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Preface

We can best introduce you to these entries by giving you the same description
we sent to their writers, when asking them to contribute to the collection. We
invited them to interpret a cultural “icon” in an essay for a wide readership,
from casual readers in public libraries, to investigating students, to scholars
researching patterns in American culture and popular culture. We asked
for the essay to make cultural scholarship accessible to the general reader,
and also to add to critical understanding of the subject and of its “iconic”
character.

The term ‘“‘icon”—as we pointed out to the writers—is now used every-
where. It has mushroomed in popular usage, coinciding with the growth of
interest in popular culture and of popular culture studies. What does it mean
when we say some person, place, or thing is an icon? We have speculated
about features of people, places, and things commonly characterized as ico-
nic. We have also tested lists of “icons” with various age groups, looking for
patterns of recognition, understanding, agreement, and disagreement. We
have surveyed scholarly research, studied the programs of recent conferences
on popular culture and other fields, and attended many presentations, at-
tempting to identify the popular phenomena which are now commanding
attention, and to locate the best understandings of this attention. In the
process of these discussions and research, we realized that “icons” generate
strong reactions.

We gave writers our hypothesis about features that we came to associate
with an icon. These qualities include the following:

—An icon generates strong responses; people identify with it, or against it;
and the differences often reflect generational distinctions. Marilyn Monroe,
for instance, carries meanings distinctly different for people who are in their
teens and twenties than for people in their sixties and older.

—An icon stands for a group of related things and values. John Wayne, for
example, images the cowboy and traditional masculinity, among many other
associations, including conservative politics.
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—An icon has roots in historical sources, as various as folk culture, science,
and commerce; it may supersede a prior icon; it reflects events or forces of
its time. The log cabin has endured as an influential American icon, with
meanings and associations evolving from our colonial past through the
present.

—An icon can be reshaped within its own image, or extended in updated
images by its adaptations or imitators. The railroads and trains, for instance,
have shifted from carrying associations of high technology and the modern,
to conveying ideas of nostalgia and a retreat from high technology.

—An icon moves or communicates widely, often showing the breakdown
of former distinctions between popular culture and art or historic American
culture. Icons like “Whistler’s Mother” and the patchwork quilt are both
revered as high art and widely accepted as popular art.

—An icon can be employed in a variety of ways, and used in visual art,
music, film, and other media. For example, references in text or graphics to
Ernest Hemingway or to Mount Rushmore or to the gun add meanings to
every artistic text in which they appear.

—An icon is usually successful in commerce. Every advertising campaign,
every corporation, hopes to become the next Mickey Mouse, the next Las
Vegas, the next Golden Arches.

In our invitations to the writers, then, we suggested that the essays should
reveal an icon’s origins and changes, its influences, and the meaning of its
enduring appeal—and repulsive reactions. When the articles began to arrive,
though, we found we had underestimated either the subjects or the authors,
or both; the essays were fascinating for many reasons we had not anticipated.
We have been surprised by the insights they offer, and pleased to learn much
that we had not envisioned having importance, complexity, or charm. And as
their numbers mounted to over a hundred, we continued to be surprised by
what we learned, and increasingly curious, as the entries touched on related
topics from differing viewpoints, and added to the attractive qualities of
icons—and to their dubious qualities as well.

These items we call icons hold a depth of significance we had not foreseen;
it’s fortunate we did not attempt or request any definition of an icon, or of its
appeal, because neither would have held true. We sought, instead, the range
of meanings an icon holds for people. As we see it still, this range of mean-
ings, plus people’s disagreements about an icon’s meanings and value, reflect
the cultural resonance it holds, and provide the best indication of its char-
acter. In other words, a contest of possible meanings and values makes up the
drawing power of an icon, and makes it dynamic, rather than static, evolving,
rather than securely definable.

There are more icons than any three volumes could address. In making a
selection, we have aimed at a representation of various kinds of icons, so that
the entries treat principles and modes of differing types. Our arrangement of
the icons into alphabetical order illustrates our idea of the equal, or random,
relationship among icons, and the curious fact that out-of-the-way places,
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and small items we take for granted, influence popular thinking as impor-
tantly as the hero or celebrity who is touted by media. The entries themselves
illustrate a variety of approaches for understanding icons. Indeed, our basic
purpose is to furnish useful demonstrations of how to “read” cultural arti-
facts, to make readers alert to such significant things around us, and to enable
readers to interpret them.

Thus these writings should generate thought, not necessarily agreement.
They are entries with lively variations in style and method, and often the
writer rhetorically “animates” the subject. They present distinct viewpoints,
but in ways that are thought-provoking and inviting of response. Icons may
well be controversial in their very basis; these entries, separately, and much
more in their convergences, should stir question and even dispute.

