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The Case for Studying Material Culture

What could an ancient timber, a shard of china, gravestones, musical 
instruments, cuts of meat, furniture, and even refuse dumps possibly 

have to tell us about unearthing overlooked mines of literary journalism in 
the United States? Much more than one at first might think. To begin with, 
in these artifacts of early American life, these “small things forgotten,” as the 
anthropologist and historical archaeologist James Deetz has told us in his fas-
cinating book by the same name, lie clues to the culture of both colonial New 
England’s English settlers and the black African Americans who lived among 
them.1 These common, everyday artifacts unearthed at Plymouth, Massachu-
setts and elsewhere in America give eloquent voice to people who did not 
have the economic and educational wherewithal to leave behind elite records 
in the way of great music, visual art, and writing. Instead, they produced 
common material objects—cultural remains, as Deetz calls them—that are of 
incalculable value when decoded by historical archaeologists.2 These materi-
als, when complemented by available data from probate, property, and tax 
records; land deeds, court records, birth and death records; church records, 
diaries, and other documents, reveal how these colonial Americans lived daily 
life, including their ideas about design and space and even, we would have to 
say, their world view. 
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One of Deetz’s most compelling findings deals with the archaeological 
and architectural remains of Parting Ways, a humble, late eighteenth-century 
settlement near Plymouth established by a freed slave who had fought in the 
Revolution, Cato Howe. Parting Ways’ material culture (i.e., post molds and 
ceramics from the Turner-Burr house) reveals a strikingly West African un-
derstanding of space and design, in marked contrast to that of the neighbor-
ing white settlements. The archaeology of such African American settlements 
has illuminated our picture of black history in ways that written records alone 
cannot. Deetz concludes: “The archaeology tells us that in spite of their lowly 
station in life,” [these African American settlers with West African roots] were 
the bearers of a lifestyle, distinctively their own, neither recognized nor un-
derstood by their chroniclers.3 

Similarly, the work of folklorist Henry Glassie and others have figured 
importantly in the establishment of a rich tradition of scholarship on mate-
rial culture that reveals certain heretofore hidden and significant aspects of 
American cultural history.4

The Link to Literary Journalism Studies

Many instructive parallels can be drawn to literary journalism studies, 
if we will just ponder several leading questions. First, we need to be 

mindful of the elite sources of literary journalism that have already attract-
ed full-bore scholarly analysis: books printed by recognized publishers and 
magazines and newspapers such as The New Yorker, Texas Monthly, and The 
New York Times. Yes, we’ve discovered and will continue to find major writ-
ers of literary journalism published in these pages, but we shouldn’t overlook 
other, less elite sources—where we may find not the “usual suspects” (Truman 
Capote, Tom Wolfe, Joan Didion, et al.) but others with original visions of 
literary journalism and the requisite abilities to realize them. Who knows how 
our historical understanding of literary journalism might evolve, when we 
uncover such voices and study them?

So, the leading question is this: for literary journalism, what’s the equiva-
lent of material folk culture? Here I mean “equivalent” in the sense of being 
an overlooked, commonplace source that’s considered “functional” or “utili-
tarian,” rather than an “intentional” work of art (such as elite art, music, and 
writing). Some of these comparatively “functional” potential sources of liter-
ary journalism are: household magazines and newspapers; letters, memoirs, 
and diaries; epistolary journalism; religious tracts; travel writing; and social 
movement, muckraking, and African American periodicals. I’ll discuss each 
of these in turn. 
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Uncovering the Work of Women Literary Journalists: Magazines

