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"I indeavored [sic] to make a plain transcript of human life--a portion as it were of the great panorama without tacking on a moral here or an explanation there. Perhaps I have failed. Indications are that it [The Morgesons] will be misunderstood," said Elizabeth Stoddard in a letter of correspondence to Edmund Clarence Stedman (Stoddard 337).  Stoddard's doubt that others would misunderstand her work, portrayed the little faith she had in society, and yet, an avid reader, she could be alluding to Emerson's statement that "to be great is to be misunderstood" (Emerson 1050).


Although compared to authors such as George Eliot, Nathaniel Hawthorne, and the Brontë sisters, Elizabeth Stoddard's work now, as then, remains widely unacclaimed by the populace. One of her more famous works, The Morgesons, ran almost in parallel of her own life. Written in 1862, it fell short of her expectations of instant fame. After writing a few more pieces such as "Lemorne versus Huell" (1863), Two Men (1865), and Temple House (1867), Stoddard, embittered with her low sales but favorable review, later writes in a letter to Elizabeth Allen "I can venture to preach a little because I am not a success. No one knows what literary ambition I had, nor how my failure has broken me" (Stoddard 344).


The contrast between the shift in mood and perspective of the two letters goes from one of hope and ambition to the latter one of broken dreams and rancorous acceptance. Perhaps her failure to instant fame might not have affected her as greatly had it not been for her own circle of friends who "patronizingly approved" of her work which "undoubtedly had something to do with the fact that she came to doubt her creative powers" (Buell xxi).  With her belief grounded in never reaching the height she wished to achieve in her literary career, she began to write what she perceived the mass public desired in her as a writer and that as a woman. With the revival of interest in her work near the end of her life, Stoddard revised a few of her earlier works, keeping and accentuating her earlier unconventional cryptic style that society had quashed out of her later works. It seems ironic that society in creating and forming this unconventional talent, had striven earnestly to make this talent conform, and had in the end judged the unconventional to be the greater of the whole.


The Morgesons portrayed life from a woman's point of view, but along with this, it portrayed some aspects of Stoddard's own similar life. The main character Cassandra and her sister Veronica modeled Stoddard and her sister in real life. The story shows how the society of that time period viewed women, their positions, and what skills they thought women should have. It also shows what and how a woman inherits along with the societal and family structure during that time. In both life and the story, her father remarried. These similarities, along with many others, have credited The Morgesons with being autobiographical in nature (Buell xvii).


Stoddard attributed some of her low sales to the country's time of turmoil, publishing her finer works during and a little after the Civil War. Stoddard's style, however, also contributed to society's views of her works.  Her scenes moved fast, the transitions between scenes often times abrupt with little narrative explanation, but more disturbing to readers of that time was the pessimistic tone that pervaded her stories. In another letter to Elizabeth Allen, Elizabeth Stoddard writes "Is it not borne in upon us all--that life is a waste--or, a negating platform for us all…No hour has been without its alloy--but a few even pleasant wholly" (Stoddard 340). Stoddard's work sat on the edges of realism and gothic romance, and where it is perceived to say little it says much of what life really is like. She wrote life as she knew it, expressing the confusion felt, and the strengths and weaknesses that abide in us all.


Not only did the public find her pessimism disagreeable, but they also thought her religious views close to sacrilegious. This is depicted in The Morgesons, when Cassandra speaks with Mr. Boold, the minister, on his inquiry of "if [she] knew that Christ had died for [her]? [She] answered that [she] was not sure of it."

Mr. Boold:

 Do you read the bible, child?

Cassandra:

 Every day.

Mr. Boold:

 And what does it teach you?

Cassandra:

 I do not know (Buell 48).


Stoddard's writing, although not as popular, is similar to a few other female authors around that time period. Like Edith Wharton, Stoddard wrote from mainly a female perspective, with ironies, a little humor, about love, and how a woman inherited in that time period. However, unlike Wharton, Stoddard did not use the careful scenarios, nor depict the more popular storylines that people enjoyed reading about. Stoddard's story, The Morgesons for example, meanders from scene to scene, and must be diagnosed in much the same fashion from which it is written. 


Another author, from around the same time period, one which she had met, is Emily Dickinson. Although Dickinson wrote mainly poetry, her style can also be compared a little to that of Stoddard, who wrote more stories and articles, and fewer poems. Dickinson used only words that she deemed necessary. Dickinson's poems oftentimes, like Stoddard's writing, depicted the confusion she sometimes felt, sometimes writing one thing, and then later contradicting it in another piece. Yet even though Stoddard's work has been compared to those who are more popular, she is still yet unknown, not really acknowledged to be a writer in her own right in America.

As much as Stoddard viewed herself to be unconventional, she, perhaps unwittingly, fell victim to conforming to society's way. She judged too much the merits of her work by how many she sold, how much money it made her, and her friends' approval of her and them. In another letter to Stedman, Stoddard describes her bitter feelings:

The failure of my novels to sell is always the 'black drop,' when they are praised, and it chokes me into silence…The other day I was accosted by a woman who introduced herself… In the South, she said, it was thought the re-publication of my books was most remarkable… My name ranked with Hawthorne &c--What could I say to her, except-- ' Madam my books are never bought, they are borrowed, or taken from libraries' as it was I said nothing . . . (Buell 338-9).


Elizabeth Stoddard's life involved much pain and bitterness, of which her writing career supplemented. Born in May of 1823, as Elizabeth Drew Barstow to a relatively large family, many of whom she outlived, she attended the Wheaton Female Seminary in Massachusetts. She married Richard Stoddard in December of 1852 at the age of 29, all the while keeping the marriage a secret for a period of two months. Losing two of her three children at early ages, poor health, and constant financial struggles all served as a reminder that life is not just fun and games. Perhaps this added to her grip and understanding on life which contributed to the realism reflected in her works. 

Considered eccentric and quite disagreeable at times by those who knew her, Elizabeth Stoddard lived the remainder of her life in bitterness on life's circumstances and her own unknown works. In our time, she has become just another American writer in our history, forgotten, or in the usual case, never heard of. Even so, Stoddard deserves to have her place in American writing, and perhaps one day she will. She would more than likely find, in all respects, that should her fame after her death become reality, that society itself has not really changed at all, and would sum it up with:



Was it a pity that my life was not conducted on Nature's plan, who shows us the beautiful, while she conceals the interior? We do not see the roots of her roses, and she hides from us her skeletons (Stoddard 45).

