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Form and Fable in American Fiction

The American Hero . His Masquerade

“Something further may follow of this Masquerade. ”
——Melville, The Confidence- Man

ONE

“What then is the American, this nev‘v man? ”asked Crévecoeur in
1782,posing at th birth of the Republic the question of national identity
which our writers have never since ceased trying to answer. Even from
the earliest settiement the conviction loomed large that human nature it-
self was changed by being transplanted to new circumstances. The Puri-
tans had felt as a divine visitation the call to leave the Old World for the
New and found under God’s will a new Zion! in the wilderness. By the
middle of the eighteenth century the thoughts of emigration and the un-
tamed land continued to sway men’s minds. We have noted in the par-
adisal symbolism of the frontier that the wilderness becomes the fecund
Garden of tall-tale fame Melville would envisage the West as inhabited
by “the White Steed of the Prairies. . . . A most imperial and archangeli-
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cal apparition of that unfallen western/world,which to the eyes of the
old trappers and hunters revived the glories of those primeval times when
Adam walked majestic as a god ,bluff-browed and fearless. ”Characteris-
tically y,Melville mythicized into more heroic dimensions a conviction of
popular culture. The Englightenment version of the “bluff-browed and
fearless” American settler was indeed unfallen and Adamic,but not quite
as majestic or godlike as Melville proposes. This we can see in
Crevecoeur’s answer to-his own question, “What then is the American,
this new man?9” : '

He is an American,who,leaviné behind him all his ancient prejudices and
manners, receives new ones from the new mode of life he has embraced , the new
government he obeys, and the new rank he holds. ... The American is a new
man, who acts on new principles; he must therefore entertain new ideas, and
form new opinions. From involuntary idleness, servile dependence, penury, and
useless labour, he has passed to toils of a very different nature,rewarded by am-
ple subsistence. —This is an- American.

The character of this new man soon clearly revealed itself. At first
there was the miraculous rebirth of the British serf as a freeholder in the
New World;the career of one such serf,Andrew the Hebridean,was ap-
pended to the third of Crévecoeur’s Letfers from an American Farmer. But
one need not be born a serf on the isle of Barra’to be reborn in the
American colonies. That rebirth and metamorphosis are the bywords of
American life is among the lessons in Benjamin Franklin’s Autobiography.
That work and Crévecoeur’s are the earliest and most influential exam-
ples of the new American character in literature. As yet the lineaments
of that character are “colonial,”the products rather of general political
and social institutions than of the special culture of a particular region.
Such localization was the next step in the development of popualr con-
cepts of character. Along the northeastern seaboard a well-defined type,
the Yankee,developed early in folklore and ,by the 1830%, appears in
popular culture to have displaced the undifferentiated American of the
Franklin and Crévecoeur variety. A parallel development along the
frointier brught the character of the Backwoodsman into folktales, al-
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manacs, popular fiction , theatricals, and, in the person of Davy Crock-
ett, ’into“national political prominence. Metamorphosis , adaptability , and
indomitable self-mastery are the qualities these three types of the hero
share. Whether actual men or fictitious characters,these heroes insist up-
on the constancy of the self behind their changing masks, Yet,as the
more reflective minds of Hawthorne, Melville, and Twain used these
popular stereotypes in their fiction,the question of identity cauld not so
casually be laid to rest. Crévecoeur’s question,what is the American,be-
comes for their characters, Who am I? Which of my masks is Me?
Andrew the Hebridgan ,however,félt no such ambiguity about #ts i-
dentity.
‘ Al I wish to delineate [ Crévecoeur writes Jis, the progressive steps of a poor
man, advancing from indigence to ease; from oppression to freedom ; from obsuri-

'ty and contumely to some degree of consequence—not by virtue of any freaks of
fort me ,but by the gradual operation of sobriety ,honesty ,and emigration.