Note that a number of these potential sources will lead us to discover 
the work of women writers. Do women write literary journalism? It’s 

not surprising that this question is still asked, considering that Tom Wolfe 
included only two women (Joan Didion and Barbara Goldsmith) in his book 
The New Journalism. This classic 1973 work helped to define the genre of 
literary journalism as a mainly male province, as Jan Whitt points out.5 So the 
question of whether women write literary journalism is still posed, and the 
answer may depend on where we’re looking. One neglected source is an entire 
realm of publications scholars have basically bypassed: women’s magazines, 
as Amy Mattson Lauters has argued so convincingly in her book, The Redis-
covered Writings of Rose Wilder Lane: Literary Journalist.6 Here she presents 
Lane (1886–1968) as a literary journalist, noting that Lane’s literary journal-
ism has been largely overlooked because she wrote it for “women’s magazines 
that have historically been devalued as media forms” (including Woman’s Day, 
Good Housekeeping, and Ladies Home Journal) as well as Cosmopolitan, Sunset, 
The San Francisco Bulletin, and the Pittsburgh Courier, an African American 
newspaper. 

And recent research reveals that still other women’s magazines, more spe-
cialized because they deal wholly with farm life, are also repositories of liter-
ary journalism by women that deserves more than a cursory reading. Lauters 
demonstrates this in her book-length study of such magazines as The Farmer’s 
Wife, Farm Wife News, and Country Woman.7 

Not to be forgotten are the “literary ladies,” as Sherilyn Cox Bennion 
calls the women literary magazine editors of the nineteenth-century Ameri-
can West. Their efforts at periodicals such as the Golden Era (1852), The 
Overland Monthly, and The Californian, nurtured not just poetry and fic-
tion, but literary nonfiction narrative that is well worth further exploration.8

Women’s Letters, Diaries, and Journals; Epistolary Journalism

Women “published very little” in the first half of the eighteenth cen-
tury, according to Elaine Showalter, a literary historian. They were 

certainly writing—“letters, diaries, journals, and religious tracts,”— but these 
were mainly private communications. Owing to societal norms and preju-
dice, publication paths were less open to them. When they did publish, it 
was much more likely to be in newspapers rather than books.9 And often, this 
content took the form of letters, such as the many that the brilliant Marga-
ret Fuller (1810–1850) contributed to Horace Greeley’s New York Tribune. 
Greeley hired Fuller in 1844 and sent her to Europe in the summer of 1846 as 
probably the first woman foreign correspondent; “between then and January 
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1850 she wrote 37 dispatches for the New York Tribune from Great Britain, 
France, and Italy.”10 Probably her very best were the war correspondence dis-
patches she sent to the Tribune after the 1849 Italian Revolution.11 Fuller’s 
writing as editor of The Dial, the Transcendentalists’ influential journal, is 
also fertile literary journalism ground.

Katrina J. Quinn has recently brought to our attention the genre of 
epistolary journalism, a largely unstudied form of literary journalistic narra-
tive, in nineteenth-century American newspapers.12 While not all epistolary 
journalism is necessarily literary journalism, she cautions, certainly some let-
ters written by journalists and published in the newspaper qualify as literary 
journalism—among them, travel letters written to illuminate a specific desti-
nation, not unlike the “thick description” prescribed by Clifford Geertz more 
than a century later.13 

Do unpublished letters “qualify” as “literary journalism”? Certainly let-
ters have yielded untold volumes of literary work, and many of these 

works could be considered to be a form of journalism. Indeed, letters were 
the first journalistic forms in Europe. And they continued to be a means to 
communicate news until being displaced to a considerable degree, in our age, 
by email. For example, for a very long time, letters were the only sources of 
news between those living on the eastern side of the Blue Ridge Mountains 
and those living on the western side, as Hazel Dicken-Garcia writes in her 
book To Western Woods. Here is an excerpt from one such letter, written in 
1792 by Mary Howard in Kentucky to John Breckinridge in Virginia before 
he moved his family to Kentucky: “It gives me most sincere pleasure every 
time I visit Cousin Betsy to see your Noble seat which is vastly preferable to 
any I ever saw on James river. I ride to an eminence on which I expect you’ll 
build. I there alight and has [sic] many a pleasing interview with you and my 
dear Polly[:] Indeed, I cannot leave the solitary spot without shedding a tear 
and wishing it real.”14 Similar claims about the important role of letters as a 
form of journalistic communication could be made about other regions of 
the United States. 

