study, that seems persuasive even though it is difficult to demonstrate conclusively: “In our short history we have probably created more ‘heroes’ by means of publicity and manufactured myth than have any of our older sister nations during their long histories.”40

Describing and explaining how that penchant came about is one of the central themes of this book. But something can be said here concerning the key ingredients and dynamics of the process. Leaders of the American Revolution worried about the mythicization or distortion of what they had done. So much so, in fact, that they counselled extreme caution and patience in writing the history of the Revolutionary era. John Adams did so explicitly in 1784, for instance, and James Madison once again in 1823.41

Even though every nation needs a mythic explanation of its own creation, that process was paradoxically elaborated by the reluctance of Revolutionary statesmen to have their story told prematurely. Consequently the sectional crises of antebellum times caused the founders of the Union to receive an unusual degree of adulation—unusual when you consider that they were distant neither in documentation nor in memory. The authors of nineteenth-century schoolbooks accentuated the phenomenon by indulging in what has been called “indoctrination in national traditions.”42

By the end of the nineteenth century a close student of the Revolution who had ancestral roots in it could write this indictment of myth-making in his native land. Notice, once again, that he does so comparatively, and reaches the conclusion that the genesis and role of myth in American culture have somehow been distinctive.


It is curious that American myth-making is so unlike the ancient myth-making which as time went on made its gods and goddesses more and more human with mortal loves and passions. Our process is just the reverse. Out of a man who actually lived among us and of whose life we have many truthful details we make an impossible abstraction of idealized virtues.43



The particular person referred to in that passage happened to be Benjamin Franklin; but it might just as easily have been George Washington, Robert E. Lee, Thomas A. Edison, Davy Crockett, Charles Lindbergh, or Babe Ruth. We prefer plasticized apotheosis to historicized memory developed in judicious doses.44

Nevertheless—or perhaps precisely in response to this tendency—writers of popular biography in the United States have professed their obsession with undercutting myth and achieving truth. When Henry Cabot Lodge published his laudatory George Washington in 1891, he insisted that he hoped to bypass “the statuesque myth and the priggish myth and the dull and solemn myth.”45 It is noteworthy that the words “true,” “truth,” and “truthful” appear with such frequency in the titles and prefaces of so many histories and biographies written (or called for) between 1870 and 1930. During the very period most prolific in the production of American myths, prominent as well as ordinary citizens issued pleas for the unvarnished truth.46 As Henry Ford drove home from his notorious trial for libel in 1916—the one that prompted him to say that “History is more or less bunk. It’s tradition. We don’t want tradition”—he informed his secretary of his new resolve: “I’m going to start up a museum and give people a true picture of the development of the country.”47

Ford’s preoccupation with accuracy in matters of historical detail calls to our attention the irony that a nation of myth makers has been ceaselessly obsessed with authenticity. Even Parson Weems, our first fabulist, invoked his reliance upon “authentic documents”; and Edward Eggleston, who declared that the authenticity of his stories derived from Sioux or Chippewa mythology, insisted that historical novels “be the truest of books” in order to have “value as a contribution to the history of civilization in America.” Eggleston’s contemporary Frederic Remington felt that historical authenticity ought to be just as important as aesthetic qualities in art depicting Indians and life in the American West.48

John D. Rockefeller, Jr., and those associated with him in the restoration of Colonial Williamsburg, worried endlessly about authenticity in the tiniest details. Nothing pleased them more than unsolicited letters from tourists who expressed their delight in the “scholarly authenticity of the restoration” or their “amazement at the authenticity of the buildings.” When commercial replicas of colonial furniture began to be marketed in the 1930s, they were invariably advertised as “authentic reproductions.” The word “authentic” had long since achieved a perverse yet powerful resonance in American cultural discourse.49

More than once, however, the quest for authenticity required a hasty retreat that led straight to irony. In 1936 Selznick International Pictures purchased the film rights to Tom Sawyer and sent a contingent to study little old Hannibal, Missouri, as the film site. Even though Mark Twain’s town was generally decayed and old-fashioned, it transpired that the film could not be made there because a few technological impediments, such as telephone poles and lines, spoiled its appearance as a period piece of the 1840s. Time had left the town behind, but it had also left traces that made Hannibal “too modern to authentically replicate its own past!”50

Nevertheless, the story of historic preservation in the United States, along with many other anomalies that will be encountered in the chapters that follow, leaves room for some skepticism about the American commitment to authenticity. Or else suggests that twentieth-century crusaders for truth in tradition needed to compensate for the lackadaisical attitude of the nineteenth. When the Betsy Ross House was “saved” from the wrecking ball in 1892, and subsequently opened to the public in 1898 as a museum, a few honest folks properly feared that it might not really have been Mrs. Ross’s home. By 1949 the state of Pennsylvania was cautiously describing the house as the “traditional birthplace of the American flag. Although there is no proof that Betsy Ross lived here, the house is an interesting example of the homes of the period.” Similarly, in 1897 an evangelist, the inventor of the “quick lunch,” exhibited at the Tennessee Centennial celebration in Nashville a log cabin that was supposedly the birthplace of Abraham Lincoln. When a reporter interviewing the evangelist tried to learn some particulars about this humble structure, he received this reply: “Lincoln was born in a log cabin, weren’t he? Well, one cabin is as good as another.”51 American authenticity has not always been true-blue.

Writers of imaginative literature rooted in historical materials have affected the role of myth and tradition in our culture in quite a different way. An antebellum novelist like William Gilmore
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