from battlefields rising

This page intentionally left blank

randall fuller

FROM BATTLEFIELDS
RISING
How the Civil War Transformed
American Literature

1
2011

1
Oxford University Press, Inc., publishes works that further
Oxford University’s objective of excellence
in research, scholarship, and education.
Oxford New York
Auckland Cape Town Dar es Salaam Hong Kong Karachi
Kuala Lumpur Madrid Melbourne Mexico City Nairobi
New Delhi Shanghai Taipei Toronto
With ofﬁces in
Argentina Austria Brazil Chile Czech Republic France Greece
Guatemala Hungary Italy Japan Poland Portugal Singapore
South Korea Switzerland Thailand Turkey Ukraine Vietnam
Copyright © 2011 by Oxford University Press, Inc.
Published by Oxford University Press, Inc.
198 Madison Avenue, New York, New York 10016
www.oup.com
Oxford is a registered trademark of Oxford University Press
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced,
stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means,
electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise,
without the prior permission of Oxford University Press.
Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Fuller, Randall, 1963–
From battleﬁelds rising : how the Civil War transformed
American literature / Randall Fuller.
p. cm.
Includes bibliographical references and index.
ISBN 978-0-19-534230-7 (cloth : alk. paper) 1. American literature—
19th century—History and criticism. 2. United States—History—Civil War,
1861–1865—Literature and the war. 3. War and literature—
Southern States—History—19th century. 4. Nationalism in literature.
5. United States—In literature. I. Title.
PS217.C58F85 2010
810.9'358—dc22
2010011752
1 3 5 7 9 8 6 4 2
Printed in the United States of America
on acid-free paper

for my mother and father

This page intentionally left blank

Contents

Introduction Emerson’s Dream 1
Chapter 1 Beat! Beat! Drums!

11

Chapter 2 Concord 34
Chapter 3 Shiloh 52
Chapter 4 Telling It Slant 74
Chapter 5 Port Royal 93
Chapter 6 Fathers and Sons 116
Chapter 7 Phantom Limbs 136
Chapter 8 The Man without a Country 160
Chapter 9 In a Gloomy Wood 182
Chapter 10 Heaven 207
Notes

225

Index

245

This page intentionally left blank

Acknowledgments

T

his book could not have been written without the work of
three eminent precursors: Edmund Wilson, Daniel Aaron,
and George M. Frederickson. Their investigations of Civil
War era culture and literature (Patriotic Gore: Studies in the Literature of
the American Civil War, The Unwritten War: American Writers and the
Civil War, and The Inner Civil War: Northern Intellectuals and the Crisis
of the Union, respectively) remain standards in the ﬁeld. My debt to
scholars of nineteenth-century American literature is too large to
delineate here, but I would like to make special mention of Alice Fahs,
Timothy Sweet, and John Dawes, who have each explored language
and the Civil War.
Many people and institutions helped to bring this book to fruition.
I am hugely grateful to the National Endowment for the Humanities
for a fellowship that enabled me to devote a year to writing. Two
workshops at the National Humanities Center—one on Melville, led
by Andrew Delbanco, and the other on Dickinson, led by Sharon
Cameron—came at just the right time to inform my thinking about
those authors. For kind permission to quote from manuscripts in their
collections, I am grateful to Houghton Library at Harvard University
and the Missouri Historical Society. And my thanks go also to the various museums and university collections that granted permission to
reproduce the images found throughout the book.
As usual, Bob Milder provided penetrating comments on much of
From Battleﬁelds Rising. Daniel T. O’Hara and Ken Egan did yeomen’s
service by reading and helping me to rethink my manuscript. Shannon
McLachlan was an enthusiastic supporter of this book from its inception,

and her vision and able editing have made it much better. Bruce Callen
and Peter Meidlinger, founding members of the Scramblers Club,
forced me to formulate my ideas more clearly. Without Jay Karr,
I would not have seen the parade grounds and battle sites where
Thomas Wentworth Higginson led his history-making unit of AfricanAmerican soldiers. Bill Garvin and Katherine Bohnenkamp were
tremendously helpful in locating arcane material, and Cassy Cochran,
student extraordinaire, made my life far less stressful by formatting the
book’s images.
Finally, as always, this book would have been unimaginable without
Julie. To her, I offer love and gratitude for the extended honeymoon
we call our life.