Other examples are the letters Louisa May Alcott (1832-1888) wrote 
about her nursing experiences during the Civil War, first published in The 
Boston Commonwealth (starting in May 1863). Through the voice of her 
comic character, Tribulation Periwinkle, Alcott details the challenges of car-
ing for wounded soldiers, the reality of which contrasts starkly with popular, 
heroic images of the war.15 For instance, she writes: “One funereal lady came 
to try her powers as a nurse; but, a brief conversation eliciting the facts that 
she fainted at the sight of blood, was afraid to watch alone, couldn’t possibly 
take care of delirious persons, was nervous about infections, and unable to 
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bear much fatigue, she was mildly dismissed. I hope she found her sphere, 
but fancy a comfortable bandbox on a high shelf would best meet the re-
quirements of her case.”16 Nurse Periwinkle (Alcott) attends many deaths, 
but none is more memorable than that of John, a beloved young soldier dy-
ing far from home and mother. “I sat down by him,” writes Alcott, “wiped 
the drops from his forehead, stirred the air about him with a slow wave of a 
fan, and waited to help him die. He stood in sore need of help—and I could 
do so little; for, as the doctor had foretold, the strong body rebelled against 
death, and fought every inch of the way, forcing him to draw each breath with 
a spasm, and clench his hands with an imploring look, as if he asked, ‘How 
long must I endure this, and be still!’”17

Women’s letters present a particularly rich lode of material with literary 
journalism potential. While historically, both men and women wrote 

letters, epistolary journalism was a more common (and often the sole literary) 
outlet for women. Many anthologies of letters have been recently published 
and of course the possibilities for original, archival research are practically 
limitless.18 Increasingly, historical institutions are digitizing their collections 
of letters to make them available online. For instance, the University of Min-
nesota’s Immigration History Research Center has digitized letters “that were 
written between 1850 and 1970 both by immigrants and to immigrants in 
languages other than English.” See http://ihrc.umn.edu/research/dil/index.
html.

Others require online subscription, such as Manuscript Women’s Letters 
and Diaries from the American Antiquarian Society, which spans the years 
1750 to 1950 and includes one hundred thousand pages of “the personal 
writings of women of the eighteenth, nineteenth, and twentieth centuries.” 
Some are famous, such as Annie Sullivan (describing how she taught Helen 
Keller) and Ellen Tucker Emerson (Ralph Waldo Emerson’s daughter), writ-
ing about Concord, Massachusetts life during the Civil War, while many 
more of the letter writers are obscure. See http://alexanderstreet.com/prod-
ucts/manuscript-womens-letters-and-diaries-american-antiquarian-society.

What potential cache of literary journalism lies in letter writing is sug-
gested by an excerpt that Quinn quotes from a letter by Samuel Bowles, the 
editor of the Springfield (Massachusetts) Republican (one of thirty-two that 
he published in his paper during a cross-country trip in 1865). Bowles wrote 
about crossing over the great Continental Divide: “It was no more than a 
‘thank-ye-marm’ in a New England’s winter sleigh ride, yet it separates the 
various and vast waters of a Continent, and marks the fountains of the two 
great oceans of the globe. But it was difficult to be long enthusiastic over this 
infinitesimal point of mud; the night was very cold, and I was sore in unpo-
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etical parts from unaccustomed saddles, and I got down from all my high 
horses, and into my corner of the stage, at the next station.”19 

Another intriguing example is the correspondence of Mercy Otis War-
ren (1728–1814), a dramatist who wrote in 1779 to her best friend Abigail 
Adams about the new American nation: “America is a theatre just erected—
the drama is here but begun, but while the actors of the old world have run 
through every species of pride, luxury, venality, and vice—their characters 
will become less interesting and the western wilds which for ages have been 
little known, may exhibit those striking traits of wisdom and grandeur, and 
magnificence, which the Divine oeconomist [sic] may have reserved to crown 
the closing scene.”20 This sort of communication, in which women exchanged 
ideas about American political life, is actually quite common during the eigh-
teenth century. Showalter tells us that women copied their letters and read 
them aloud to their friends; epistolary writing was no small endeavor, but a 
serious pursuit even when it was only shared among friends.21

