
The Old Curiosity Shop and the New
Antique Store: A Note on the Vanishing
Curio in New York City

Presented as part of the special issue: “A Cabinet of Curiosities”

“How do we then account for the transition from curios to antiques? Why was the
change in nomenclature and character so rapid?”
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What version of the past was this? Was I really getting a taste of what life
would have been like for someone like Franklin during his many months at sea?

Exhibiting Excellence

As with any decent varsity athletic program, an imperative of participation
coexists alongside one of competition. At its best, History Day is genuinely
inclusive.

https://commonplace.online/article/exhibiting-excellence/


The Prideful Mission and the Little
Town: Los Angeles

Presented as part of the special issue “Early Cities of the Americas.”

“This was the great idea that, out of the wreckage of Spanish imperialism to
which the Catholic Church had attached itself, came from the variously
sanctified and base mixings of the Americas: the stunning idea that people were
not one thing or the other, nor even some cross between two civilizations, but
some new mestizaje, some new way of being altogether.”

Was Slavery Really Not A Major Issue in
American Politics Before the Missouri
Crisis?
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But researchers doing only word searches will miss not only context, but also
what might lurk just beneath the headlines.

To “Do Now” or Not

https://commonplace.online/article/to-do-now-or-not/


Well-meaning educators are often unwittingly sabotaging their lessons before
they have a chance to get them off of the ground.

Containing Multitudes: The Biography of
a Book
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With Mightier Than the Sword, Reynolds has written the biography of a book, and
2012 might be the perfect time to read it. As the wired world celebrates
Twitter revolutions and the cultural power of the 140-character microblog, we
citizens of Facebook nation have come to suspect that books will soon be a
thing of the past. At a time when the concept of an author’s words sandwiched
between two covers seems a little quaint, we might finally be ready to
rediscover what a really powerful book can do. Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle
Tom’s Cabin is that sort of book, and if Reynolds’s study of it convinces
readers of anything, it will be that they have somehow underrated the cultural
importance of a novel that many already believe launched America’s bloodiest
war. First printed in serialized form in issues of The National Era in 1851 and
1852, UTC was quickly published as a bestselling anti-slavery novel. It has
been in print ever since—outlasting slavery, its author, and any number of
supposedly earth-shattering novels that are now long forgotten.

More important than its life in print, though, is how from its first appearance
the novel thoroughly permeated the culture that created it. Within months of
its publication it was already being adapted to the stage, and its dramatic
productions, as Reynolds points out, would for many decades reach far more
Americans than Stowe’s novel could. Almost instantly, its compelling characters
became the subjects of everything from figurines to children’s games. Tom Mania
spanned the Atlantic, surging into Britain, the Continent, and even Tsarist
Russia, and the story brought a huge number of international readers to
sympathetic tears. It did not, however, have the same effect on white
Southerners. Rather, its most immediate result was increasing the already
heightened sense of sectional divisiveness that defined the last antebellum
decade in the wake of the Compromise of 1850 and its strengthened Fugitive
Slave Law. As more and more Northerners began to regard the actuality of
American slavery through the lens of Stowe’s fiction, slaveholders and their
supporters dug in their heels and clamored in protest. As the war of words
heated up, it would bring new and bloody violence to Western territories and
the floors of Congress, and help make the Civil War irrepressible. Stowe’s
novel had attempted to fight with weapons of the heart and had not called for a
war to liberate Uncle Tom and his fellow slaves. Her book helped bring on the
Civil War only through a complex chain of powerful responses and reactions that
the author herself could hardly have predicted, and which would continue to
ripple through the postwar years right up to the present day.

By tabulating complex influences and diverse responses—from Tom shows and white
supremacist narratives, to Hollywood films and televised miniseries—[Reynolds]
offers readers a richly informative and entertaining work of scholarship, a
generation-spanning account of American race relations, and a testament to the
power of a book to change history.

This is the story Reynolds wants to tell, and he is not interested in offering
merely a new literary interpretation or a sense of historical context. These
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are small fry; the big fish he is angling for is indicated in his rather
grandiose title. He is seeking an understanding of how Stowe’s pen came to be
mightier than the sword—or at least came to be the sort of pen that makes
swords necessary. As he traces the cultural developments preceding,
surrounding, and emanating from one of the most historically significant novels
ever written, he is also explaining how literature achieves cultural power. By
tabulating complex influences and diverse responses—from Tom shows and white
supremacist narratives, to Hollywood films and televised miniseries—he offers
readers a richly informative and entertaining work of scholarship, a
generation-spanning account of American race relations, and a testament to the
power of a book to change history. His book should be of special interest to
scholars working in American studies and nineteenth-century literature, but its
sparkling and sprawling narrative should also appeal to general readers.