The entries provide a fund of themes and perspectives for study and
scholarship. Among them are intriguing suggestions of possible patterns and
modes among icons of differing types, related to such important concepts as
identity, generational differences, and myths. Linking many of the essays are
intersections of meaning, and webs of associations. To those who are or will
be engaged in the study of icons, this collection will bring a wealth of re-
sources, and make them accessible as subjects in the index.

Xix
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Alamo

Richard R. Flores

The Alamo in San Antonio, Texas, the site of the 1836 siege and battle
between the army of Mexican general and president Santa Anna and the
Texas forces led by William B. Travis, is the most visited site in Texas and
one of the structures most established in American cultural memory. The
stone fagcade of this early-eighteenth-century Spanish mission has struck an
impression around the world, joining an idealized version of courage and
valor to an even more idealized image of American heroism. The retellings of
the Alamo story in song, art, theater, film, and television programs have
contributed to making the names of Travis, Jim Bowie, and Davy Crockett,
along with Crockett’s coonskin cap, recognizable around the globe.

Film and television have played a major role in the popularization of the
Alamo. From D. W. Griffith’s production Martyrs of the Alamo in 1915 to
John Wayne’s 1960 version, as well as the recent film with Billy Bob
Thornton as Davy Crockett, the story has been reproduced anew for every
succeeding generation. Walt Disney’s 1954-1955 television series Davy
Crockett: King of the Wild Frontier, which reached fanatical heights of au-
dience enthusiasm in only a few months, served to imprint Crockett and his
death at the Alamo in the American imagination beyond even Disney’s ex-
pectation. In creating a key site of American cultural memory, the shaping of
the story of the Alamo has resulted in collapsing fact and fiction, and paring
the complex events of 1836 into a myth of American liberty, heroism, and
sacrifice.

The collapsing of historical narratives with those of myth is not in itself an
issue: such blurring occurs in all kinds of myth-making. It is the effect of this
blurring that, in the case of the Alamo, is of concern. One reason for concern
is that this tale of freedom and valor emerged from a larger occurrence of
racial bias that rendered Mexicans irreverent, contemptuous, and socially
debased, in a widespread stereotype. That is, the myth of the Alamo took a
political conflict of 1836 and turned it into a racial story to address the events
of the early 1900s. This racialized story then served as the popular idiom
through which the Alamo achieved its success in tourism and entertainment.
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A leading instance of the transformation of history is the 1915 film Martyrs of
the Alamo, produced under the supervision of the influential filmmaker D. W.
Griffith, and shown to Alamo visitors as a historical introduction by its
caretakers, the Daughters of the Republic of Texas, until 2001.

To put this film into perspective, a brief summary of the conditions that led
to the Alamo battle of 1836 is necessary. First, Texas, or the province of
Coahuila-Tejas as it was known, was one of the provinces of the Mexican
state, and all incoming citizens from the United States became Mexican citizens,
taking an oath to the Mexican government. By 1827, 12,000 Anglo-Americans
had entered Mexico and were living in the province of Coahuila-Tejas, out-
numbering the Mexicans by 5,000 people. Foreigners continued moving into
the province in large numbers, and, by 1835, Mexican citizens in Tejas
numbered 7,800 to 30,000 Anglo-Americans. These numbers alarmed Mexi-
can officials, who took measures to curb U.S. immigration into Mexico.

The citizens of Tejas—both Mexican and Anglo-American—were dis-
satisfied with government from far away, in the cumbersome distance be-
tween Tejas and Saltillo, where government offices and appellate courts for the
province were located. Stephen F. Austin, in 1833, traveled to Mexico City to
try to persuade President Santa Anna to allow Texas to become an inde-
pendent Mexican state with control over its own affairs. Santa Anna refused,
but he did agree to permit citizens of the province more voice in conducting
their legal matters; the reforms included a revision of the tariff laws, repeal of
the anti-immigration law, and trial by jury.

Although tension and fear existed between Anglo-Americans and the local
Mexican population, they both also experienced cooperation and beneficial
relationships. Mexicans in Tejas were pleased to find help in warding off the
raids of Comanches, Apaches, and Kiowas who often attacked settlements to
steal horses and other goods. Anglo-Americans, unaccustomed to the harsh
conditions of the Texas prairies, learned their skills of cattle ranching from
the Mexican vaqueros. In marriage alliances, it was not uncommon for Mex-
ican women to find husbands among the incoming settlers, especially among
those of the elite classes.

