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ABSTRACT 

"Cities, Homes, and Other Ruins in American Literature, 1790 - I860" reexiiinines 

the ethos of national progress by analyzing how canonical aid non-c anonical writers 

refashion images of ruins from European aesthetics to cast the American city as a site of 

cultural instability. The study highlights the transatlantic currency of concepts associated 

with ruins and shows how a nation celebrating its birth negotiated powerful ideas about 

collapsed empires and destroyed cities. As signs of mutability and impemianence, ruins 

became resonant figures as American writers interpreted cultural instabilities evident in 

the nation's expanding cities. "Cities" analyzes how American writers employ ruin 

imagery to treat subjects as diverse as Anglo-Indian relations hi the nation's early capital; 

the dialogue among pohtical secrecy, urban theatricality, and yellow fever in 1790s 

Philadelphia; the impact of antebellum penitentiaries on conceptions of mind and 

domestic space; and the mutability of nationhood in the decade before the Civil War. The 

study demonstrates through interdisciplinary analyses of architecture and materi al culture 

how figures of ruin work to disclose a culture's inner dimensions, revealing the internal 

operations of specific phenomena in early America, including the meanings of law and 

citizenship, as well as perceptions of race. In the literature of the American, city, images 

of ruin provide revelatory views into the nonnally hidden components of a people's 

habitas. To argue this, the study explicates patterns of unstable urban settings; these 

indicate how American writers translate ruin imagery into their art, "Cities" close reads 

these patterns alongside archival materials to reveal how Philip Freneau, Charles 

Brockden, Brown, Poe, and Melville represent the city as a specific kind of artifice that 
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generates certain meanings, hides others, and coritinually imsettles the ideas of progress 

jiscribed to American landscapes. To indicate how ruin imagery interpenetrates with the 

fontis of representation that shaped the cities of the early United States, "Cities" 

synthesizes theories on, law, geography, and architecture from the works of Lewis 

Mumford, Walter Benjamin, and Michel Foucault, 
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Introduction 

A mournful skeleton is all that subsists of this opulent city [of Palmyra], and 
nothing remains of its powerful government but a vain and obscure 
remembrance!... The palaces of kings are become the lair of wild beasts, and 
obscene reptiles inhabit the sanctuary of the gods. What glory is here eclipsed, 
and how many labors are annihilated! Thus perish the works of men, and thus 
do nations and empires vanish away! 

- Comte de Volney, RMins, or Meditations on the Revolution of Empires (1791)' 

The August 21, 1797 issue of the American Universal Magazine includes a chapter 

entitled "The Pleasure of Ruin" reprinted from Studies of Nature (1796) by French writer 

Beniardine de Saint-Pierre. The chapter examines "ruins of different kinds" to describe 

how scenes of "magni ficent destruction" (253) had come to influence eighteenth-century 

aesthetic inquiry, conceptions of history, and ideas about natural and artificial worlds. As 

Saint-Pierre considers antiquities at sites in Italy, Greece, and Egypt, he shows how ruins 

signify doubly: they represent the past while interest in them reflects the perceptions of 

the present age. Noting that the eighteenth-century's "taste for destruction" is both "rich 

and new" (253), Saint-Pierre goes on to treat ancient sites where "nature combats with 

human art, inspir[ing] a gentle melancholy" (257). In these kinds of ruins, nature reclaims 

architectural remains and demonstrates the mutability and impermanence of all human 

works; nature ever reveals "the vanity of our labor, and the perpetuity of her own... she is 

always building up, even when she destroys" (257). Such scenes reflect man's own 

tendency to build and to destroy as they transform human works into memento mori that 

link the present to a vani'shed past. Furthermore, these kinds of ruins inspire *'a gentle 
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melancholy" because the moment of a structure's collapse is sufficiently remote in time. 

Such sites can be viewed with a sense of security, a sentiment enhanced, Saint-Pierre 

contends, by the suggestion of dangers to which the viewer is not exposed. 

