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“There is no one fact of our existence that has a stronger influence upon 
us than the house we dwell in.” 

—Harriet Beecher Stowe, House and Home Papers, 1864 

“The nineteenth century, like no other century, was addicted to dwelling. 
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one might be reminded of the inside of a compass case, where the 
instrument with all its accessories lies embedded in deep folds of velvet.” 

—Walter Benjamin, The Arcades Project, 1940 

 





INTRODUCTION 

From Romance to Realism:  

New Houses and New Literature 

Readers get to know their favorite authors primarily through their 
work; we imagine what they might be like based upon our reading of 
their fiction. Studying Uncle Tom’s Cabin, we cannot help but 
envision its author, Harriet Beecher Stowe, as an uncommonly caring, 
concerned, and spiritual woman, mother, and wife. But a writer’s 
fiction is just that: fiction, and not a reliable means of determining 
who an author actually is. Still, we want to know our beloved writers. 
We connect with them and wonder about the details of their writing 
lives: was there a particular type of desk, a specific time of day, a 
special view that they sought for their creative process? We speculate 
about their private lives: why did they marry or not; have children or 
not; prioritize their writing or not? Usually, we never know how right 
or wrong we are.  
 Today, most Americans are familiar with the novel Uncle Tom’s 

Cabin, at least by name, but few know anything about the book’s 
author (sometimes, not even her name). A still fewer number of 
readers can name the title of any other work Stowe published, though 
she went on to write nearly one a year for the rest of her long life.

1
 

That leaves a scant number indeed who know anything about the 
circumstances of her writing—let alone the domestic environment in 
which she worked. Where did she do her writing, and what was going 
on in her life while she was busy drafting her books? How did she 
integrate her professional work with her roles as wife and mother? 
These are the types of gaps that, at its most basic level, Domestic 

Biographies seeks to fill. 

~ ~ ~ 

This book opens the door on four major American authors at home to 
examine how they lived when no one was looking: Harriet Beecher 
Stowe (1811–1896), William Dean Howells (1837–1920), Henry James 
(1843–1916), and Edith Wharton (1862–1937). For these realist 
writers, whose primary literary preoccupation was the world around 
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them, houses played a vital and constant role, both in their lives and in 
their literature. Each of the four principal chapters presents a “domestic 
biography” of the writer in question, and takes the reader on a virtual 
tour of the author’s most significant homes. By studying specific 
features of the authors’ major residences and reading their personal 
documents (diaries, notebooks, account books), prized possessions 
(photographs, books, furniture), and the houses themselves, I reveal the 
types of domestic environments the authors sought, and what such 
spaces signified for and about them. This glimpse at four American 
realists behind closed doors offers readers a privileged view of 
domesticity and realist authorship that is rarely accessible. 

As realist writers, the book’s four subjects—Stowe, Howells, James, 
and Wharton—are particularly well-suited to this type of examination. 
The real world and its quotidian details—the very subjects of literary 
realism—mattered to them, that we know for certain; such specifics 
pervade their greatest works. Houses and belongings play central roles 
in each author’s work, for example, Tom’s cabin in Stowe’s eponymous 
novel; the Beacon Street mansion in Howells’s The Rise of Silas 

Lapham; the English country house Gardencourt in James’s The 

Portrait of a Lady; and the numerous dwellings from Aunt Peniston’s 
dreary brownstone to the boarding house where Lily Bart dies in 
Wharton’s The House of Mirth. Everywhere we turn in these novels, we 
find a house, a parlor, an object that represents much more than its 
mere physical presence suggests.  

In the authors’ real lives, as in their fictional realms, houses play 
central roles. The foursome focused their lives on the creation of, and 
the search for, a domestic environment that facilitated their lives as 
authors. This was not the case for other groups of writers, whether 
because of the time period in which they lived, financial constraints, or 
their own preoccupations and inclinations. Ralph Waldo Emerson, 
Henry David Thoreau, and Nathaniel Hawthorne, themselves the 
subject of two recent group biographies, show far less concern for the 
actual houses in which they dwelled than Henry James or William 
Dean Howells, and the domestic realm does not dominate their writing 
either (except in the case of Hawthorne’s novel, The House of Seven 

Gables).
2
 Older generations of writers, such as the essayists and poets 

Oliver Wendell Holmes, Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, and James 
Russell Lowell (who functioned as mentors for William Dean Howells), 
came of age before American consumerism became gospel, and their 
preoccupations were moral and religious rather than domestic and 
personal.  
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For the group of authors that this book examines, the consumer 
and materialistic culture that followed the Civil War dominated their 
writing and their daily lives. The decades following the Civil War, 
known as America’s Gilded Age, saw unprecedented economic, 
industrial, and population expansion. Stowe, Howells, and James 
were at the peak of their careers while Edith Wharton was coming of 
age during this period of excessive wealth and display. Due to both 
the era in which they lived and/or wrote and their personal 
preoccupations, the four authors featured in this work are especially 
important to the study of the search for home and home ownership in 
postwar America.  