Just as letters can be a province of literary journalism narrative, so too can 
be autobiographical writing such as memoir and diaries. In early America, 

Indian captivity narratives such as Mary Rowlandson’s 1682 book about her 
abduction, A True History of the Captivity and Restoration of Mrs. Mary 
Rowlandson, were immensely popular. Rowlandson’s book, which shows a 
specificity of detail and observation that we would readily describe today as 
“journalistic,” along with a literary sensibility and style, quickly became a 
bestseller both here and abroad. It “transcends the historical and cultural cir-
cumstances that produced it and by combining stark details, honesty, and 
exquisite style, brings the experience of war and suffering to a personal and 
accessible level.”22

Or consider Mary Boykin Chestnut (1823–1886), whose diary brought 
to life the Civil War in a decidedly literary way.23 Many “literary” women like 
her kept diaries in the nineteenth century, even as they were writing literary 
works for publication. And many women who wrote nothing else produced 
diaries. Lillian Schlissel’s Women’s Diaries of the Westward Journey is a classic 
source, gathering diaries of women who were among the quarter of a mil-
lion Americans who crossed the continental United States between 1840 and 
1870. Here is an excerpt from the diary of Catherine Haun: “This was the 
land of the buffalo. One day a herd came in our direction like a great black 
cloud, a threatening moving mountain, advancing towards us very swiftly 
and with wild snorts, noses almost to the ground, and tails flying in midair….
they seemed to be innumerable and made a deafening terrible noise.”24 

Tantalizing research prospects lie in the increasing number of online 
archives. For instance, the Harvard University Open Collections Program: 
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Women Working, 1800–1930, features digitized diaries, memoirs, autobiog-
raphies, and journals. These contain “stories and recollections of women as-
tronomers and doctors, preachers and missionaries, reformers and suffragists, 
school girls and school teachers, a philanthropist and a “country woman,” 
and, in the publications trade, several authors, an editor, and a book agent.” 
See: http://ocp.hul.harvard.edu/ww/vcsearch.php?cat=diaries.

Religious Tracts and Periodicals

In the early nineteenth century, religious tracts abounded. David Nord has 
ably demonstrated that it was not the penny press publishers of the 1830s 

but the earlier evangelical Christian publicists of the American Bible Society 
and the American Tract Society who created the first actual mass media.25 To 
my knowledge, no one has ever investigated what literary journalism might 
lurk in these millions of pages (many of which were written by women)—or 
in the innumerable religious newspapers that blanketed the United States 
throughout the nineteenth and into the twentieth century, such as the Meth-
odist Christian Advocate and the American Messenger,26 as well as the Christian 
Advocate (a weekly paper published in New York by the Methodist Episcopal 
Church, starting in 1826) and the Christian Recorder (published by the Afri-
can Methodist Episcopal Church, since 1852).

Why are these potentially rich sources for literary journalism overlooked? 
The answer may lie in the longstanding blind eye that many journalists—
and by extension, historians of journalism—cast toward religious institutions 
in general. Too often, scholarship about religion is mistakenly equated with 
proselytizing. Yet religion is a longstanding, central force with considerable 
impact on society and has surely inspired works of literary journalism. 