Reynolds’s historical descriptions and close readings are engrossing in their
own right, but they also support a thesis that helps organize and connect the
book’s first and second halves. The first three chapters—on antebellum
religion, popular culture, and antislavery rhetoric—address Stowe’s influences
and how UTC managed to weave together many important strands of antebellum
culture into a uniquely powerful novel. The second half tries to demonstrate
the book’s monumental impact in three chapters that explore a wide array of
adaptations, refutations, and passing references that extend into the twentieth
century and beyond.

Although it may not become fully clear until nearly the book’s midpoint,
Reynolds believes that the two sides of this story are indelibly connected: he
argues that Stowe’s original synthesis of innumerable cultural forces led to
the novel’s broad and longstanding influence. The first few chapters describe a
dizzying variety of occasionally contradictory elements that Reynolds finds
shaping the novel’s construction. Yet just as readers are ready to assume this
cacophony of contradictory impulses have snuck in while Reynolds wasn’t
looking, he gathers the squawking brood under his authorial wing. “[T]here is
no single source,” Reynolds insists. “All kinds of cultural phenomena—visionary
fiction, biblical narratives, pro- and anti-Catholicism, gender issues,
temperance, moral reform, minstrelsy—contributed to the novel” (87-88). This
range of influences, according to Reynolds, helps explain Uncle Tom‘s later
significance. Although many have sought the single “key” to Uncle Tom‘s
construction, Reynolds believes that “to isolate individual sources strips the
novel of suggestiveness and diminishes what may be called its distributive
power: its capacity for generating varied responses in different contexts”
(188).

Reynolds’s resistance to root causes or uniform effects means, in practical
terms, that he can range widely in both sections of the book. Influences
proliferate, effects expand to include distant times and lands, and the reader
gets to enjoy a decidedly lively literary history. Reynolds’s determination to
emphasize the novel’s capacious dimensions also allows him to take a fuller
measure of the cultural complexity that produced it. In the first of the



influence chapters, for example, Reynolds focuses on religion but wisely avoids
trying to wrangle the complicated spiritual shifts of the antebellum period
into a pat set of categories. Thus he portrays strains of religious thought and
feeling that are more varied, convoluted, and dynamic than the reader might
expect. The dominant Christianity of Stowe’s time and place, Reynolds tells us,
was in the midst of a profound transition away from traditional Calvinism and
into new engagements with broader social activism and humanitarian passions.
Because no family in America seems to have been more embroiled in this
religious ferment than the Beechers, it is no surprise that the spiritual voice
of UTC captures the tone, if not the content, of a surprising combination of
half-abandoned orthodoxies. Reynolds shows how the disciples of a new “religion
of love” dug the Puritan tradition out of its grounding in Calvinism and
redirected its reformist energies toward fresh social causes. While the
pragmatic social reform of the sort pursued by Harriet’s father, Lyman Beecher,
is still hard at work in her novel, it competes with the passionate appeal
represented by her brother, Henry, and the era’s sentimental preference for the
heart rather than the head. In this unruly chapter, a range of reinterpreted
dogmas and unexpected interests dishevels the image of the author of UTCas a
straight-laced Christian crusader. Stowe’s staunch scriptural faith is
complicated by flirtations with spiritualism and trance writing. The novel’s
sense of ecstatic vision turns out to be Roman Catholic, but it arrives yoked
to the distrust of religious authority that energized the anti-Catholicism of
nativists and know-nothings. If this seems contradictory, so be it; as Walt
Whitman, another of Reynolds’s antebellum subjects, once proclaimed, we are
large, and contain multitudes.

