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TheArt of Marriage:
Taking the Woman Artist as Wife in A Hazard of New Fortunes

Hsin-ying Sherry Li
National Taiwan University

Theidea of this paper came from a comment by Basil March toward the end of A Hazard of
New Fortunes in which he asks: “Why shouldn’t we rejoice as much at anonmarriage as a
marriage? ... By and by some fellow will wake up and see that afirst-rate story can be written from
the antimarriage point of view” (416). Howells amost writes such anovel himself in the subplot
involving Alma Leighton, who rejects a marriage offer from Beaton because, in her own words, she
is“wedded to [her] art” (182). | took interest in the analogy, because | felt that Almais
nevertheless given a secondary status in the art world, so that although sheis not wife in name, she
is nevertheless no different from being awife, not to any individual artist, but to the whole art and
businessworld. My reading of Alma's characterization differs from the usual reading in that | see
her not as a successful artist, or one with great potential.

By Alma'swifely status | refer to both Alma’s professional activities and professional
relations. Howells confines her professional activities strictly to the domestic sphere: we only
learn about her single-sex art class through her talk, while she sketches either boarders or callersin
her parlor and conducts all her professional transactions through her instructor and family friends.
Even Beaton offers criticism on her first cover design during one of hissocial calls. The possible
reason for Howells's restriction to her career may be that he wishes to conform her to the Victorian
ideal of True Womanhood and save her from the Victorian prejudice against “unnatural” single
women and “unfeminine”’ career women. What he does in her characterization is quite similar to
techniques other critics have observed in the depiction of female artists of thisage. Hefirstly
emphasizes her modesty. Penny Boumelha has commented on how “the concept of innate genius
[in woman artists] enables the representation of achievement without conscious ambition”; the
woman artist simply “assents to her destiny [to be an artist] without challenge to the conventional
womanliness of self-forgetfulness’ (172). The use of the image of “distressed gentlewoman” who
is forced into economic independence yet maintains her gentility, such as Deborah Cherry
corroborates in her analysis of Emily Mary Osborn’s controversial painting Nameless and
Friendless, also helps Howells to “work against the claims that the ‘ lady’ who worked lost caste,
sacrificed her class position and endangered her purity” (80). Alma's choice of career also
indicates artistic humility, since illustration was considered a lesser genre in the ordering of graphic
arts, Even after Wetmore helps her to get “alittle bit of color” into the fall exhibition, as Howells
lightly putsit, the narrator still apologizes on her behalf that “the fall exhibition is never so good as
the spring exhibition” (430). This same modesty further extends to her lack of social ambition and
sexual designs, in contrast especially to Beaton and Christine.  She also seems to juggle her
personal interests with her family duties quite well.  Early in the novel the narrator calls Alma“the



pervading light, if not force, of the [St. Barnaby] house” (91), a good housekeeper occasionally
taking afew days off to express her artistic nature, a permissible avocation in a daughter if not a
housewife.

What Alma gains in respectability she possibly loses in professionalism.  Although she tries
to verify, upon the acceptance of her magazine cover design, that “It's a matter of business, isn't it?’
(150), the manner of the transaction—a téte-a-téte with Beaton in her own hallway—fails to
reassure the reader that artistic merit rather than ulterior motives influenced his decision.  Indeed
the difference between the public and the domestic underscores the difference between the
professional and the amateur, i.e. between consumer industrialism and cottage economy. The few
instances in which we see Alma at work, moreover, mainly serve as a backdrop to courtship. Her
sketch of Miss Woodburn gives Fulkerson a chance to express his admiration for the sitter, while
her sketch of Beaton gives him a chance to make love to herself.  These romantic scenes reduce
her art work to “lady” accomplishments— cultural skills and tastes cultivated in marriageable
middle-class girls to better prepare them for wifehood and motherhood. Because of this confusion,
both Beaton and Fulkerson call the woman illustrators “amateurs,” athough Fulkerson nevertheless
sees market potential in them, specifically because of their gender. With female readers forming
three-fourths of the reading public, he argues, female art could prove as popular as female fiction.
Implied isthe inferiority of female taste, on the one hand for amateurish art as consumers, and on
the other hand in the judgment and execution of artistic creation as artists.  The men seem to
believe that there is such athing as a universal aesthetic criteria separate from gender politics, but
Beaton’simpression of Alma's cover design may prove otherwise. Asthe painter corrected the
drawing with a pencil, “ he respected it alittle more, though he still smiled at the feminine
quality—ayoung lady quality” (146). Thedesignisobviously a decent piece of work, but the
male critic finds fault, forgivingly and benignly perhaps, with its feminine “limitations’—in other
words, because awoman created it and it shows.

