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W. D. HOWELLS’
LITERARY REPUTATION IN ENGLAND, 1882-1897

Waex W, D. Howers pecrarep in 1882% that the new realistic novel was supe-
rior to the art of such sacrosanct figures as Dickens and Thackeray, he pfo-
voked the conservative English critics into a prolonged and often vicious
controversy. Certainly, the immediate reaction of a significant number of
British periodicals was that of outrage. and in some literary circles resentment
simmered on’ for many years.® Nor did the publication of his critical essays
from the “Editer's Study™ in 18917 help to alleviate the bitterness of the ex-
change. Both Professor Murray and Professor Cargill have discussed the
effect that Howells’ defence of James had upon James’s reputation in England,?*
but litle has been said about Howells, who was, after all, the central figure
in the literary debate.® It would seem helpful, both for an understanding of
Howells” standing in British literary circles and for shedding further light upon
the “realism war™,% to examine what the British periodical reviewers thought
of Howells in the period between the publication of A Modern Instance and
The Landlord at Lion's Head.

Although there was undoubtedly a strong reaction against Howells’
Century article, it is misleading to equate the florid statements of the more
conservative British periodicals, written in a moment of polemical anger, with
the whole of British literary opinion. Howells, to be sure, took quite a drub-
bing in Biackwood's, the Quarterly Review, the Nationul Review, and the
Temple Bar Magazine,” which significantly enough categorized the “new fic-
tion” as a “literature of decay.™ This statement of the Temple Bar Magazine
amply illustrates one important element in the opposition to realism.—the
feeling, sometimes conscious and sometimes not, that this new theory of fic-
tion was another manifestation of the rapid technological and ideological shifts
of the late nineteenth century. Realism was, indeed. closely related to scep-
ticism and agnosticism. As Cady has noted, the second generation of New
England intellectuals could not make the superficial reconciliation with Dar-
winism that Lowell, the elder Holmes, and Norton had made: “They were
not sure . . . Agnosticism was their church . . .. They tended, consciously
or not, to use Occam’s Razor and to insist on pluralism and relativity, on the
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fallibility and individuality of the human mind in an immensely complex
world. In thought their destination was pragmatism. In literature it was,
and for closely related reasons, realism.”™ No wonder the more traditional
segment of British society felt uneasy when faced with the new literature.’

Yet England itzelf was undergoing basic changes which would produce
opposition to “official” Britain and more sympathy with the democratic
emphases of American life and literature. In fact, Gohdes believes that the
most important factor in the increased contact between Britain and America
after 1870 was “. . . the fact that life in England came to be more and more

like life in the United States with the spread of middle-class capitalism and
the rise to power of the common man. . . ST Thus economic and national
conditions in Britain created support for the ideas and aspirations of American
fiction. Generally speaking, this support appears to have come, as Gohdes
has asserted, from “extreme liberals or radicals in politics or Scotchmen by birth.
sometimes both.™* Therefore, one would not expect the literary opposition
to Howells to be monolithic, nor was it.  And, lest one forget, some eritics
did manage to free themselves to a considerable degree from both national and
class bias.

That Howells had not alienated the Briush critics 1o any great degree
becomes very clear if one concentrates upon the reception of his novels during
this period and not merely upon the articles answering his theoretical claims.
Despite Cady’s assertion that Howells’ reputation in England began to decline
in 1880 with the publication of The Undiscovered Country,'® the evidence
in the reviews indicates a steady increase in Howells” reputation through the
1880s with the high point being reached, probably. in 1885 with the publica-
tion of The Rise of Silas Laphan.

A Modern Instance. the first really significant novel of this decade,
was not, it is true. unanimously acclaimed. but it certainly received more
praise than opprobrium. E. A. Purcell, in the Academy dismissed it as
“a depressing, dreary book with all its ability and good intentions”, but the
British Quarterly Review'® hailed it as “a profound study of jealousy” and
proclaimed Marcia Gaylord worthy of comparison with Hester Prynne and
Elsie Venner.