Reynolds’s refusal to apply modern categories to the messiness of nineteenth-
century culture can sometimes yield what seem like excuses for prejudice and
oppression, and some readers may be bothered by his tendency to judge works
according to the moral standards of their times rather than our own. But that
same resistance to contemporary standards also allows him to share some rich
connections that otherwise might be difficult to recognize. In a chapter on
popular culture, for instance, he refuses to describe the novel’s
representation of women as either subversive or conservative, but that refusal
is no mere shrug. Rather, Reynolds argues that Stowe was intentionally staking
out a “middle ground” between available positions on women’s roles, while
arguing that she did so in Uncle Tom in order to deliver “daring ideas and
images in conventional wrapping” to a mainstream audience (45). But Reynolds
also points out that Stowe derived this strategy from a whole range of
nineteenth-century popular literatures that profited by presenting subversive
material under the mantle of respectable conventions. Reynolds catalogs
titillating antebellum accounts of vice that appeared in print as crusades to
reform drunkenness, crime, and Catholicism; these, he suggests, served as
models for Stowe’s muted but still sensational descriptions of slavery and the
treatment of women in UTC.

After the first half of his study, Reynolds moves from an effort to identify
Stowe’s precedents to a celebration of the novel as an unprecedented



phenomenon. The chapters on “Igniting the War,” “Tom Everywhere,” and “Tom in
Modern Times” offer deep analyses of some of the more obvious and important
responses to Stowe—the move toward war being chief among them. Yet there are
more surprising outcomes here as well, as Reynolds traces the novel’s role as a
reference point and argument partner for a vast array of cultural productions.
Already in the first chapter on the novel’s results, UTCseems to have inspired
the modern play, the interracial working class, Leaves of Grass, “Benito
Cereno,” and (I’m fairly sure) vaudeville. While most readers would assume that
the novel inspired anti-slavery agitators and Southern apologists alike in the
antebellum period, later responses to the novel in the penultimate chapter
figure largely in the “mammoth contests over versions of American history” that
David W. Blight has found at the heart of postbellum nationalism. Later still,
the book becomes a pivot point in the emergence of the American century and the
Jim Crow era, and a catalyst for a slew of major national and international
events including the Russian Revolution. True, when Reynolds asks the
rhetorical question, “Did Uncle Tom’s Cabin save Lenin’s life?” readers will
likely respond with a fairly unanimous “no” (225). Nevertheless, even such
relatively unconvincing claims are suggested by fascinating evidence. Lenin’s
Eliza-like escape across breaking ice to Finland was clearly too sumptuous not
to include, and Reynolds’s reading of this dramatic flight may be somewhat
tongue in cheek. Furthermore, the author more often than not is able to make a
surprising connection stick. Reynolds copiously documents communist
revolutionaries’ attachments to UTC, and finds similarly striking ties to the
early leaders of the Niagara Movement and the NAACP.

By the time readers reach the era in which the “Uncle Tom” epithet has become
more familiar than Stowe’s character, they may be wondering whether they are
still dealing in any substantial way with an antebellum novel’s influence. Is
Uncle Tom merely marching in a grand cultural parade or is he leading the band?
And is it still Stowe’s Uncle Tom, or someone who only happens to share his
name? That question about the degree of literary influence may be only mildly
disconcerting when the book arrives at Birth of a Nation in 1915, but it
becomes more urgent when Tom still seems to be hovering over the martyrdom of
Martin Luther King Jr. in 1968. How much, the reader may wonder, does this
really have to do with Stowe’s book? Reynolds wonders about this, too, but the
fact that the same question has been asked almost without ceasing since 1851
reinforces his point about UTC‘s importance. Ever since its first serialized
publication, the novel has encouraged serious reflection on literature’s
historical effects, a scholarly activity that, as Reynolds’s enriching
explorations demonstrate once again, is worth pursuing even if the quest turns
out to be endless.

 

This article originally appeared in issue 12.4.5 (September, 2012).



Samuel Graber is an assistant professor of Humanities and Literature in Christ
College, the interdisciplinary honors college of Valparaiso University. His
articles have appeared in the Walt Whitman Quarterly Review and American
Nineteenth Century History. He is currently revising a book about transatlantic
influences on the representation and remembrance of the American Civil War.
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Presented as part of the Special Literature Issue

These groups exhibited several shared traits, most notably adherence to social
elitism, masculine identity, and transatlantic modes of polite culture.

Engendering the City

https://commonplace.online/article/engendering-the-city/




Presented as part of the special issue “Early Cities of the Americas.”

“In denouncing drunkenness, “white middle-class men were engaged in a battle
over gender identity that was not exclusively an attempt at class domination
against working-class men.”

The National History Education
Clearinghouse

The Common-place Web Library reviews and lists online resources and Websites
likely to be of interest to our viewers. Each quarterly issue will feature one
or more brief site reviews. The library itself will be an ongoing enterprise
with regular new additions and amendments. So we encourage you to check it
frequently. At the moment, the library is small, but with your help we expect
it to grow rapidly. If you have suggestions for the Web Library, or for site
reviews, please forward them to the Administrative Editor.