Not that feminine works are necessarily bad business investments. Fulkerson exploits these
supposedly inferior artistic products to the advantage of the accounting room, paying “amateurish’
prices for commaodities he sells to the public as professional goods. This callsto mind the
“feminization” in the Progressive Era of clerical work, elementary school teaching, nursing,
librarianship, and social work: as more women entered these careers, they became
“semi-professions’—" dead-end occupation with little status, low pay, and few opportunities for
advancement” (Gordon 235). In keeping, moreover, with the management of these
semi-professions, Fulkerson also relies on male supervision for a skilled finish: he hires Beaton as
art editor to touch up the female contributions, an arrangement that further demotes these women
illustrators to apprentices. How effectively this division of labor works Howells |eaves open to
guestion, though, since both Mrs. Leighton and Alma assert that Beaton’s suggestions do not
improve the drawing, and Howells fails to identify which design finally appears on the magazine
cover. But Beaton'sinput inevitably throws doubt on Alma’s authorship.

The “female illustrator and male editor” collaboration works well with “the good old
anonymous system” Fulkerson advocates, however, because the “volunteer illustrators,” as Beaton
calls them, would hardly expect to see their names attached to the product. The male participants,



on the other hand, receive all the recognition. Beaton is praised for “the pretty thing heis making
of that magazine of his’ and Wetmore shares credit for the cover done by his pupil, “alittle girl
Beaton discovered down in New Hampshire last summer” (212). In fact Almaremains nameless
except in her own social circle.  Thus she nonetheless resembles awife in her professional relation
to Beaton, since her status is the same as what the marriage laws in those days called “feme
covert”—"awife whose public identity had been covered over by her husband” (Hartog 95).
According to Blackstone, this means that “the very being, or legal existence of the woman is
suspended during the marriage, or at least incorporated or consolidated into that of the husband,
under whose wing, protection, and cover, she performs everything” (qtd. in Yalom 185). In other
words, the husband gains full ownership and absolute control of the wife's property, and in the eyes
of the law their identities, rights and responsibilities are one—the husband’'s. AsBeaton’s
freelance illustrator, Alma also has no separate professional identity and no claimsto copyright.

For that matter, she fares worse than areal wife, since she cannot even bask in the reflected glory of
“his’ achievement as his associate/ dependent.

In comparison, Fulkerson does not mind acknowledging his female illustrators— as a namel ess,
faceless staff—as long as it does not involve increased expenditure.  Besides exploiting their 1abor,
Fulkerson plans to go one step further and exploit the woman artists' their market value as well.

To attract the female readers, he will give them al the credit for theillustration. Fulkerson in fact
cleverly combines his business goals with his wish to please and flatter his female employees and
femal e customers, to the extent that he constantly blurs the line between business dealings and
social pleasures, for instance sending complimentary copies of the magazinesto his lady journalists
with boxes of roses and candy. Fulkerson’s problem may well be that he does not know how to,
nor want to, treat ladies in a professional manner, supposedly out of deference for them, but this
deference actually excludes them from the real business world.

This exclusion from commerce, though sometimes allowing more freedom and autonomy in
creativity, turns out to hinder women'’s claim to authorship and professionalism.  Alma's sketch of
Miss Woodburn is a good example of how artistic works in a non-business setting acquire only
ambiguous status in the market economy. The impromptu sketch, since not a commissioned portrait
but a product of intimate female friendship, would traditionally have stayed out of the market and
become either a gift to the sitter or a keepsake of the sketcher. Fulkerson’'s offer to print it in the
magazine, however, immediately turns it into acommaodity, the ownership of whichisalso
immediately called into question. Colonel Woodburn, opposed to the implication of
commodifying the person of his daughter, forbids the scheme, while Miss Woodburn, confident in
the impersonality of commerce, encourages it—"*Who's to know who it'sfrom?’ (177) she
demands, referring to the anonymity of both sketcher and sitter.  When Alma enters the fray to
claim that “This sketch belongsto me. ... I’'m not going to let it be printed,” Fulkerson finds
himself again on familiar ground and returns to his usual managerial position: “we'll leave it to
Beaton.” While those involved finally respect Alma's wishes, the consensus seems inclined
toward ajoint ownership—Miss Woodburn forfeits her rights in submission to “the stern parent and
the envious awtust” (181) and Fulkerson also suggests that Beaton could get around them.
Intellectual property rights are the core of authorship in the capitalist economy, and any question



about Alma’s assertion of these exclusive rights denies her full authorship in the marketplace and
casts doubt on her professional status. Beaton’s published sketch of afiery spirit floating above a
gas-country landscape, though an obscure tribute to Christine, nevertheless stands in marked
contrast to Alma’s awkward situation.

