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Howells Essay Prize  
The Howells Society Essay Prize is awarded each year to the writer of the best paper on Howells presented at the 

annual ALA conference. The winning essay  may have been presented in any session on the program of the confer-
ence, including but not limited to panels sponsored by the Howells Society. Papers are judged by members of the 
WDHS Executive Committee, who have the option of appointing additional readers as necessary.  

Call for Entrants 
The author of the winning essay will receive a cash award of $250, and the winning essay will be published (with the 

author’s permission) in a future issue of The Howellsian. Copyright remains with the writer of the essay; publication 
here does not preclude later publication elsewhere of a revised and expanded version of the essay.  

2016 presenters who wish to enter their papers in this year’s competition must submit them by January 16, 2017 to 
the Society’s Vice President and Program Chair, Andrew Ball. You are welcome to revise your paper before submitting it, 
but please keep in mind that the essay should be a "conference length" paper and should not exceed 12-15 pages, maxi-
mum. Please send the papers as e-mail attachments, in MS Word format, to aball @ lindenwood.edu.  

Abstracts 
Papers Given at the American Literature Association Annual Conference  

San Francisco, California, May 2016 

Neglected Works of William Dean Howells  

Chair: Dan Mrozowski, Trinity College 

1. “Howells’s Grief: Continuing Bonds 

with Winny and the Neglected Stops of 

Various Quills” 

Harold K. Bush, Saint Louis University 

 

 In October 1888, W. D. Howells wrote a let-

ter to Henry James, telling him that “he is not in 

a very good humor with America, which now 

seemed the most grotesquely illogical thing un-

der the sun. After 50 years of optimistic content 

with civilization and its ability to come out all 

right in the end, I now abhor it, and feel that it is 

coming out all wrong in the end, unless it bases 

itself anew on a real equality. Meantime I wear a 

fur-lined overcoat, and live in all the luxury my 

money can buy.”  As Howells was growing tired 

of America’s failed promise, his daughter Win-

ifred was in the final months of an excruciating 

existence.  His wife Elinor had also sunk into a 

long-term chronic mental illness beginning 

around March of 1888, putting Howells into the 

role of caregiver for the balance of his earthly 

life.  Despite Elinor’s own afflictions, the How-

ells together searched to discover a means of 

saving their daughter.   

 Meanwhile, Howells was simultaneously 

undergoing many changes in his views as an au-

thor and critic.  And yet rarely has the connec-

tion been made between these two concurrent 

processes.  In this chapter I will consider how 

the illness and death of Winny on March 2, 

1889, followed by the obsessive grief experienc-

es of her forlorn parents in the years thereafter, 

influenced the shape of Howells’s career.  The 
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invocation of the “fur-lined overcoat” speaks to 

Howells’s growing awareness of his own bour-

geois tastes, his own growing sense of cognitive 

dissonance between a Christian socialism and the 

ease and wealth of America’s increasingly genteel 

society.  The death of Winny reminded him of his 

own religious and moral convictions:  his desire 

to sympathize with the poor and the laboring 

classes, largely in memory of his dead daughter.  

And his fiction after her death, especially in The 

Hazard of New Fortunes, wrestled with these 

competing impulses, particularly through the 

character of Dryfoos, whose son is killed in the 

Haymarket incident in the novel’s climactic 

scenes.  As Robert Ferguson has written, “in the 

death of his son and the wallowing in sorrow and 

guilt, Dryfoos resembles no one more than Wil-

liam Dean Howells himself, who grieved in simi-

lar terms over the death of his daughter” (224).  