Oddly enough, Howell's next novel. A Woman's Reason, was more uni-
versally popular, with only the Servoday Review and the Graphic expressing
dissent.!® Even here, however, the Saterrday Review's concern was that How-
ells was abandoning realism for meledrama which was unsuitable to his talent.
The Westminster Review'? revealed no reservations and declared Howells
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“beyond question one of the most charming romance writers in the English
language, on either side of the Atlantic . . . ." The Spectator'® added the
observation that this new waork, which it considered Howells” best, would
“increase the well-deserved popularity . . . he already enjoys in England.”
Even this high praise. however, was to pale before the enthusiasm with
which The Rise of Silas Lap/am was received. On its publication, the critics
hailed this novel as ourstanding.'®

I

M While there was some confusion exhibited
on the meaning of the central theme" all the reviewers were impressed by
the powerful characterization. G. Barnet Smith in the Academy* accliimed
Howells as “one of the best living writers of American fiction.” The Literary
World** declared Howells to be the Dickens and Thackeray of America, and
the Dublin Review™® maintained that “this latest work of Mr. Howells seems
to us to have the most solid grasp of human nature, the firmest touch in de-
lincating and discriminating character™ of all modern American romances.
But the Pall Mall Bi:dger™ surpassed all these encomiums, not only by calling
this a great novel by a great artist. bur also by launching an artack, very sim-
ilar to Howells’ own, against the “philistine English people . . . brought up
on beef, beer, and Dickens.” Howells was too exquisite for the dulled palates
of the English, who were stll backward enough, so the critic asserted, to prefer
the “grown-up variants on the pirates and cannibals of the Boy's Own Jour-

i

nal . ...” The Saturday Review . although not so wildly enthusiastic, pub-
lished an important review in which the critic made one of the earliest at-
tempts26 to distinguish between the ralents of Howells and of James. Howells’
strength, the reviewer felt, lay in his convinced Americanism, which gave depth
to his characters, while James, more cosmopolitan than Howells, presented
an externalized picture of Americans. In addition, Howells had avoided James’s
photographic technique while steadily improving himself as an artist “until
at last he attained the mastery of narrative which we see in The Rise of Silus
Lapham.”

The publication of Indian Summer in the following year cemented
Howells™ reputation with the English reviewers. George Saintsbury, in the
Academy”™ commented that “when Mr. Howells, instead of endeavouring
to show what a bad novelist Dickens was, is f'mlx?.lk'uurmg to show . . . what
a good one he is himself, he is generally worthy of attention™. Other critics

S
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hailed him as “first among living novelists™ and as “an Anglo-Saxon Tour-
guenieff”,*® and even the lordly Athenaeum® proclaimed Howells and James
a match for any other Anglo-Saxon authors with the exception of George

Meredith.?!
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Howells® literary stock took a sharp dip with the publication ot his
next two novels, T'he Minister's Charge and April Hopes,* but rallied quickly
with the appearance of one of his better novels,*® Annie Kilburn, in 1889. The
Spectaror®™ in particular was impressed by the novel and praised Howells for
his constant “deepening and widening of human interest”. Especially powerful,
in the reviewer’s estimation, was Howells™ ability “in a few sentences to pre-
sent . . , the sordid narrowness, the lack of fine human quality, and withal the
wholesome humanness of common life in such a town as Hatbore”. This
was, the critic believed, Howells' finest work, “a masterpiece of veracious art”.

Certainly the appearance of A Hazard of New Fortunes, in the first
vear of the new decade, did nothing to injure the high esteem in which Howells
was held. The few complaints were centred around some rather tedious pas-
sages, with special emphasis on the opening pages of the novel. As the critic

in the Athenaenm® summed it up, “in the process of reading the book one
is constantly weighing its brilliancy against its tediousness.” Other critics,
even when reiterating opposition to realism per se. admitted the power of
this new work,®® although William Sharp®® qualified his praise of the novel
by repeating J. M. Robertson’s strictures on Howells” philosophical weaknesses.”®
The Spectaror® on the other hand, saw in the novel a continuation of the
trend already evinced in Annie Kilburn and The Rise of Silas Lapham: a
fusion of Howells' analytical ability with a larger view of society. In A Haz-
ard of New Fortunes, the reviewer declared, Howells “opens up a vein of deeper
seriousness than he has ever before reached . . . there are passages in A Haszard
of New Fortunes which . . . entitle him to be ranked among men of genius.”