Saint-PieiTC complements his thoughts on nature's reclamation of antiquities by 

describing a recent example of "magnificent destruction." Notable for its lack of 

reference to natural elements, the tbilowing description of urban disaster denotes another 

kind of ruin in which any sense of security is eclipsed by the scene's modernity. This 

passage, I want to show, would have spoken to readers of the American Universal 

Magazine: 

1 happened to be at Dresden, in the year 1765, several years after it had 
been bombarded. That small, but very beautiful and commercial city, more 
than half composed of little palaces, chamiingly arranged, the fronts of 
which were adorned with paintings, colonnades, balconies, and pieces of 
sculpture, then presented a pile of ruins.... You might see halves of palaces 
standing, laid open from the roof down to the cellars. It was easy to 
distinguish in them the extremity of staircases, painted ceilings, little 
closets lined with Chinese papers, fragments of mirror glasses, or marble 
chimneys, or smoked gildings. [These ruins] threw the mind into deep 
melancholy; for you saw nothing in them but traces of the wrath of a king, 
who had not leveled his vengeance against the ponderous ramparts of a 
war-like city, but against the pleasant dwellings of an industrious people.... 
I by no means felt, though a stranger, that reflection of self security which 
arises in us on seeing a danger against which we are sheltered; but, on the 
contrary, a voice of affliction thrilled my heart, saying to me, if this were 
thy country! (254-55 emphasis in original) 

Although set in Europe, this dramatic desciiption of a "beautiful and commercial city" in 

ruins would have spoken to American readers, who recently fought back "the wrath of a 

king" but who now Eiccd the challenge of maintaining a new nation. Undoubtedly the 
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editors of the Atnerican Universal Magmme n.ol;ed tlie powerful resonance of Saint-

Pierre's emphatic "if this were thy countryl" For this "voice of affliction" renders a 

specific urban disjister universally m.eaningfitl; the passage speaks to the destruction of 

the "pleasant dwellings" of any "industrious people," Although the Prussians bombarded 

Dresden during the Seven Years' War (1756-1763), the scene points beyond a localized 

disaster to the very nature of modem cities, their composition and their meaning as sites 

of human habitation. Specifically, Saint-Pierre's focus on blasted palaces, broken 

staircases, and exposed cellars announces the artificiality of cities. As Saint-Pierre 

suggests, such a scene of urban ruin underscores structural instabilities at the same time 

that collapse and fragmentation reveal a culture's inner dimensions, the normally hidden 

components of a people's habitas. The revelatory drama of Dresden's ruins, captured 

through Saint-Pierre's specificity of detail, ultimately codifies what cities had come to 

mean to their eighteenth-century inhabitants: enlightened coherence, comfort and stability, 

art and commercial success, and divisions between public and private spheres. This scene 

may produce "deep melancholy," canceling any sense of "self security," but through 

Saint-Pien-e's focus on Dresden's artificial make-up - its "paintings, colonnades, 

balconies, and pieces of sculpture" - the description also discloses layers of meaning 

about the nature of all modem cities, their aspirations to order and adomment. 

In reproducing "The Pleasure of Ruin," the editors of tlie American Universal 

Magazine point to the transatlantic currency of ideas on ruin at the end of the eighteenth 

century. As Saint-Pierre's chapter describes, Europeans had developed a "taste for 

destruction" which found its most powerftil expression in widespread fescination with 



rains of various kinds. With their culture still veiry much infomied by European thought, 

Americans of the early national period shared in this fescination. For example, the 

rediscoveries of Herculatieum (1738) and Pompeii (1748) captivated Europeans and 

Americans alike throughout the century. Inspiring deep interest in cities brought to 

cat astrophic ends, these discoveries propelled a transatlantic "school of catastrophe" 

centered on the "drama of sudden extinction" in ancient and modem times,^ Even as they 

celebrated their nation's founding, Americans of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth 

centuries eagerly engaged British texts h,ke Robert Wood's The Ruins of Palmyra (1753), 

Edward Gibbon's History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire (1788), as well as 

French writer Comte de Volney's Ruins, or Meditations on the Revolution of Empires 

(1791). Statistics from early American libraries indicate the popularity of these and 

related works. In its 1789 Catalogue, for instance, the Library Company of Philadelphia 

lists more than 50 works on ruins, hieroglyphics, or ancient cities. In the 1807 Catalogue 

the number of available works on tliese subjects grows to more than 90.^ Like European 

readers, Americans were versed in the kinds of imagery evident in my epigraph from 

Volney's Ruins, where a once-flourishing city has long since been reduced to a 

"mournful skeleton," emblem of an "obscure remembrance" whose power lies in the 

past's monition to the present's "nations and empires." 

