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FIGURES OF SPEECH: American Writers 
and the Literary Marketplace, from Benjamin 
Franklin to Emily Dickinson. By R. Jackson 
Wilson. Knopf. 295 pp. $24.95 

Were there ever authors less interested in. or 
more aloof from, sordid material consider- 
ations than Ralph Waldo Emerson, Emily Dick- 
inson, and Walt Whitman? One can only hope 
so. According to this iconoclastic study, Emer- 
son & Co. appear to be the direct ancestors of 
the most ambitious contemporary writers on 
the make. 

Wilson, a professor of history at Smith Col- 
lege, challenges the cherished myths about an 
innocent golden age in American writing. The 
period from the late 18th to mid-19th century, 
from Benjamin Franklin to Walt Whitman, co- 
incided, Wilson argues, with the establishment 
of a literary marketplace which allowed writers 
to make money-"sometimes lots of money." 
Wilson's argument is that writing, like any 
other work. is molded bv its social and eco- 
nomic setting and that, in this period, the prin- 
cipal setting for writing became, precisely, the 
marketplace. 

Wilson's indictment of the new capitalist 
ethos appears, in some ways, to be nostalgia for 
the more intimate connections between audi- 
ences and writers that had existed under pa- 
trons and patron-like institutions. Starting dur- 
ing the late 1700s, writers contemplated an 
audience unknown and anonymous-a "mass" 
as it began to be called. This "mass audience" 
induced in writers fantasies of alienation and 
artistic solitude. even as it drew them toward 
the new marketplace's offerings of profit and 
celebrity. To add a final paradoxical twist, 
when it first became possible to earn consider- 
able wealth as a writer, the members of most 
literary circles considered the making of 
money "a low motive indeed." 

To resolve this paradox, Franklin and Whit- 
man, Washington Irving and William Lloyd 
Garrison all fashioned "figures" or images of 
themselves as transcendent writers, truthseek- 
ers unmotivated by trade. Emerson clothed the 
writer in the borrowed spiritual authority of the 
minister-even as he was writing advertise- 
ments for his work and arranging lectures for 

which he personally hawked tickets. Worse 
than any hypocrisy, Wilson finds, is that the 
writers' arrogant claim of autonomy led them 
to just that: As literary writing improved 
through the 18th century, Wilson judges that its 
value to society decreased. While Franklin still 
wanted to motivate readers to action, Whitman 
was a mere observer, a voyeur "caught in an 
esthetic isolation for which auto-eroticism" 
would be the best symbol. 

Wilson hopes to take writers out of a nebu- 
lous and timeless realm of "creativity" and re- 
turn them to their historical setting. Yet there is 
something curiously ahistorical about Wilson's 
enterprise: He no sooner issues than forgets his 
caveat that "no writer is only a creature of the 
market." He never relates writers' involvement 
with the market to their other involvements- 
with their class, family, personal relations, or 
politics. Even Dickinson's poetry, which she 
never published, is taken, with little evidence, 
as her admission of the foreboding strength of 
the marketplace upon her. Wilson's accom- 
plishment is to have cleared up one simplifica- 
tion about American writers-only to replace it 
with another. 
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Randall Jarrell (1914-1965) and John Berry- 

John Berryman 

man (1914-1972) were 
poets of the "middle 
generation." They fol- 
lowed the great mod- 
ernists-W. B. Yeats, T. 
S. Eliot, and  Ezra 
Pound-who had, in 
Pound's phrase, "made 
it new." But where the 
modernists had shaped 
great impersonal 
myths, this middle gen- 
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