x

Acknowledgments

from battlefields rising

This page intentionally left blank

Introduction: Emerson’s Dream

O

n a crisp autumn night in 1861, Ralph Waldo Emerson,
one-time radical turned respected man of letters, awoke in
his bedroom in the village of Concord, Massachusetts,
startled by a troubling dream. He had been reading “a discourse
somewhere to an assembly” when suddenly he “rallied in the course
of it to ﬁnd I had nearly or quite fallen asleep.”1
Rousing himself in the dream, Emerson stood and hesitated, somewhat confused. He then wandered “into what seemed a new house, the
inside wall of which had many shelves let into the wall, on which great
& costly Vases of Etruscan & other richly adorned pottery stood.” These
walls, on closer inspection, were marred by “great clefts, intended to be
ﬁlled with mortar or brickwork, but not yet ﬁlled, & the wall which held
all these costly vases, [was] threatening to fall.” He then noticed “in the
centre shelf or alcove of the wall a man asleep, whom I understood to be
the architect of the house. I called to my brother William, who was near
me, & pointed to this sleeper as the architect, when the man turned, &
partly arose, & muttered something about a plot to expose him.”2
Emerson was ﬁfty-eight at the time of the dream. He was tall and
slim-shouldered, his face eagle-like in appearance. His thick, dark hair
and kindly blue eyes endowed him with a boyish quality, and his slight
build made his resonant baritone all the more surprising (see ﬁgure 1).
As a young minister, he had suffered crippling shyness toward his
parishioners, but literary success had changed all that. He now stood at
ease before audiences, conversed ﬂuently with artists and heads of