Social Movement Periodicals

Social movement periodicals present yet another exciting prospect for liter-
ary journalism sleuthing. The old truism that journalism thrives in times 

of crisis also applies to literary journalism. In their anthology of Thirties 
American women writers, Charlotte Nekola, and Paula Rabinowitz identify 
a number of women who wrote reportage, theory, and analysis on behalf of 
the Depression era’s efforts to remake society, among them: Josephine Herbst, 
Agnes Smedley, Anna Louise Strong, Ella Winter, Tillie Olsen, Meridel Le-
Sueur, and Mary Heaton Vorse, and Dorothy Day.27 

My own work on U.S. peace advocacy periodicals uncovered a trove 
of women writers, heretofore largely unrecognized, who wrote passionately 
and sometimes in a decidedly literary way about their ideas to achieve world 
peace. One of them is Dorothy Day, whose writing in the Catholic Worker 
newspaper from 1933 to 1980 I have discussed as an example of literary jour-
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nalism.28 These women published their writing in scores of periodicals such as 
the American Advocate of Peace, Four Lights, Friends Journal, the Circular and 
Oneida Circular, New Harmony Gazette, Pax Christi USA, Peace and Freedom, 
Shaker Manifesto, and The Voice of Peace. They also wrote many books and 
mainstream magazine and newspaper articles. 

Sometimes, sifting through archival collections is the only way to recover 
such lost history. At the Swarthmore College Peace Collection, I found re-
cords about a number of women who wrote extensively about peace issues—
including several books each as well as extensive magazine and newspaper 
articles—yet these women were nowhere to be found in any of the standard 
biographical dictionaries, either in their time or ours.29 

Historically, other social movement periodicals such as the abolitionist 
press have attracted gifted women writers such as Lydia Maria Child 

(1802–1880). This multifaceted novelist, journalist, editor, and scholar wrote 
forty-seven books and tracts including four novels and three collections of 
short stories. She also wrote innumerable letters and substantial additional 
fiction and journalism, and the bibliography of her works is still growing 
as more works, some anonymous, are discovered, according to her biogra-
pher Carolyn L. Karcher.30 Child founded and edited The Juvenile Miscel-
lany (1826–1834), a popular children’s magazine and also the National Anti-
Slavery Standard (1841–1843), the American Anti-Slavery Society’s weekly 
New York newspaper. (Her book-length collections of her columns from the 
Standard, published in 1843 and 1845, were very popular and offer intrigu-
ing literary journalism prospects.31) 

Another accomplished abolitionist journalist was Sara Jane Clarke Lip-
pincott (1823–1904), who wrote under the name of Grace Greenwood for 
the antislavery newspaper, the National Era, and the Saturday Evening Post of 
Philadelphia.32 Her journalism merits a closer look.

One can’t leave the realm of social movement publications without not-
ing the vigorous nineteenth-century woman’s rights press that includes the 
Revolution of Susan B. Anthony and Elizabeth Cady Stanton, the Lily of 
Amelia Bloomer, Woman’s Journal (Lucy Stone) and the Una (Paulina Wright 
Davis).33 What literary journalism may lie in these pages? 

Travel Writing

Travel writing and foreign correspondence are yet other genres to which 
some nineteenth-century women contributed, yet they are not usually 

on our literary journalism radar, at least not before the twentieth century. 
While Mark Twain’s literary journalism travel writing is well known,34 Francis 
Preston Blair’s wife, Eliza Violet Gist (1794–1877), may have been the very 
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first American woman travel writer for a newspaper (the Washington Globe). 
According to her husband’s biographer, she was truly a co-editor of the Wash-
ington Globe with Blair, and “assumed responsibility for foreign news, human 
interest news, and special features, which included short stories, poetry, book 
reviews, letters from diplomats and foreign travelers, brief anecdotes, riddles, 
and other similar items.”35 Her travel pieces may offer literary journalism 
discoveries. 

Sara Jane Clarke Lippincott was also a European correspondent for both 
the abolitionist National Era and the Saturday Evening Post (1852–1853), and 
her accounts of foreign cultures may show a distinctive feminine perspective36 
that is worth examining in relation to its literary journalistic qualities (such as 
trenchant observation and sensory scene-setting).

Katherine Bonner Sherwood (1849–1883) wrote for the Memphis Ava-
lanche using the pen name “Sherwood Bonner” in the 1870s. Her travel let-
ters satirized the Boston and Concord intelligentsia, including Louisa May 
Alcott. She proved herself an astute observer of the American scene during 
the post-bellum period of rapid cultural and social change and deserves fur-
ther study as a potential literary journalist. 