Women artists' marginalization in the marketplace finally excludes them from the discussions
of the socio-economic realities occupying Howells's attention at this stage of hiscareer. Almais
possibly the only important character in the novel exempt from any moral crisis, unless the
exemption itself beamoral issue. Her moveto New York and her involvement with Every Other
Week bring no moral tests. The Leightons have their financial difficulties, but they get alongin New
York the same as they did in St. Barnaby—by taking in boarders. The commercial forces and
social unrests of the Progressive era and the metropolis barely affect their way of life, except for the
new heterogeneity of their boarders and associates, which in turn barely change their outlook on life.
Even though Alma never denies the mercenary motives behind her artistic aspirations, it never plays
asignificant role in her professional pursuits. When Colonel Woodburn expounds his creed that
the “law of commercialism is on everything in acommercial society, ... [and the] final reward of art
is money, not the pleasure of creating” (151), she makes no response at all but chats with Miss
Woodburn as their parents debate the virtues and evils of slavery and capitalism. Nor do we ever
learn her ideas on the collaborative-anonymous set-up of Every Other Week or on the streetcar
strike.

In regard to her seeming insensitivity to the social milieu, Almain effect resembles Beaton,
who playacts to perfection the amoral artist who cares for nothing but art.  Sarah Burns showsin
her study of the public image of the Gilded Age artist that the “art for art’s sake” school was under
attack for its regjection of “the conventions of morality, legibility, and imitation of nature while
worshipping at the shrine of incandescent, sensuous beauty” (80), the principles of which Howells
must have readily agreed. Nor did he ever believe it possible to separate creativity from the
market. Alma’s characterization certainly show no traits of aromanticized, transcendental artist
for whom virtuosity isits own reward, yet Howells curiously spares her from the strains of financial
struggles and moral uncertainty. In fact, even though the self-absorbed Beaton fits the more
negative descriptions of a corrupted aestheticism, Howells still depicts him with occasional scruples
about neglecting his familial duties and toying with Christine, even if he never cares enough to
reform. A dilettante like Kendricks, who looks into social conditions even if mostly from an
aesthetic point of view, also has his brief moment of trial when he ponders over how to meet Mela
Dryfoos's advances, and comes to recognize the “ something earthly good and kind” in her, “if it [ig]
simple and vulgar” (343), and decides to follow the code of honor.  Alma, in comparison, does not
lack a strong moral sense, but she lacks a dramatic vehicle to exerciseit.

If, like aproper Victorian lady, Alma never talks about business matters with Miss Woodburn’s
practicality and shrewdness, part of the reason is that Howells does not give her much businessto
talk about. Concerning the business of art or the matter of taste, which various scholars have
identified as important themes of the novel, she remains detached and reticent. Edwin Cady
therefore sees Alma as an *“honest but immature” artist (104) who finally misses out on an education
in humanity like March’s.  The lost opportunities for spiritual growth, which help create worthy art,



are actualy lost opportunities for marriage.  The only legitimate means available to Howells's
women characters to experience the social-economic realities is to do so vicariously through
husbands, while playing the role of the supportive spouse. Miss Woodburn and Mrs. March, for
example, prompt March and Fulkerson to realize their ideals of male independence, authority and
integrity. If Almameets any moral testsin the novel, it can only be her hesitation to enter
marriage and thus assume ethical responsibilities. The moral dilemma of the woman artist is
finally then the incompatibility and interdependence of art and marriage. Wifely dutiesinterfere
with artistic creativity, but art—indeed life—devoid of romantic attachment seems to render bona
fide creativity for women impossible.  Alma’s moral test lacks dramatic tension, however, because
she does not seem to go through much of astruggle. Aside from a*“dreamy tone” (114) which she
quickly casts off at Beaton’'sfirst visit, Alma—and the reader—are very soon disillusioned with this
half-hearted suitor.  Yet without another passion in human subjects such as Miss Vance's
religiosity to balance her good sense, Alma comes across as cold and indifferent. Howells ends up
presenting Almaas, if not less than a woman—uwhich is not necessarily more of a man—then an
atypical woman, at least by hisown standards. In terms of romantic reveries or sensitivity, she
appears to have less imagination than the narcissistic Beaton. Nor does Almaengage in any
girlish teasing about suitors quite common among Howells' syoung ladies. Dennis Denisoff
observesin British Victorian fiction the tendency to portray women painters as women of dubious
gender identity and sexual orientation. In hisown ironic way, Howells both supports and contests
this argument: he seemsto agree that the women’s asexuality empowers their creative careers, but
in this case Alma’s creativity falls short of the kind of realism Howells values, so that her asexuality
finally hinders her creative career aswell.
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