figure 1 Ralph Waldo Emerson (ca. 1857).
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state, carried himself with the conﬁdence and élan of one who had
accomplished more than he had ever imagined.
His was a generation that had grown up in the shadow of the founding
fathers, a restive, energetic generation that sought to establish a cultural
and intellectual home for itself in much the same way as it busily hacked
towns and villages, railroads and stagecoach trails from the vast swaths
of untrammeled wilderness west of the Appalachians. “Our age is retrospective,” he had brashly asserted in his ﬁrst work, Nature, published in
1836. “It builds the sepulchres of the fathers. The foregoing generations beheld God and nature face to face; we, through their eyes. Why
should not we also enjoy an original relation to the universe?”3
Two years after uttering this call for an expansive new life, Emerson
had been banned from Harvard for preaching the heresy that God
resided within every human being and that individual conscience and
moral intuition were therefore more signiﬁcant than the hidebound
laws of society. He called his trust in the unfettered soul “self-reliance,” and this American twist on Romantic philosophy would resonate throughout the young nation like an “intellectual declaration of
independence,” as one contemporary referred to it.4 Over the intervening years, Emerson had become America’s preeminent intellectual
ﬁgure and its ﬁrst literary superstar. He lectured throughout the United
States and Europe, spreading transcendental philosophy and New
England high-mindedness wherever he went.
Audiences prized his Yankee shrewdness, his otherworldly abstraction,
his ability to compress lofty ideas into memorable aphorisms. Most of all,
they prized his difﬁculty. Americans had long suffered from a cultural
inferiority complex that rendered them acutely aware that their country
had so far produced no great artists or thinkers. Emerson’s complexity and
convolutions, his transcendental obscurity, were what distinguished him
in the eyes of many contemporaries as an intellectual heavyweight. In
1857, he spoke before an Amherst audience that likely included an alert,
birdlike young woman named Emily Dickinson, whose brother hosted a
reception for the distinguished visitor afterward. The lecture met with a
surprisingly tepid response. “Ralph Waldo Emerson’s lecture greatly disappointed all who listened,” reported the local paper. “It was in the English
language instead of the Emersonese in which he usually clothes his
thoughts, and the thoughts themselves were such as any plain commonsense person could understand and appreciate.” In the spring of 1861, his
oldest daughter, Ellen, attended one of his lectures and afterward wrote to
her sister: “I understood the whole lecture, and really I don’t like to understand them, because I’m afraid they may be a lighter kind of lecture than
Introduction: Emerson’s Dream
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the others used to be, and I couldn’t bear to have Father come down at all
from his pinnacle.”5
Emerson’s dream, like many of his best lectures and essays, is rich and
allusive, dense with associations, and deeply engaged with the topics of
the day. The “new house” in which his dream-self awoke echoed an
image made popular throughout the nation by Abraham Lincoln in his
famous “House Divided” speech. Lincoln had delivered the address
three years earlier, at the close of the Republican state convention in
Illinois. “I believe this government cannot endure, permanently half
slave and half free,” he announced to a gallery packed with women in
hoopskirts and men in frock coats, each anxious to hear the latest
riposte in the national debate over slavery. The tall, shambling senator,
whose folksy manner concealed a bottomless capacity for reﬂection,
admitted that while he did not “expect the Union to be dissolved,” he
did “expect it [would] cease to be divided.”6 And he expressed his profound hope that the hardening positions over slavery might still be
resolved before a cataclysm tore the nation asunder.
Initially skeptical of the rawboned, uncouth president, Emerson
nevertheless shared with Lincoln the belief that the United States
represented a remarkable step in the upward march of humanity.
The audacious vision upon which the nation had been founded—
the vision that a free people might govern themselves and determine
their own destiny—seemed to him the only solution for escaping the
chains of oppression. In a young nation dedicated to liberty to a
greater extent than any known to history, human beings were “costly
vases,” brimming with the spark of innate divinity, precious for their
individuality.
Yet by September 1861, the month of Emerson’s dream, the national
house had divided and crumbled as spectacularly as Edgar Allan Poe’s
doomed House of Usher. The “great cleft” of slavery, a social fact so
deep and pervasive that it had spawned cracks and ﬁssures throughout
the nation’s very foundation, had split America in two. Lincoln’s surprising election to the presidency and the southern secession that
swiftly followed had disrupted the grand experiment of creating a more
perfect union. As if in the ﬁnal, ineluctable act of a Greek tragedy, the
structure gave way entirely in April 1862, producing a war whose costs
and carnage no one could yet anticipate.
This war appeared in Emerson’s dream by way of a somewhat less
obvious image: the volcano. Emerson had long been fascinated by volcanoes. “We always look at volcanoes with great respect,” he wrote in
4
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1833 when, as a young man touring Europe, he had hiked up Mount
Vesuvius to marvel at how “the soil was warm and smoking all around
and above us” and the “sulphur smoking furiously beneath us.”
Imagining the tremendous forces unleashed by volcanic eruption, he
marveled at the trembling of the earth, the explosive surge of molten
lava. When he returned from Europe to Concord, he hung in the
entranceway of his home a bright print of Vesuvius spewing lava and
belching forth clouds of cinders. To a friend, he candidly confessed,
“Tis a fearful place.”7
In 1833, he had been particularly captivated by the buried Roman
city of Pompeii, still in the process of excavation some “1700 years
after it had been hid under a mountain of ashes.” Once inhabited by
Etruscans and Greeks—the ancient peoples whose precious artifacts
appeared in his dream almost thirty years later—the city was now an
eerie mausoleum that suggested to intrepid visitors just how quickly
and unequivocally a culture might be extinguished. Walking through
the depopulated neighborhoods, Emerson had “read the inscriptions,
& scribblings on the walls, & examined the frescoes, as if in houses not
twenty years vacant.” He lamented that the statues and valuable pottery once adorning niches in these homes “have all been carried away
to the Museums of Naples & Sicily.”8
Despite the destructive power of the volcano, Emerson considered
it a model for his creative process. The earth-shattering volcano, he
noted in 1842, was “the most affecting symbol . . . of what man should
be.” Artists were not merely seismometers of their society, sensitively
registering the tremors of change. They were that change, that molten
force on the brink of bursting forth. A “mass of ﬁre reaching from
earth upward into heaven,” Emerson continued, “this is the sign of the
robust, united, burning, radiant soul.” In 1849, the Boston Evening
Transcript reviewed one of Emerson’s public lectures and noted that he
“smokes, he sparkles, he improvises, he shouts, he sings—He explodes
like a bundle of crackers—he goes off in ﬁery eruptions like a volcano, but he does not lecture.”9
Emerson’s fascination with volcanoes was by no means a personal
idiosyncrasy. Throughout the ﬁrst half of the nineteenth century, artists, authors, scientists, and theologians were obsessed with volcanic
activity, many of them making regular visits to the geological curiosities. The volcano was a central and deﬁning metaphor for these men,
appearing so prevalently and pervasively in their paintings, sermons,
and magazine articles that one quickly begins to suspect there was
more at stake than geology.
Introduction: Emerson’s Dream
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figure 2 J. M. W. Turner’s Eruption of Vesuvius (ca. 1817–1820).
Courtesy Yale Center for British Art, Paul Mellon Collection.