Americans' interest in works by Volney, Gibbon, and SaJnt-Pieixe gestures to the 

larger role that ruins played in shaping cultural knowledge in the early nation, especially 

regarding the meaning of cities in the American project. Saint-Pierre's depiction of 

Dresden, tbr instance, reveals much when read in context of Americans' familiarity with 
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eigliteenth-ceMury discourses of "magni ficent destruction." How would American 

readers have responded to such a scene of recent urban collapse? I propose that Saint-

Pierre's American readers recognized why he describes a bombarded city in his Studies 

of Nature. The scene not only reveals through figures of destruction what modem cities 

meant to their inhabitants; Dresden also becomes the most recent in a long history of 

urban disasters. According to Studies in Nature, these disasters had come to shape 

perceptions of the meaning of time's passing in western civilization. Moreover, urban 

collapse enables nuanced meditation on the relationships between natural and artificial 

worlds. If left to the workings of time and space, Saint-Pierre implies, Dresden would 

eventually present a scene where "nature combats with human art." Readers of the 

American Universal Magazine surely saw that Saint-Pierre describes demolished Dresden 

to emphasize the cychc qualities of history and the mutability of all human works, 

including modern cities. Yet the very appearance of Saint-Pierre's chapter in an 

American periodical also raises critical questions about the meaning of national culture in 

its first decades: How does a nation celebrating its birth negotiate power&l ideas about 

ruined empires and collapsed cities? in what ways do Americans incorporate images of 

fragmentation into their understandings of the new nation and the cities that supported it? 

What can figures of ruin in American literature tell us about concepts of urban stability in 

the early national period? 

This dissertation examines how American writers from 1790 to 1860 imported "ruins 

of different kinds" from European aesthetics to treat concepts of instability and cultural 

impermanence in urban settings. The writers I study here build key texts around images 
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of ruins and urban fragmentation to clefme and to complicatc the meaning of American 

cities as expressions of national progress. From the Union's earliest years, canonical and 

non-canomcal American writers craft imagery associated with antiquities or collapsed 

civilizations, and this imagery surfaces repeatedly in depictions of cities, homes, and 

national geographies. I've cited Saint-Pierre's Dresden because it indicates the 

transatlantic currency of such images; the description also indicates how figures of 

fragmentation reveal a culture's inner dimensions. This dissertation argues that the inner 

dimensions of early national culture are revealed through literary artists' use of images of 

ruins, historical catastrophes, antiquities, or the instability of human works through time. 

In other words, American images of ruin disclose the internal operations of specific 

cultiual formations, much as Saint-Pierre's depiction of Dresden provides a view into that 

city's interior spaces. The chapters that follow show how American writers relied on 

figures of nun to negotiate subjects as diverse as Anglo-Indian relations; the dialogue 

among political secrecy, urban theatricality, and yellow fever in 1790s Philadelphia; and 

the impact of antebellum penitentiaries on conceptions of mind and domestic space. 

Locating various expressions of instabihty and urban fragmentation in early national 

literature, this study investigates subjectivities produced within conflicted discourses of 

cultural permanence, demonstrating through interdisciplinaiy analyses of architecture, 

history, and material culture how symbolic geographies intersect with expressions of ruin 

to shape and reflect citizenship, law, and perceptions of race. Above all, this study 

focuses on the ways in which "ruins of different kinds" pc-wlicipated in shaping ideas 
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about the nation's growing cities, those d'yn,a:mic places built to signify the pcmianence of 

national union. 

This study also emphasizes the revelatory quality of rains to show how a nation in 

the throes of its newness sublimated or recast eighteenth-century fascination with 

historical collapse. Rather than discard the meanings generated by ruins as antithetical to 

narratives of progress, American writers reformulated these meanings, applying them in 

specific ways that often reveal hidden anxieties about the nature of cities, their stability 

and their dependence on representations for surface coherence. To explain this dynamic, I 

provide an insight that American landscape painter Thomas Cole records in his 1840 

Journal. After studying toppled columns at the Parthenon, Cole concludes that what "the 