 

Dave Neumann is director of the History Project at California State University,
Long Beach (CSULB), a K-16 collaborative project dedicated to the pursuit of
excellence in history and social science education. A former high-school
history instructor, he also teaches pre-service elementary and secondary
credential students at CSULB.
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Dave Neumann
The National History Education Clearinghouse
http://teachinghistory.org/

At a recent gathering of history-education advocates in California, I chaired a
committee of college faculty attempting to suggest opportunities for colleges
and universities to support K-12 education. I grimaced—hopefully only
internally—as one committee member suggested that we create a list of Websites
that would be useful for K-12 teachers. I suggested as diplomatically as I
could that we consider other projects, as many such lists already exist, some
far better than we could create. A recent examination of the “National History
Education Clearinghouse” (NHEC) Website confirmed my suggestion. As the name
implies, the site provides a clear, user-friendly clearinghouse of links to
some of the best online history education resources—not only history content
and lesson plans but materials on historical thinking and research as well.
Indeed, though the site seems to be in the developmental stage with room for
the inclusion of far more material, it nonetheless exemplifies the most
fruitful results of the type of K-12/university collaboration advocated by the
American Historical Association, itself a partner in the production of the
Website, in its Benchmarks for Professional Development in Teaching of History
as a Discipline. Given Common-place‘s mission of “embracing new scholarship,
teaching, and exhibits that explore all aspects of America’s past and its many
peoples,” NHEC should be of great interest to readers.

The “National History Education Clearinghouse” is a product of the federally
funded Teaching American History (TAH) grant program, which has distributed
more than 800 million dollars to K-12 schools and offices of education
nationwide to support professional development in history education in
collaboration with colleges and universities. The Website “builds on and
disseminates the valuable lessons learned by more than 800 TAH projects
designed to raise student achievement by improving teachers’ knowledge and
understanding of traditional U.S. history.” (References to “traditional U.S.
history” show up repeatedly in TAH programs, as they come straight from the
federal grant application.) It was jointly created by the Center for History
and New Media (CHNM) and the Stanford University History Education Group. This
is a compelling partnership indeed. The CHNM at George Mason University is one
of the pioneers in digitizing history content and is cosponsor of History
Matters, an excellent source for U.S. history content on the Web. Stanford
professor Sam Wineburg, executive producer and senior scholar of NHEC, has done
groundbreaking work with teachers and students on learning and teaching
history. Together, they represent some of the best thinking and materials
available to history educators at all levels. The creators explain that they
“aim to bring together the many communities involved in improving history
education and professional development for history teachers, allowing
practitioners, historians, administrators, and history educators to present
multiple perspectives, debate current issues, and work together to improve
history teaching in classrooms throughout the United States.” It is refreshing
to see that the site includes testimonials from scholars like USC historian
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Karen Haltunnen, who acknowledge that their work with K-12 teachers has
enriched their own professional work. Such testimonials help to keep
K-12/university partnerships alive and healthy.

The site is organized with six tabs across the top: “History Content,” “Best
Practices,” “Teaching Materials,” “Issues & Research,” “TAH Grants,” and
“Professional Development.” Each tabbed area has a separate search engine to
aid users. The first four tabs are most likely to be of interest to the readers
of Common-place. “History Content” provides links to history Websites and
online primary-source collections, national history centers like the
Smithsonian, electronic fieldtrips, and Website reviews. Two hundred and fifty-
four sites are evaluated (unfortunately, Common-place is not one of them). Each
evaluation includes a one-paragraph description of the site, the site’s
producers, and keywords for site content. As a test case of this section’s
search engine, I decided to look for materials related to Lyman Beecher, who
was featured in an article in the October 2008 issue of Common-place.
Typing Lyman Beecher into the search engine yielded some results for sites that
were really about Harriet Beecher Stowe or Henry Ward Beecher. Within the first
twenty hits, however, were the following: Lincoln/NET, Northern Illinois
University Library’s Abraham Lincoln Historical Digitization Project (reviewed
in the January 2008 issue of Common-place), where a one-thousand-word essay
places Beecher in the context of antebellum social reform movements and
provides a brief bibliography; the Cornell University Library’s Making of
America site, which includes digitized facsimiles of two book reviews of
Beecher’s autobiography; and a classroom activity on religion and social reform
from the University of Houston’s Digital History site, which includes excerpts
from ten primary sources on reform, including one by Beecher.