Howells’ next venture was in the realm of the svmbolic psychological
novel, and again he had a good press. In fact, William Sharp*” was evidently
freed trom his doubts and quuﬁ[icaki:ms and declared A Sthudow of a Dream
to be “as perfect of its kind as anything in larter-day fiction.” Sharp con-
fessed that he had earlier attacked Howells for his parochialism, but now was
forced to admit that this “foremost living American novelist grows upon one
more and more.” Both Sharp and the critic in the Specrator*!
the novel marked a new departure in Howells® work, with the Spectator going
on to the shrewd observation that “Essential tragedy underlies its carefully

agreed that

poised and adjusted refinements; while the author’s reticent art, that seems
scarcely to stir the ripples of extreme civilization, subtly suggests the pain and
conflict of human life, perhaps most grievous when they are compressed by
the conventions of poliched manners.”

Thus it seems fair to say from the evidence of individual reviews that
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at the beginning of the 1890s Howells' reputation in England was solidly
established despite his forays into the critical field. While many reviewers
refused to accept his more extreme claims for realism, they nevertheless con-
sidered him a leading man of letters and acclaimed his most important novels.
Howells, however, soan put his reputation to the test by publishing Criticism
and Fiction, a thin volume which reiterated some of his sharpest attacks upon
British life and letters.

The irate reaction to Criticism and Fiction highlights both the offended
national pride and the class bias of some of the reviewers. “This kind of
thing . . . should be reserved . . . for the Fourth of July”, exploded one writer,**
while another asserted that Howells was like a country bumpkin who had
mistaken the village pump for an architectural masterpiece.*® The critic in
the Saturday Review** and Andrew Lang® both took Howells to task for
his plebeian education. Howells, said the former, was a perfect example of
the “modern craze for liberty, education and such things: the apotheosis of
the Liberal board-school boy™, and that he evidently, like all liberals, appeared
to consider every opponent of his theories an aristocrat in disguise. Lang, on
his part, solemnly assured his readers that Howells was too enveloped by the
“noisy blatant today . . . what is new is only the unessential . . . the rest is
as old as the sun.”

Yet, even in the face of great provocation on Howells” part, not all re-
viewers reacted so violently as the ones just mentioned. James Ascheroft Noble
in the Academy,** although obviously in sympathy with Howells” opponents,
called for more reason and less passion in the discussion since Howells was a
capable and sincere man whose judgments, even when wrong-headed, must be
treated with respect. The critics in the Spectator and the Athenaeum*® merely
disregarded the obvious Anglophobia and pronounced much of the work full
of good sense. Quiller-Couch chastised Howells for the tone of the wark,
complaining that it was “quite possible to dislike Englishmen and English
books without talking of ‘poor islanders’ with fog-and-soot clogged lungs
doting in forgetfulness of the English manners and grovelling in ignorance of
the Continental masters”. Admittedly, Quiller-Couch agreed, Englishmen were
stick-in-the-muds; but, turning the tables on Howells, where, he asked, were
the American novels dealing with toil, or poverty? Not only was the new
realism rather pale, but the claim to being more cosmopolitan than the English
faded when one recognized, Quiller-Couch asserted, that the only universal
spirit produced by America thus far had been Whitman.** William Archer,
a strong supporter of America and Howells,”” also admitted surprise at Howells’
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tone of polemical irritation. Archer intelligently dismissed much of the worst
of this as writing done under the heat of controversy, but deplored it, neverthe-
less, as unworthy of a man of Howells' talents. Archer deeply sympathized with
Howells' ideas although he believed that Howells' weakness was his inability
to properly appreciate the old masters.” The Author™ and the Pall Mall
Budget®® joined the chorus of sympathy with Howells" ideas while disagreeing
with the violence of some of the declarations. The former considered Criticism
and Ficrion “as good a treatise on the Art of Fiction as has ever appeared. . . .
Beneath the parochial view there is wisdom and there is guidance”. The eritic
in the Pall Mall Budget understood why Howells, who had suffered from
“prejudiced, incompetent and insolent criticism”, should be somewhat irra-
tional in places, and declared that the main argument of the book put Howells
squarely in the main intellectual currents of the day. What was needed now,
however, the critic urged. was a transcending of Howells and James just as
they transcended Dickens and Thackeray. Here, unlike Quiller-Couch’s sug-
gested arcas for realistic investigation, the reviewer championed a more scientific
analysis of love, guilty or innocent.  The novel. in other werds, must overcome
the moral censorship that Howells would like to bind on it and proceed
further into what is the “most important problem of life.”