But Howells’s personal experience of grief is per-

haps best illustrated in the neglected book of 

verse called Stops of Various Quills (1895), one of 

the most underrated volumes in the Howells cor-

pus.   I also read that volume in the context of the 

nearly unknown essay titled “A Counsel of Conso-

lation” (1910), which I consider to be Howells’s 

final and definitive meditation on the spirituality 

of grief.  If so, then “A Counsel of Consolation” 

represents a deeply divided mind at the outset of 

literary modernism:  a perfect blend of sentimen-

talism and realism, yet one that finally comes 

down on the side of continuing bonds with the 

dead—with strong reservations.  This talk will at-

tend to these phenomena with more focus and 

detail than any previous critical appraisals, show-

ing how Stops of Various Quills reveals Howells’s 

yearning to maintain the bonds with the dead 

child, even as his more rationalistic response mit-

igated that impulse.  Howells’s multifarious re-

sponses, most fully revealed in Stops of Various 

Quills, typify the Victorian age’s divided and am-

bivalent responses to an earlier, romantic appeal 

to the bonds with the dead and Christian consola-

tion. 

 

2. “William Dean Howells’s Altrurian Tril-

ogy and the Crisis of Urban Planning”  

Tara C. Foley, Baylor University 

 

 In this paper, I analyze representations of the 

park and plans for future green space in William 

Dean Howells’s utopian Altrurian trilogy (A 

Traveler from Altruria 1892-1893; Letters from 

an Altrurian Traveller 1893-1894; and Through 

the Eye of the Needle 1907) alongside design 

treatises by Frederick Law Olmsted and Daniel 

Burnham.  I argue that in the Altrurian trilogy, 

Howells envisions the urban park as a space that 

can awaken the political consciousness of the 

working class. Furthermore, by placing Howells 

in conversation with Olmsted and Burnham, I 

suggest that what we find in the debate about 

public parks at the turn of the twentieth century 

is really a debate about the urgency for compre-

hensive city planning, and with this, the very fu-

ture of urban space in America.  

 Although Howells’s realist novels, literary 

criticism, essays, and his tenure as editor of At-

lantic magazine have received much critical treat-

ment, there has been very little scholarly analysis 

on his utopian trilogy. Moreover, when address-

ing Howells’s writing on the modern American 

city, scholars focus most often on his realist novel 

A Hazard of New Fortunes. I argue, however, 

that the Altrurian trilogy (and in particular the 

publication of the first and second volumes in the 

socialist-leaning Cosmopolitan) adds to our un-

derstanding of Howells’s awakening political con-

sciousness and growing dissatisfaction with the 

exploitation of the poor in American cities in the 

aftermath of the Haymarket Riot and his subse-

quent move from Boston to New York City.  
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3. “A Portrait of the Artist as a Future Rad-

ical: Howells’ Memoirs of a Swedenborgi-

an Boyhood” 

Andrew Ball, Lindenwood University 

 

This presentation consists of an analysis of the 

several, often neglected volumes of memoirs Wil-

liam Dean Howells produced in the later stage of 

his career. An examination of Howells’ early life 

and his upbringing among Swedenborgian aboli-

tionists whose unconventional religion  and out-

spoken political activism made them outsiders, 

and often consigned them to a rootless lifestyle, 

can serve as a heuristic that reveals a great deal 

about Howells’ moral development and mature 

politics. Howells’ reflections on his religious edu-

cation and the socially-oriented doctrines fer-

vently instilled by his father serve as a rich re-

source for our understanding of the social theory 

embodied in his novels, his brand of Christian 

socialism, and his role in the Haymarket Affair. 

His accounts of the moral courage practiced by 

his abolitionist family, who were accused of being 

un-American traitors because of their opposition 

to the Mexican-American War, and the social ex-

clusion that resulted from his family’s idealism 

offer contemporary readers an invaluable portrait 

of the artist as a future radical, an origin story 

that describes Howells’ early moral cultivation. 

His portrait of his parents, for example, and their 

seemingly incompatible traits—a socially ambi-

tious mother and a Romantic, idealistic father, at 

home in his meek radicalism—can help us to rec-

oncile what in Howells has often appeared to be 

political ambivalence and inconsistency. And in 

his description of the “savagery” of uncivilized 

boyhood, characterized by a native selfishness, 

desire for profit, acquisition, and indifference to 

the suffering of others, we find a subtle critique of 

modern capitalism couched in a nostalgic recol-

lection of adolescence. A reevaluation of these 

late autobiographical works, such as A Boy’s 

Town (1890), “My Year in a Log Cabin” (1893), 

New Leaf Mills (1913), and Years of My Youth 

(1916), will provide us with a clarified account of 

Howells’ moral and political development and the 

role of religion in his mature social theory.  