The most famous travel writer of this period, of course, was a man—
Bayard Taylor (1825–1878)—who also may qualify as a literary journalist by 
virtue of his insightful, participant-observation accounts of far-flung cultures 
as a correspondent for Horace Greeley’s Tribune in the 1840s and 1850s.37

Muckraking Periodicals

As we move into the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, we en-
counter the Progressive Era muckrakers, those crusading journalists who 

tried to expose wrongdoing from the marketing of quack patent medicines to 
Standard Oil’s unethical monopolistic practices. Surely they should be read 
again with an eye toward recognizing literary journalism. The passion of writ-
ers such as Ray Stannard Baker, Ida Tarbell, Lincoln Steffens, and others, in 
the pages of publications such as McClure’s Magazine, Munsey’s, Cosmopolitan, 
and The American Magazine, to investigate corruption in politics and society 
deeply, led to writing that we may indeed wish to consider for addition to the 
corpus of literary journalism.38 

Historically, scholars of journalism have viewed muckraking and inves-
tigative reporting as belonging to a tradition separate from that of literary 
journalism, as James Aucoin has observed: “They situate bare-knuckled jour-
nalistic exposure of corruption, injustice, and maltreatment within historical 
models of progressive reform. The literature of fact, then, remains a parallel, 
alternative tradition grounded in journalism-as-story-telling.” Muckraking 
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and literary journalism are seen “as separate, parallel responses to shortcom-
ings in the mainstream media.”39 Yet exciting new work by Cecilia Tichi ar-
gues convincingly that muckraking—both the “classic” early twentieth-cen-
tury Progressive variety, and more contemporary work by writers such as Eric 
Schlosser (Fast Food Nation: The Dark Side of the All-American Meal, 2001; 
Laurie Garrett (Betrayal of Trust: The Collapse of Global Public Health, 2000, 
and The Coming Plague: Newly Emerging Diseases in a World out of Balance, 
1994), and Joseph Hallinan (Going Up the River: Travels in a Prison Nation, 
2001)—can qualify as nonfiction narrative art.40 Both muckraking and in-
vestigative reporting—and literary journalism—share an emphasis on satura-
tion or immersion reporting, verifiable fact, and the use such familiar literary 
devices as characterization, voice, and symbolic language. 

African American Newspapers

Finally, a significant genre of African American literary expression, the 
newspaper, began before the Civil War as a vehicle for abolitionist opin-

ion. Freedom’s Journal, begun in 1827 by Samuel Cornish and John B. Russ-
wurm, set a standard of hewing to African American racial pride while serving 
news and information targeted to that community. It was followed by Freder-
ick Douglass’s North Star, and by the end of the Civil War more than forty Af-
rican American papers had been founded.41 Eventually, as African Americans 
settled in cities, they published newspapers for their communities such as the 
Chicago Defender, Detroit Tribune, the Pittsburgh Courier, and the Amsterdam 
News (New York). In their entirety, the millions of pages published in African 
American newspapers since the early nineteenth century beg to be scrutinized 
for the gems of literary journalism hidden there.

Conclusion

This is but a survey of some of the literary journalism equivalents of mate-
rial folk culture, and what is said here of American culture might also be 

said of others. Rather than intentional works of art, these equivalents may be 
more functional and utilitarian in their purpose—but some may still reach 
that elusive pinnacle of literary journalism, even if seemingly by accident. Just 
like historical archaeologists, our challenge is to unearth in these “small things 
forgotten”—these less elite sources from household and farming women’s 
magazines, letters, and religious tracts to travel writing and social movement, 
muckraking, and African American periodicals—the treasure that lies there-
in. Our excavations could reveal the ammunition to explode our formulaic 
approaches, resulting in a different history of literary journalism, one much 
more nuanced than we know now. 
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