Even so brief a summary of the reviews of Criticism and Fiction may
verify the assertion that the opposition to Howells was far from monolithic, and
it certainly shows that not all the critics were thrown off their critical balance
by injured conservatism and nationalism.

The question which now presents itself is whether the violence of the
exchange over Criticism and Fiction was reflected in the evaluation of Howells'
novels of the 1890s. There appears to be no evidence of any shift in the
pattern of reviewing. The Sazurday Review remained hostile while the Azh-
enaeu:m moved from disappointment to enthusiasm as taste dictated.  William
Sharp remained an enthusiastic reader, and the general consensus of the critics
was in Howells' favor.

Of the five novels published between 1892 and 1897,"* The Landlord at
Lion's Head was the most highly praised, and rightly so. All the others,
however, received their fair share of acclaim even when Howells ventured into
the dangerous area of social and utopian commentary. Sharp, for example,
called A Traveller from Altruria a “remarkable book™ and proclaimed
Howells, in another review,?® “America’s foremost realist”. The continued
popularity of Howells is attested to, in a rather left-handed way, by the Az-
enaeum,”” which protested the danger of Americanisms in a writer so popular
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in England. The Literary World® affirmed the high opinion of the English
reviewers for Howells when its reviewers asserted that Howells “stands in the
very front rank of American writers of the day”. One could draw on further
statements to verily the claim that Howells' popularity in England had not
deteriorated in the 1890s, but perhaps the comments of the English on his
major novel of the period, The Landlord at Lion's Head,” will suffice to illus-
trate the esteem with which his work was regarded.

The reviewer in the Specraror sighed with relief when he contrasted
Howells" novel with “Mrs. Atherton’s lurid pictures of the unbridled individual-
ism of the ‘new race’ of Americans. . ..” Particularly admirable to the critic
was Howells’ subtlety of analysis, his characterization, and his delicate humour,
all of which combine to give us a picture of the ordinary, sane life of America.
The Athenaeum was delighted with the novel which was, so the critic thought,
“a capital piece of workmanship”. Despite some reservations, the reviewer
declared that “the fairest judgment that can be passed on the bock is indicated
by saying that one can read it almost to the end with pleasure™. No qualifica-
tions bothered the reviewer in the Lirerary World, who pronounced the novel
close to perfection “in all the important particulars.”

Thus, there is not only no evidence of Howells’ reputation suffering from
the bitterness caused by Criticism and Fiction, but, on the contrary, the English
critics continued to esteem him through the 1590s.

What conclusions, then, can be drawn from the examination of British
periodicals about the struggle over realism and Howells® literary reputation?
First of all, it seems indisputable that Howells" reputation reached its zenith
in the last two decades of the nineteenth century and specifically with the
publication of The Rise of Silas Lapham in 1885.°° This novel, as has been
shown, received almost unanimous praise from the critics, and the Pall Mall
Budger declared it “A Great American Novel”. Howells maintained his
popularity during the 1890s and even through the first two decades of the
twentieth century. The Nation,** for instance, was amazed in 1916 at the
vigour and freshness of Howells' writing in The Leatherwood God. The
Spectator went so far as to assert that “for strength and suggestiveness [ The
Leatherwood God| will rank with the best that he had ever done.,”™™  On his
death in 1920 the Times Literary Supplement,®* although refusing him a place
in the front rank of novelists, declared that “Howells was the first and most
distinctively American novelist that has yet appeared”, and the New Statesman
and Nation® deplored the fact that since David Douglas had ceased publishing
Howells’ novels “the most prolific and the most versatile writer of America
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during the generation just passed has never had a regular publisher in this
country.”