 

4. “Howells’ Republic: Justice, Mimesis, 

and the Intersections of Plato and Ameri-

can Literary Realism”  

Jeremy Land, Baylor University 

 

 In his the second chapter of Criticism and 

Fiction, William Dean Howells describes a young 

artist contemplating a grasshopper. Howells cau-

tions his theoretical writer against listening to 

those critics who would encourage him to reject 

his subject matter in favor of artificial grasshop-

pers depicted in canonical works of art. For How-

ells, relying on other artists as opposed to a real 

life subjects is the surest way to create a false art.  

 Howells’ position on art is very similar to Pla-

to’s notion of mimesis in The Republic. Both be-

lieve that representational art too far removed 

from its source material and left without appro-

priate critical care is ultimately detrimental. 

Howells’s hypothetical young writer is more akin 

to Plato’s craftsmen than he is to the poets de-

scribed in The Republic. Plato’s craftsmen, like 

Howells’s young writer, were better suited to un-

derstand and reflect truth through their work be-

cause they relied on nature as their source mate-

rial. In contrast, poets who looked to one an-

other’s work for inspiration created work that 

was thrice removed from any real truth, much 

like the writers Howells critiqued in Criticism 

and Fiction.  

 To strengthen this argument, this presenta-

tion explored both the theoretical connection 

mentioned above and the potential points of con-

tact between Howells and Plato. These included: 
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a tutor from Howells’s youth, a teaching position 

Howells was offered, Howells’s relationship to 

Mark Twain, and Howells’s study of Keats.  

 Ultimately, reading Criticism and Fiction in 

conjunction with The Republic illuminates the 

ways in which American literary realism worked 

to advance the cause of social justice. Howells 

was a man who championed the literary careers 

of many marginalized writers and committed 

much of his life to promoting a more just society 

in America. In turn, Plato’s Republic is deeply 

concerned with the relationship between art and 

a rational, just individual. Taken together, the 

two approaches to representational art provide a 

framework for evaluating realistic fiction and its 

capacity to encourage an audience to abandon its 

misconceptions about marginalized peoples, es-

pecially when those misconception are reflected 

in an art rooted in unrealistic stereotypes.    

 

 Minutes 
W.D. Howells Society Annual Business Meeting 2016 

Minutes submitted by Mischa Renfroe, Secretary/ Treasurer 

The William Dean Howells Society convened at the annual meeting of the American Literature Association in San Fran-

cisco, California on May 24-27, 2016.  Members Dan Mrozowski, Andrew Ball, Paul Petrie, and Mischa Renfroe attend-

ed the meeting.  

The treasurer, Mischa Renfroe, reported that the Society has $1,451.64 in the bank account and $1013.20 in the PayPal 

account for a total of $2154.84.   The only expense was $68.35 for the renewal fee for our website. 

New business included the following items: 

Session Topics for ALA 2017:  The society decided to sponsor two sessions if possible.  The Call for Papers will in-

clude an “Open Topic” option and a “Neglected Works” option with a brief list of suggestive topics (possibilities 

include pedagogical approaches, Howells as a “taste maker” and promoter of other writers, Howells and his 

contemporaries). Andrew Ball will organize and moderate these sessions. 

Future Society Events: Members also discussed organizing a staged reading of a Howells text (perhaps one of his 

farces) or a session featuring forthcoming books on Howells and his work in conjunction with a reception.  Such 

events would be designed to attract new members and to promote new work on Howells.  With electronic dis-

tribution of the newsletter, the society has funds for a reception or other event to showcase Howells at an up-

coming conference. 

