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34 Romancing the Shadow

what they were hastening to. If the New World fed dreams,
what was the Old World reality that whetted the appetite for
them? And how did that reality caress and grip the shaping
of a new one?

The flight from the Old World to the New is generally
seen to be a flight from oppression and limitation to freedom

d possibility. Although, in fact, the escape was sometimes
an escape from license—from a society perceived to be unac-
ceptably permissive, ungodly, and undisciplined—for those
fleeing for reasons other than religious ones, constraint and
limitation impelled the journey. All the Old World offered
these immigrants was poverty, prison, social ostracism, and,
not infrequently, death. There was of course a clerical, schol-
arly group of immigrants who came seeking the adventure
possible in founding a colony for, rather than against, one or
another mother country or fatherland. And of course there
were the merchants, who came for the cash.

Whatever the reasons, the attraction was of the “clean
slate” variety, a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity not only to be
born again but to be born again in new clothes, as it were.
The new setting would provide new raiments of self. This
second chance could even benefit from the mistakes of the
first. In the New World there was the vision of a limitless
future, made more gleaming by the constraint, dissatisfaction,
and turmoil left behind. It was a promise genuinely promis-
ing. With luck and endurance one could discover freedom;
find a way to make God’s law manifest; or end up rich as a
prince. The desire for freedom is preceded by oppression;
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a yearning for God’s law is born of the detestation of human
license and corruption; the glamor of riches is in thrall to
poverty, hunger, and debt.

There was very much more in the late seventeenth and

cighteenth centuries to make the trip worth the risk. The
habit of genuflection would be replaced by the thrill of com-
mand. Power—control of one’s own destiny—would replace
the powerlessness felt before the gates of class, caste, and cun-
ning persecution. One could move from discipline and
punishment to disciplining and punishing; from social ostra-
cism to social rank. One could be released from a useless,
binding, repulsive past into a kind of history-lessness, a blank
page waiting to be inscribed. Much was to be written there:
noble impulses were made into law and appropriated for a
national tradition; base ones, learned and elaborated in the
rejected and rejecting homeland, were also made into law and
appropriated for tradition.

The body of literature produced by the young nation is
one way it inscribed its transactions with these fears, forces,
and hopes. And it is difficult to read the literature of young
America without being struck by how antithetical it is to our
modern rendition of the American Dream. How pronounced
in it is the absence of that term’s elusive mixture of hope,
realism, materialism, and promise. For a people who made
much of their “newness”—their potential, freedom, and inno-
cence—it is striking how dour, how troubled, how
frightened and haunted our early and founding literature
truly is.
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We have words and labels for this haunting—“gothic,”
“romantic,” “sermonic,” “Puritan”—whose sources are to be
found in the literature of the world these immigrants left.
But the strong affinity between the nineteenth-century Amer-
ican psyche and gothic romance has rightly been much
remarked. Why should a young country repelled by Eu-
rope’s moral and social disorder, swooning in a fit of desire
and rejection, devote its talents to reproducing in its own
literature the typology of diabolism it wanted to leave
behind? An answer to that seems fairly obvious: one way to
benefit from the lessons of earlier mistakes and past misfor-
tune is to record them so as to prevent their repetition
through exposure and inoculation.

Romance was the form in which this uniquely American
prophylaxis could be played out. Long after the movement in
Europe, romance remained the cherished expression of young
America. What was there in American romanticism that made
it so attractive to Americans as a battle plain on which to
fight, engage, and imagine their demons?

It has been suggested that romance is an evasion of his-
tory (and thus perhaps attractive to a people trying to evade
the recent past). But I am more persuaded by arguments that
find in it the head-on encounter with very real, pressing his-
torical forces and the contradictions inherent in them as they
came to be experienced by writers. Romance, an exploration
of anxiety imported from the shadows of European culture,
made possible the sometimes safe and other times risky
embrace of quite specific, understandably human, fears:
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Americans’ fear of being outcast, of failing, of powerlessness;
their fear of boundarylessness, of Nature unbridled and
crouched for attack; their fear of the absence of so-called
civilization; their fear of loneliness, of aggression both,
external and internal. In short, the terror of human
freedom—the thing they coveted most of all. Romance
offered writers not less but more; not a narrow a-historical
canvas but a wide historical one; not escape but entangle-
ment. For young America it had everything: nature as subject
matter, a system of symbolism, a thematics of the search for
self-valorization and validation—above all, the opportunity
to conquer fear imaginatively and to quiet deep insecurities.
It offered platforms for moralizing and fabulation, and for
the imaginative entertainment of violence, sublime incredibil-
ity, and terror—and terror’s most significant, overweening
ingredient: darkness, with all the connotative value it
awakened. o
There is no romance free of what Herman Melville called
“the power of blackness,” especially not in a country in which
there was a resident population, already black, upon which
the imagination could play; through which historical, moral,
metaphysical, and social fears, problems, and dichotomies

. could be articulated. The slave population, it could be and

was assumed, offered itself up as surrogate selves for medita-
tion on problems of human freedom, its lure and its elusive-
ness. This black population was available for meditations on
terror—the terror of European outcasts, their dread of fail-
ure, powerlessness, Nature without limits, natal loneliness,
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internal aggression, evil, sin, greed. In other words, this slave
population was understood to have offered itself up for reflec-
tions on human freedom in terms other than the abstractions

of human potential and the rights of man.
The ways in which artists—and the society that bred
them—transferred internal conflicts to a “blank darkness,” to
X conveniently bound and violently silenced black bodies, is a
major theme in American literature. The rights of man, for
example, an organizing principle upon which the nation was
founded, was inevitably yoked to Africanism. Its history, its
origin is permanently allied with another seductive concept:
the hierarchy of race. As the sociologist Orlando Patterson
has noted, we should not be surprised that the Enlightenment
could accommodate slavery; we should be surprised if it had
not. The concept of freedom did not emerge in a vacuum.
Nothing highlighted freedom—if it did not in fact create it—

like slavery.

L Black slavery enriched the country’s creative possibilities.
For in that construction of blackness a#nd enslavement could
\ [ be found not only the not-free but also, with the dramatic
polarity created by skin color, the projection of the not-me.