While it is obvious that Howells™ critical articles and the publication of
Criticism and Fiction aroused considerable opposition and virulent response,
this opposition was far from total and obvicusly did not damage his literary
reputation. The periodicals which were most angered by Howells’ ideas were
of a conservative political and social hue, and the more liberal magazines, despite
some doubts about realism, tended to find praise for Howells' work.’® Of
more importance is the fact that the really serious critics and periodicals did
treat Howells’ work sympathetically and intelligently. The bitterest reviews
of Howells were those of Crizicism and Fiction when the injured national pride
of the reviewers led them to extravagant statements. Yet even here the more
sagacious critics attempted to separate Howells” propagandist utterances from
the body of his intelligent thought. and expressions of agreement were not
entirely absent. It appears, thercfore, that Howells' literary reputation was
little modified by his strongly expressed critical opinions.®  As the Athenacum
recognized in 1903,5" Howells’ position on both sides of the Atlantic was un-
assailable, despite the many bitter and sarcastic sallies that had been exchanged
between Howells and the British critics. The opinion expressed by William
Sharp in his review of The Quality of Mercy®® that Howells was the “foremost
living American novelist” is indicative of the high place Howells held in the
eyes of the more important literary judges. In 1916 both the Times Literary
Supplement®™ and the Nution praised Howells as the outstanding intellectual
figure in America, and it was the Nation, as earlier noted,”™ which claimed that
Howells’ fiction of the last years of the nineteenth century was the high-water
mark of American writing.

NOTES
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147-148 (Sept. 1, 1894); Lizerary Wearld, L, 19-20 (July 13, 1894); Spectator,
LXXIV, 475 (April 6, 1895). The Landlord at Lion’s Head (1857). For
reviews see Specraror, LXXVIIL, 597 (April 24, 1897); Athenageum, CIX, 678

(May 22, 1897); Literary World, LV, 407 (April 20, 1897); Sketch, XVIII,
453 (July 7, 1897). These reviews are all roughly arranged from unfavourable
to favourable after each novel.

Academy, XLVI, 147-148 (Sept. 1, 1894).

dcadery, XLI, 419 (April 30, 1892).
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CIV, 29 (July 7, 1894).

LIV, 301302 (Oct. 16, 1896). Review of Impressions and Experiences.

See footnote 32 for reviews discussed.

Professor Cady declares (The Road to Realism, pp. 195 and 198) that Howells’
English reputation began to decline with The Undiscovered Country (1880),
but then states on p. 217 that Howells' popularity was at its height in 1882. He
also quotes Gohdes’ figures (p. 218) showing that between 1880 and 1900
Howells had forty-five editions or issues of his books published in England.
In addition the evidence from the reviews discussed above indicates that
Howells™ reputation with the “literary public“ was at its zenith in the last two
decades of the century and parmularh in the 1880s. It is difficult, therefore,
to discover what evidence Professor Cady has for the assertion that the Bnush
began to reject Howells when he started producing his “realistic fiction.”
Nation, XX, 424426 (Dec. 16, 1916).

Spectaror, CXVIIL, 209 (Feb. 17, 1917). This is in essential agreement with
Professor Cady's estimation of the novel: “The Leatherwood God is Howells'
great unknown novel” ( The Realist at War, p. 209).

IT (May 12, 1920).

S. K. Ratcliffe, "‘.\"illiam Dean Howells”, New Statesman and Nation, XV,
195-196 (May 22, 1920).

Certain pieces of evidence tend to verify Gohdes' statement that support for
American fiction appears to have come from “extreme liberals or radicals in
politics or Scotchmen by birth, sometimes both.” William Sharp, William
Archer, and J. M. Robertson, all of them Scots, gave varying degrees of support
to Howells. Robertson, an important member of the Rationalist Press Associa-
tion and a free-thinker, quibbled over the lack of more realism. The West
munster Review, a Benthamite publication, gave Howells, if not realism, a con-
sistently good press. More work needs to be done relating the political and
soclal position of the periodicals to their aesthetic views.

[f the evidence presented proves, as [ believe it does, that Howells” reputation
as reflected in the English periodicals grew in strength through the last decades
of the nineteenth century, it scems unlikely that Howells’ controversy with the
English eritics would be a primary factor affecting James's English reputation.
Certainly there is a strong element of nationalism and conservatism in the
reaction of British reviewers to the “American school” of fiction, and the iden-
tification with Howells may have hurt James with the “Establishment” forces.
In addition, Howells undoubtedly appealed to the more radical, democratic
elements in British society, hardly the source from which James could expect
support. Nevertheless, a probable parual explanation for James’s “poor” repu-
tation is that his fiction was too subtle for the “amateur” palate of most British
reviewers, either conservative or radical.

CXXI, 393-394 (March 28, 1903).

See footnote 54.

585 (Dec. 7, 1916).

XX, 424-426 (Dec. 16, 1916).