The Howellsian:  Members considered ways to grow the newsletter into a more formal publication to promote re-

search on Howells. The Edith Wharton Society provides one model for the transition from a newsletter to a for-

mal academic journal. The Howellsian is equipped to publish scholarship and has the potential to grow.  We 

may move in this direction by including more reviews of new work on Howells and by reaching out to scholars 

for possible submissions. Members discussed advertising The Howellsian and the society in other author socie-

ties’ newsletters, journals, and affordable venues. 

With no further business, the meeting was adjourned. 
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The William Dean Howells Society welcomes submissions for two panels at 
the 28th Annual American Literature Association Conference to be held in 

Boston, May 25-28, 2017.  

 Panel 1: On the Neglected Works of William Dean Howells 

Though “the Dean of American letters” is acknowledged as a key figure in the 
history of American literature, critics have primarily focused on a small 

number of well-known works such as The Rise of Silas Lapham and A Haz-
ard of New Fortunes. For this panel, we invite proposals for presentations 

that examine texts from Howells’s extensive body of work that have re-
mained largely neglected, or those devoted to topics that have received less 

attention. Potential topics could include but are not limited to:  

 Howells’s late poetry 

 Howells’s YA literature for children and adolescents 

 Howells’s drama - his plays, farces, and sundry theatrical works  

 Howells’s creative nonfiction  

 Howells’s travel writing 

 Howells’s journalism - from his political journalism to his criticism 

and editorial work  

 Howells and the beneficiaries of his mentorship and critical praise 

such as, Sarah Orne Jewett, Mary Wilkins Freeman, Paul Laurence 

Dunbar, Charles Chesnutt, Hamlin Garland, Stephen Crane, and 

Frank Norris among many others 

 Howells and his contemporaries, such as James and Twain 

 Howells as tastemaker - as combatant in the “Realism War” or pro-

moter of European authors 

 Howells and Modernism  

 Howells and regionalism  

  

Panel 2: Open Topic 

For this session, we invite proposals for presentations concerned with any 
aspect of Howells’s life and work.  

  

Please submit 300-500 word abstracts to Andrew Ball (aball @ linden-
wood.edu) by January 15. The subject of the email should be “Howells ALA 

2017” and the proposal should include any A/V needs you will require.  
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New & Renewed WDH Society  

Memberships $15 

 Paypal 
Follow the “Membership” link: 
howellssociety.wordpress.com 

 Check 
Send your name, mailing address, and email address to: 

Prof. Mischa Renfroe 
Middle Tennessee State University  
English Department 
Box 70 
1301 E. Main St. 
Murfreesboro, TN 37132 

 Graduate students join free for 2 years 
Send information as above 

William Dean Howells Society  
Executive Committee 

President: Daniel J. Mrozowski, Trinity College (Connecticut) 
Vice President & Program Chair: Andrew Ball, Lindenwood Universi-

ty 
Secretary-Treasurer: Mischa Renfroe, Middle Tennessee State Uni-

versity 
Webmaster: Donna Campbell, Washington State University 
Howellsian Editor: Paul R. Petrie, Southern Connecticut State Uni-

versity 

Interested in serving?  
Contact Society President Dan Mrozowski:  

Daniel.Mrozowski at trincoll.edu 

We can’t reach you! 

With the demise of university funding for direct mailing, this newsletter and other Howells Society communications come to you via email. But 
the Society’s email address list is woefully out of date, with many bad addresses and quite a few members with no addresses at all. If you haven’t 
done so already, would you please take a minute to update or confirm your email address by contacting the Society’s secretary, Professor Mis-
cha Renfroe (mischa.renfroe @ mtsu.edu)? WDHS officers’ ability to communicate with members is vital to the Society’s continuing existence.  

Please Update Your Email Address Today! 

Plaque on the wall of the Palazzo Falier Canossa, Howells Residence in Venice, 1861-1864.  

Courtesy of David Lown, www.walks-in-venice.com 
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