To Europeans of the late eighteenth century, the volcano reﬂected
the turbulent energies of revolution. Edmund Burke, England’s archconservative during the Enlightenment, roundly condemned the
“volcanic revolution” across the channel and warned that hasty political
transformations had the capacity to produce violent eruptions, such as
the Reign of Terror in neighboring France.10 Romantic authors soon
rejected this version of the volcano and discovered in it an image of
themselves: explosive, protean, creative. To make the world anew
through poetry or art required the destruction of a fallen, corrupt world.
It required the volatile re-creation of that world through the molten
imagination. European Romantics such as Goethe and Victor Hugo
reverently trekked to Vesuvius and peered into its simmering caldera
as if peering into a mirror; their prose is peppered with references to
the natural wonder. J. M. W. Turner’s enormous painting Eruption of
Vesuvius has an almost autobiographical intensity. Awash in tumultuous
color, a titanium-white plume of painterly lava illuminates a seascape in
which a host of tiny ﬁgures gather in awe below (see ﬁgure 2).
In the United States, the fascination with volcanoes took on an
indigenous character, the sublimity of nature combining with a sense
of national purpose to form what Emerson termed a “renaissance” of
6
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figure 3 Cotopaxi (1862), by Frederic Edwin Church. Courtesy Detroit
Institute of the Arts.

artistic creativity during the 1850s. “Give me a condor’s quill!” exclaims
Ishmael, the rambunctious narrator in Herman Melville’s Moby-Dick:
“Give me Vesuvius’ crater for an inkstand!” Melville’s artistic ambition
and New World conﬁdence were echoed in the work of his friend and
Hudson River School painter Frederic Edwin Church, who created
vast, operatic canvases devoted to the Ecuadoran volcano Cotopaxi (see
ﬁgure 3). Henry David Thoreau quite likely had one of these canvases
in mind when he wrote to a friend that the Bhagavad Gita, the Hindu
scripture in which he was then immersed, was “that which dimmed the
brightness of the day, like the apex of Cotopaxi’s cone, seen against the
disk of the sun by the voyager of the South American coast.”11
Melville’s explosive imagination and Thoreau’s mind-expanding
vision of Cotopaxi notwithstanding, the American author who identiﬁed
herself most closely with the volcano was Emily Dickinson. “I have
never seen ‘Volcanoes’—,” she confessed, then promptly launched
upon a convincing description of their capacity for pain and destruction. Throughout her life, Dickinson compared her poetry to a “still—
Volcano—Life—”: quiet on the exterior, combustible within. Like
“The reticent volcano” she so admired, her poetry cultivated the
capacity to “populate / With awe.” “Volcanoes be in Sicily / And South
America,” she admitted before smugly suggesting that her poetry
provided a “Volcano nearer here.” Elsewhere, she claimed that her
imagination was so powerful that she could “climb / A Crater [that]
I may contemplate / Vesuvius at Home.” Characteristic of her time
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