Athenian multitude never gazed upon, ruin has revealed to modern eyes, sculptured into 

forms as elaborate and exquisite as any of the parts most visible" (qtd. in Noble 286). As 

in Saint-Pierre's Dresden, ruin allows "modem eyes" to see the hidden structures and 

fomis embedded in buildings the Athenians erected to define themselves. Cole highlights 

distinctions between surface and deptli, providing an apt metaphor of tliis study's 

methodology as he suggests a relationship between critical hindsight and the revelatory 

quality of ruins. Positing that within American uses of ruin lie "forms as elaborate and 

exquisite as any of the parts most visible," this study especially examines how discourses 

centered on rains and urban collapse often mask the purposes and conditions of their own 

making and meaning. In other words, while focusing on "parts most visible" in American 

images of ruins, I also attempt to show what the "multitude never gazed upon," so to 
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speak, by synthesizing contemporary critical methods with interdisciplinary, archival 

research. These methods couple with the revelatory quahty of ruins to disclose the often 

hidden function of fi gures of fragmentation in American thought. As each of the 

following chapters demonstrate, ideas associated with ruins operate m,ost resonantly in 

the early national metropolis, where stability and instability continually oscillate as the 

defining quali ties of American urban culture. 

To demonstrate how American images of ruin disclose "elaborate and exquisite" 

forms, and to suggest my analytical method, I turn briefly to J. Hector St, John de 

Creveoeuer's Letters From an American Farmer (1782). Larzer Ziff has argued in 

Writing in the New Nation (1991) that Creveoeuer's much-studied text proves that "there 

were no architectural ruins on the American landscape, and neither, finally, was there any 

idea of ruin in the culture" (33). The discussion between Farmer James and the Minister 

would seem to support Ziff s claim, yet I want to show that the deeper meaning of ruins 

in the Letters lies precisely in the interplay of European pasts and the growth of new 

American towns. After Farmer James wonders why travelers still embark on European 

Grand Tours when there is so much to see in America, the Minister responds: 

I fancy their object is to trace the vestiges of a once-flourishing people 
now extinct. There they amuse themselves in viewing the rains of temples 
and other build ings which have very little affinity with those of the present 
age and must therefore impart a knowledge which appears useless and tri,fling. 
[They would derive] much more real satisfaction in observing among us the 
humble rudiments and embryos of societies spreading everywhere, the recent 
foundation of our towns, and the settlements of so many rural districts. I am 
sure that the rapidity of their growth, would be more pleasing to behold than 
ruins of old towers, useless aqueducts, or impending battlements. (42) 
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Crevecoeuer expresses American newness here by contrasting "the recent foundation of 

our towns" with Old World sites and aristocratic practices, signaled by reference to those 

with the leisure to "amuse themselves in viewing the ruins of temples and other 

buildings." Whereas European landscapes are marked with "vestiges," America boasts 

"embryos of societies spreading everywhere." For Crevecoeuer, landscapes embody 

values and potentials. The rapidly settled American land would please, satisfy, and 

instruct the traveling observer, while the Old World's ruins, apparently detached from the 

present, can only "impart a knowledge which appears useless and trifling," According to 

this description, landscapes are grids of meaning that allow differentiation between 

cultures and their values. New American growth, the Minister concludes, necessarily 

offers a more pleasing spectacle to behold than any of Europe's architectural remains. 

The contrast Crevecoeuer constructs is not as simple as it appears, however. First, as 

the passage separates American and European landscapes, it obscures the transatlantic 

dialogue about the significance of antiquities at the end of the eighteenth century. The 

Minister differentiates lands and practices, but his conception of newness denies the 

shaping effects of histor>', that is, how even "recent" settlements have roots in a 

continuum of ideas that binds the past to the "present age." While American landscapes 

appeared to lack ruins of the scale of Greece or Rome, Americans were nevertheless 

exposed through their reading to a range of ideas that suggested how knowledge about 

the ancient past was far from "useless and trifling." As British writer Robert Wood asks 

in his popular work The Ruins of Palmym, "Does not the silence of history carry with it 

instruction, and teach us how we are in the dark with regard to some periods of 
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antiquity?" (1). Rather than, having "very little affinity" with the present, as the Minister 

claims, antiquities instruct, reveal, and enlighten: their capacity to do so m,akes them 

worthy objects of study. Another European text available to American readers attests that 

knowledge of the deep past is vital for success in the present. The editors of the 

Antiquarian Repertory (London Volume 1 1775) fimily state, "Without a competent fund 

of antiquarian learaingj no one will ever make a respectable tlgure, either as a Divine, a 

Lawyer, a Statesmen, Soldier, or even a private Gentleman" (iii). To witness an 

American "Statesmen" interested in "antiquaiian learning," we need only consider how 

Thomas Jefferson looks to American 'Vestiges" for imtraction from the "silence of 

history," as Wood writes. Although he claims in Notes on the State of Virginia (1784) 

that nothing like an "Indian Monumenf (929) exists, Jefferson studies Indian burial 

mounds much as Wood approaches Palmyra's ruins, which teach about and illuminate 

antiquity. For Jefferson, the "sculls, jawbones [and] teeth" (930) he unearths at the 

barrows indicate the depth of the American past, a matter I examine at length in Chapter 

1. 