Because the book addresses four writers with highly different life 
circumstances, it exposes a variety of challenges: those facing a 
married woman with seven children (Stowe); a divorced woman with 
no children (Wharton); a married man with three children (Howells); 
and a bachelor (James). In spite of these differences, one of the book’s 
greatest revelations is how fundamentally similar we all are. While 
each of these writers became in his or her lifetime a world-renowned 
intellectual and celebrity, each wrestled with the same issues at home 
as all of us: they fought with their spouses, struggled financially, 
wondered how to raise their children, and questioned their places in 
the world. As authors, they confronted writer’s block, simultaneously 
craved and loathed fame, and often wanted to give up. 

~ ~ ~ 

Domestic Biographies covers the one-hundred-year period from 1836 
when Harriet Beecher Stowe was married to 1937 when Edith 
Wharton died. This was a critical century in our nation’s history, 
encompassing the antebellum era; the Civil War period; the post-War, 
Gilded Age era; and the emergence of American Realism. The late 
nineteenth century saw a number of unprecedented advancements in 
the production of art and culture: the creation of photojournalism, the 
first American school of architecture, the first university department 
of art history, and the first professional interior decorators and 
landscape designers. The four authors of this study alone contributed 
unparalleled milestones to this epoch, all of which—and especially 
when taken together—were invaluable to the literary and cultural 
history of the United States: Harriet Beecher Stowe wrote the best-
seller, Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852)—considered the most influential novel 
of all time; William Dean Howells assumed the assistant editorship of 
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the newly-founded Atlantic Monthly (1857) in 1866 when he was 
twenty-nine, and went on to launch the careers of Henry James, Mark 
Twain, Bret Harte, and Paul Laurence Dunbar, among others; Henry 
James, one of America’s greatest realists, helped introduce the 
“international” novel with The American (1877), Daisy Miller (1878), 
and The Portrait of a Lady (1881) and then the “psychological” novel 
with his later work, The Spoils of Poynton (1897); Edith Wharton co-
authored one of the first manuals on interior decoration, The 

Decoration of Houses (1897), which sold 100,000 copies in its first 
year, and became an instant classic. 
 Furthermore, each author was born or married into a family 
whose other member(s) also played a pivotal role in American history, 
literary or otherwise: Stowe was the daughter of America’s most 
renowned preacher of his day, Dr. Lyman Beecher, and the sister of 
the “the most famous man in America,” Henry Ward Beecher, as well 
as of Catharine Beecher, a fervent pioneer in women’s education and 
domestic reform; Howells married the sister of Rutherford Mead, a 
partner in the most important architectural firm of the Gilded Age, 
McKim, Mead, & White; James was the younger brother of William 
James, the late-nineteenth-century’s most innovative philosopher and 
psychologist; and, Wharton was the aunt of Beatrix Jones Farrand, 
the first and only female charter member of the American Society of 
Landscape Architects. 
 These relations in part account for my selection of the four authors: 
they came from families who, like themselves, were among the most 
important culture-makers of the period. Perhaps because of the acclaim 
of certain family members—and for other reasons as well—the authors 
examined here wavered between confidence and insecurity in their 
work. This was certainly the case for Stowe and James who had the 
longest shadows cast over them by one or more siblings. 
 The quartet of writers that I treat lived during the long nineteenth 
century, as it has been called by historian Eric Hobsbawm, when the 
professions of writing for a living (professional authorship) and 
designing houses (architecture) came into existence.

3
 While I do not 

purport to offer a history of these professions, the emergence of these 
fields provides a valuable backdrop for the authors and their works, 
literary and architectural. The concept of a personalized domestic 
architecture, and therefore, of a domestic interior—along with other 
byproducts of industrialization like intimacy, privacy, and domesticity—
appeared on the national stage after the Revolution. Increasingly,  
over the nineteenth-century’s course, the home became an expression of 