To succeed , Andrew must cast off his ancient heritage as though it
were a chrysalis. Only then can the real man within come forth in all his
human power ,sustained by the laws;for “we are the most perfect society
now existing in the world. ” Arriving in Philadelphia, Andrew is be-
friended by the benevolent American Farmer who assures him that“Your
future success will depend entirely upén your own conduct;if you are a
sober man. . . laborious, and honest, there is no fear that you will do
well. ”No less than twelve times do these adjectives,the apices of bour-
geois virtue, come together in Crévecoeur’s discourse on Andrew. It is
true that the Hebridean does not know how to handle a hoe or an axe,
and that his wife must be apprenticed in a friendly kitchen to learn the
rudiments of pioneer housekeeping. These skills being soon acquired,
Crévecoeur and a friend stake Andrwe to a hundred acres of land. The
ever benevolent farmer invites the neighborhood to a frolic; amid the
convival folk festival of houseraising a new American is born,

When the work was finished the company made the woods resound with the
noise of their three cheers,and the honest wishes they formed for Andrew’s pros-
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_ perity. . . . Thus from the first day he had landed, Andrew marched towards this
important event; this memorable day made the sun shine on that land en which
he was to sow wheat and other grain... .. Soon after, further settiements were
made on that road, and Andrew, instead of being the last man towards the
wilderness, found himself in a few years in the middle of a numerous society. He
helped others as generously as others had helped hin. . . . he was made overseer
of the road,and served on two petty juries,performing as a citizen all the duties
required of him.

The combination of his own sobriety , industry , and honesty with
“our customs, which indeed are those of nature” and our laws, which de-
rive “from the original genius and strong desire of the people, ”leads in-
eluctably toward the triumphant transfo;rnation of Andrew. By
Crévecoeut’s time ,deistic optimism* had for many colonists quite replaced
the éarlier Puritan emphasis on original sin. Man, inaccordance with the
new philosophy of the age,is inherently good,and America,being free
from the inherited evils and injustices of Europe,offers him the unprece-
dented opportunity to be reborn to a brighter destiny. Although neither
Crévecoeur nor his age held credence in such superstitions as witchcraft
T wonders,surely this transformation of a peasant into a free American
is as miraculous an instance of shape-hifting as anything reported at
Salem. > The power of transformation, of self-transformation, is no
longer seen as malevolent. It partakes of the same beneficent energy that
populates the forests and the farmyards with prodigious plenitude of
éame and fecundity of crops. Already the American character is defined
as the exercise of metamorphie power.
} Crévecoeur’s ingenuous account of Andrew is the prototype of the
Horatio Alger story. ® It is the new fairy tale of the new man on the new
continent. He begins life in Europe,in the stage of subjection to which
history has condemned him. But by emigrating to the New World,

He begins to feel the effects of a sort of resutrection;hitherto he had not
lived but simply vegetated;he now feels himself a man, because he is treated as
such.

His symbolic gesture is to discover his own humanity in a land where all
6 .



men hold the highest and equal rank of citizens.

' In time the American hero developed a more sophisticated charac-
ter. The next representative hero adapted himseif to almost ail of the hu-
man possibilties of thought and action in his time. Benjamin Franklin be-
gins his dizzying progress in much the same vein that Crévecoeur had be-

gun Andrew’s adventures .

Having emerged from the poverty and obscurity in which I was born and
bred, to a state of affluence and some degree of reputation in the world,and hav-
ing gone so far through life with a considerable share of felicity, the conducing
means 1 made use of , which with the blessing of God so well succeeded , my pos-
terity may like to know,as they may find some of them suitable to their own sit-
uations,and therefore fit to be imitated. 7

It is worth recalling that Franklin formed the plan of his life upon his
reading of Cotton Mather’s Essays To Do Good. Although the didacticism
of his purpose perpetuates the Puritan emphasis on studying the example
of a holy life,his goal is not holiness. It is suwés. The simple bourgeois
formula of honesty, sobriety, and industry which brought about
Andrew’s resurrection is elaborated in Franklin’s famous table of
virtues, as well as in a hundred examples drawn from his own life. One
cannot gainsay D. H. Lawrence’s mockery of Benjamin for his denial that
“The soul of man is a dark vast forest,with wild life in it. Think of Ben-
jamin fencing it off]. .. He made himself a list of virtues,which he trot-
ted inside like a gray nag in a paddock. ”®This charge,or at least its spir-
it, was anticipated by Melville. As one who dived deep into the recesses
of the self, he could not help but find Franklin’s character a shallow
‘show of outward versatility lacking inner conviction. Thoreau was more
in tune with the popular culture of the time when he wrote, “Franklin—
there may 'be a line for him in the future classical dictionary ,recording
what that demigod did,and referring him to some new genealogy. “Son
of
structed mankind in:economy, and drew down lightning from the

and

. He aided the Americans to gain their independence,in-

clouds. ”® It was his role as rebel rather than as conciliator ,and his hard-
headed virtues and practical approach to the mastery of life which made
7