I've cited these British and American examples to suggest that Crevecoeuer's 

imagery of European ruins needs to be read in a larger context. As this study argues 

throughout, references to antiquities in American literature must often be situated in 

relation to apparently remote discourses in order to become resonant. In this case, the 

Minister's description of "old towers [and] useless aqueducts" serves the surface function 

of propelling the rhetoric of American novelty that marks the Letters. However, 

Crevecoeuer's divisions betw^een Old and New Worlds mask one of the meanings of ruin 
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in America precisely as he foregrounds the "rapidity" of settlement and growth. Some 

fifty years after the publication of the Letters^ these same features of the landscape 

inspired Alexis de Tocqueville to observe how Americans exists in a "state of continual 

agitation" (224) resulting from the energy of democracy, what he temis "this new deity 

emerging irom the chaos" (226). The very kind of observer that Crevecoeuer's Minister 

would welcome to America, Tocqueville writes Democracy in America (1823) not only 

to describe a society but also to locate the echoes of the old order that that society had 

cast off. His language provides another way to read the Minister's rather Hmited claims 

about the relationship between ruins and the meaning of the new American history. 

Tocqueville writes, "we have destroyed an aristocratic vsociety, and settling down 

complacently among the mins of the old building, we seem to want to stay there like that 

forever" (9). He speaks figuratively, yet his insight suggests the resonance of mins in 

tropes for American civilization. The collapse of aristocracy reduces everything, 

Tocqueville writes, "to a fine, impalpable dust, and that dust is the foundation for 

democracy" (45). Unlike the Minister, Tocqueville sees direct links between Old and 

New practices, the former giving way inexorably to the latter. For Tocqueville, the 

"embryos of societies" described in the Letters are born of the past's ruins, and the 

"rapidity" of American growth only further announces its firagmented origins. 

Tocqueville develops this relationship between origins and fragments as he notes another 

kind of ruin in Americans' rapid advancement into the wilderness. In a scene which 

speaks implicitly to the accelerating growth of the nation*s new cities, Tocqueville 

describes traveling in western states and coming upon "abandoned houses in the middle 
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of the forest" (261). The forest quickly reclaims these "day-old ruins," offering a 

monitory lesson about "the resources of nature and the feebleness of man" (262). Gazing 

on these sites (which may someday become established towns), Toccjueville can only 

exclaim, "What! Ruins so soon!" (262). 

As Laurence Goldstein writes in Ruins and Empire (1977), in the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries "the ruin sentiment became a mental constinct capable of universal 

application" (4). Tocqueville suggests the versatility of the sentiment. He configures an 

old political order as a collapsed building then later reflects on hteral houses in ruins on 

the western frontier. By reading texts spanning the early national and antebellum periods, 

this study attempts to demonstrate how widely the "ruin sentiment" was applied in 

American literature and culture, particularly how imagery of ruins contributed to ideas 

about the city, where many of the most pressing national issues were treated, imagined, 

and continually reconfigured. Chapter 1, "Framing tlie Indian; Children of the Forest on 

the Urban Scene," analyzes how Americans of the new nation marshal images of ruin to 

polarize city and "savagery." Even as dozens of tribal delegations visit the nation's 

capital at PhiJadelphia throughout the 1790s, whites imagine Indians as ruins, ancient 

artifacts, and fossils. Much scholarship has been devoted to the new republic's elegiac 

views of Indians. What has not been examined in detail are the ways in which an 

emerging urban culture enabled conceptions of Indians as New World ruins. As whites 

interpreted the tribes through historical models centered on interest in collapsed 

civilizations, the creation of American urbanity depended on the inclusion of Indiajis in 

the national present only as fragments from a fading continental past. The city framed 