The most interesting link on the first tab is “Ask a Historian.” When I viewed
the site, one of the top questions was, “Was there an African-American
President before Barack Obama?” The anonymous reply, presumably by a historian,
explains how this rumor may have developed over confusion about John Hanson,
president of the Continental Congress, whose great-uncle is labeled a freedman
in extant records. The thoughtful reply then continues by offering a reflection
on the nature of certainty in history and concludes with a bibliography.

The second tab, “Best Practices,” is much thinner, likely reflecting the
relative infancy of the field rather than oversight on the part of the site
designers. This area provides links to applications of some of the most
interesting work on history cognition, reflecting the best nexus of scholarly
research and practical classroom implementation. Given Wineburg’s role in the
development of this site, it is not surprising that his work is prominently
represented. But other links are provided as well, including linguist Mary
Schleppegrell’s application of functional grammar approaches to the reading of
textbooks. Schleppegrell has worked extensively with the UC Davis site of the
California History-Social Science Project (CHSSP), a California statewide
collaborative project for K-12 history professional development, and this
article reflects her work with CHSSP staff and Davis-area teachers.
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The fourth tab, “Issues and Research,” seems to overlap with the “Best
Practices” section, making the distinction between them unclear. Only six
“Research Briefs” are provided, including articles by Peter Lee and Bob Bain,
and all six involved the application of theory to classroom practice. The
paucity of resources in this section is also a puzzle, as there is a
substantial body of work by historians like Lee, Bain, Rosalyn Ashby, Gaea
Leinhardt, Peter Seixas, Bruce VanSledright, to name a few, who might also have
been included here.

“Teaching Materials” provides a gateway to online history lesson plans and a
link to state history content standards. It also offers a section entitled “Ask
a Master Teacher,” which parallels the “Ask a Historian” section in the first
tabbed area and features questions on topics such as the use of primary sources
in a classroom with second-language learners. It also provides its own review
of lesson plans, though at present there are only ten reviews. The reviews
include a helpful lesson-plan rubric designed by NHEC staff, which considers
issues like analytic thinking and scaffolding. As a test case, I examined a
review of a lesson on antislavery posters (the closest topic to Lyman Beecher
included in the ten reviews) from the Gilder-Lerhman Institute’s History
Now journal. The lesson receives the following comments for analytic thinking:

The Poster Inquiry Sheet provides students with a method for identifying and
interpreting historical facts.

During the modeling and the group work, students [sic] learn and practice close
reading of primary sources.

An evaluation of the use of scaffolding indicates that the lesson is
appropriate for its stated audience because, while the “language used in the
posters may be difficult for some students…teachers can choose to highlight
sections of text to reduce the amount or difficulty of necessary reading.”

One might wonder whether a site generated by TAH K-12/university collaboration
would provide a search engine that filters out useless results and returns
useful hits on high-quality lesson plans. The answer, in general, is “yes.”
While a search for “Lyman Beecher” returned hits for a book review and a
College Board introduction to the Advanced Placement U.S. history course, use
of more mainstream keywords antebellum reform yielded useful returns. Several
hits represented effective lessons with primary sources, sponsored by groups
like the Organization of American Historians or the National Center for History
in the Schools.

The last two sections, “TAH Grants” and “Professional Development,” are likely
to be of more limited interest to many Common-place readers. The “TAH Grants”
section provides a searchable database of TAH grant awards, a listserv for TAH
members, and links to twenty-one articles on “Lessons Learned” by TAH
participants that might assist current and future TAH project administrators
and teacher leaders. Finally, the “Professional Development” area offers a



calendar of professional development opportunities nationwide as well as a
search engine for locating training in or near one’s own community.

Apart from the overlap of the “Best Practices” and “Issues and Research” tabs
and the thinness of some categories, the site works well. It is clearly
organized, intuitive, and easily navigated. Most helpfully for a clearinghouse,
it provides an informative synopsis of all major links, so that users can
determine the possible usefulness of a linked site right from the NHEC, rather
than constantly linking back and forth. Not only does the site provide access
to a wealth of primary and secondary sources, but it also provides links to
high-quality lesson plans and important scholarship on teaching and learning.
All in all, this site fulfills its creators’ goals of providing an excellent
clearinghouse or starting point for both K-12 educators and university faculty.

 
This article originally appeared in issue 9.2 (January, 2009).