the hero of the Autoblography seem a prototypical figure among his coun-
trymen. Quite consistent with these qualities was his rationalistic derision
of the superstitions of Puritan times in his bagatelle, “A Witch Trial at
Mount Holly. ”
‘ In the midst of so much that is admirable in Franlglin’s career , what
seems to have most appealed to the popular mind were the ingredients of
a stock figure,half wily savant, half homely philosopher. The emergent
Yankee trickster was already limned in Ben’s burning his light later than
his rival’s, pushing a wheelbarrow down Main Street to promote his own
reputation for industry,rising in the world by the heft of his own cun-
ning till at last he dines with kings. Allied with this emphasis on the too-
clever side of Ben is the popular confusion of Franklin himself with Poor
Richard, his fictitious gaffer who paved The Way to Wealth!® with
proverbs. “Love your neighbor ; yet don’t pull down your hedge” ; “Write
with the learned , pronounce with the vulgar” ; “Fish and visitors stink af-
ter three days”; “If you would be wealthy ,think of saying as well as get-
ting. “These apothegms of bourgeois caution could, like his tricksy ma-
neuvers to get ahead ,be regarded as somewhat incompatible with the oth-
er Franklin of popular tradition—the wise statesman ,the original scien-
tist, the patriarchal patriot. Mark Twain,in a sketch at Franklin’s ex-
pense,complained that“His maxims were full of animosity toward boys.
Nowadays a boy cannot follow out a single natural instinct without tum-
bling over some of those everlasting aphorisms and hearing from
Franklin on the spot. ” Franklin, pretending industriousness, might say
“Procrastination is the thief of time, ”but Mark Twain knows better ; “In
order tQ get a chance to fly his kite on Sunday he used to hang a key on
the string and let on to be fishing for lightning. ”
He was always proud of telling how he entered Philadelphia for the first time,
with nothing in the world but two shillings in his pocket and four rolls of bread
under his arm. But really, when you come to examine it critically, it was noth-

ing. Anybody could have done it. !! ;
In a trenchant satirical sketch of Franklin, Melville presents the
sententious, calculating sage at Passy,!? in whom “The diplomatist and
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the shepherd are blended ;a union not without warrant; the apostolic ser-
pent and dove. ”This portrait,in Israel Potter ,*3 is pethaps as shrewd an
assessment of Franklin’s virtues and as striking an indictment of his
faults as the narrator of the Autobiography has ever received. Melville
ranks him with Jacob' in the Bible,and Hobbes,!® as “labyrinth-mind-
ed,but plain-spoken Broad-brims. . . keen observers of the main chance;
prudent courtiers; practical Magians in linsey-woolsey. ”The dualism of
his personality, the contrast between his humble beginnings and the
worldly , sophisticated ,and cunning old soothsayer Israel Potter meets in
Paris, makes Franklin suspect:

Having carefully weighed the world, Franklin could act any part in it. By
nature turned to knowledge, his mind was often grave, but never serious. At
times he had seriousness—extreme seriousness—for others, but never for him-
self. . . . This philosophical levity of tranquility ,so to speak,is shown in his easy
variety of pursuits. Printer, postmaster ,almanac maker , essayist ,chemist,orator,
tinker , statesman , humorist , philosopher , parlour man, political-economist , pro-
fessor of housewifery ,ambassador , projector , maxim-monger , herb-doctor , wit,
Jack of all trades,master of each and mastered by none—the type and genius of
his land. Franklin was everything but a poet.

In his protean and hydra-headed versatility the metamorphic
Franklin seemed a moral chameleon. Who and what is he, ultimately ,un-
derneath all these rebirths and resurrections? Franklin’s own character
exhibited in its most highly developed form that versaiility which fron-
tier conditions and a limited population made necessary in a new coun-
try. De Tocqueville had noticed the premium placed in America on the
Jack-of-all-trades ,at the expense of the master-craftsman who was use-
less beyond his one specialty. If this prized versatility did not long outlast
the division of labor brought about by post-bellum industrialization, it
was characteristic of American life in the early nineteenth century. This
was true on every level of society ,from the farmermechanic-peddler to
the likes of George Washington and Thomas Jefferson, both of whom
were quondam philosophers, scientists, architects, statesmen, politicians,
and farmers. That the plebeian Franklin should have been the most suc-
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