Animosity began between the Mexican citizenry in Tejas and the Mexican
government, and rose toward a crisis when Santa Anna discarded the Con-
stitution of 1824, causing great consternation among Mexicans and Anglo-
Americans alike. Perhaps the biggest misunderstanding in the annals of Texas
history concerns the immediate effects of Santa Anna’s annulment. Historians
agree that his actions led to the military engagements that resulted in the
independence of Texas, but it is also quite clear that the movement to gain
independence was not immediately joined by all, especially the older settlers.
Many had come to Tejas seeking new ways of life and had no interest in
independence or conflict. They were slow to respond to calls for military
service; even fewer fought at the Alamo.

Numerous considerations motivated those who bore arms against the
Mexican state. The most common, at least in the initial stages of the revolt,
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Battle of the Alamo by Percy Moran, 1912. Courtesy of the Library of Congress.

was the intent of local citizens to restore Mexico to its federalist constitution.
In fact, as settlers in Tejas organized during the early months of conflict, their
mutual efforts at forming a provisional independent government led to open
feuding on the issue of independence. These initial efforts in November 1835
led to the formation of a provisional government, not a separate independent
Texas republic. The rationale for this position was that local citizens of Tejas
believed that many of their troubles with the Mexican government would be
sufferable if decisions were left in their own hands under the federalist con-
stitution of 1824. Among these two camps, ethnic or national origin did
not serve as a primary factor in choosing sides. One would find Mexican
citizens siding with the federalists, opposing the dictatorial regime of Santa
Anna, and Anglo-Americans backing the centralist forces of the dictator.

The initial dispute in Texas stemmed from efforts by both Mexicans and
Anglo-Americans seeking to restore a federalist government in Mexico.
Mexicans in the province also tired of Santa Anna’s exploits and of the tedious
political circumstances affiliated with their distance from the provincial and
national capitols in Coahuila and Mexico City. Second, despite his unilateral
control of Mexican affairs and politics, and his egotistical and personal
ambitions, Santa Anna’s actions can be viewed as an effort to control an in-
ternal uprising in his own country.
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Finally, an element in the Battle of the Alamo controversy that seems quite
overlooked is the men who died. The popular version claims that this was a
battle between Texans and Mexicans, a categorization that merits special
scrutiny because it collapses ethnic and political categories into an ambiguous
binary. Ethnically, those who fought on the “Texan” side were anything but
a homogeneous lot. There were thirteen native-born Texans in the group,
eleven of whom were of Mexican descent. Of those remaining, forty-one were
born in Europe, two were Jews, two were black, and the remainder were Amer-
icans from other states in the United States. Intermarriage between Anglo-
Americans and Mexicans was common, with that of Jim Bowie and Ursula
Verimendi, the daughter of the Mexican governor, serving as the closest case
at the Alamo. On the Mexican side, Santa Anna’s forces, as well as the local
population in San Antonio, were an amalgamation of former Spanish citizens,
now Mexican, Spanish-Mexican criollos and mestizos; and Santa Anna had
conscripted numerous indigenous young men from the interior of Mexico to
assist in battle. Politically, one has only to recognize that this was Mexican
territory and “foreigners” were not citizens of Texas but affiliates of the
Mexican state. Finally, one cannot forget that prominent Mexican citizens
fought on both sides, dividing their allegiance along political and ideological
lines. Neither side were the ethnically or nationally circumscribed identities
popularized by the collective memory of this battle.

The historical events of 1836 are critical for a more rounded understanding
of the Alamo. But it is the myth of the Alamo, I suggest, that offers more
insight into the role of the Alamo as icon. It is the myth that captured the
American imagination and that served as fictional fodder to nourish a grow-
ing nationalist ideology in the early twentieth century, and it is the story of
the 1915 silent film.

Martyrs of the Alamo begins by introducing itself as a drama about the
events that led to the independence of Texas, and making claims to its his-
torical accuracy. Let me be clear. I am not expecting this film to follow the
contours of the events of 1836. What interests me is how this film detracts
from the past and, more importantly, why.

The film opens, incorrectly, with Santa Anna already in San Antonio,
giving General Cos instructions as Santa Anna prepares to journey South to
Mexico. It then moves to a depiction of the local Mexican population, both
soldiers and civilians, as ill-mannered, slovenly, drunken, and lusting after
women who walk before them. We find a Mexican officer stopping an Anglo
woman, verbally accosting her and making suggestive advances. Upon re-
turning home, the woman reports this to her husband, who proceeds to locate
the Mexican officer and, after an exchange of words, shoot him dead. As a
result of this incident, Santa Anna confiscates all weapons from the Anglo
population, except for a cache of arms hidden beneath the floor by David
Crockett and Jim Bowie.

These two projections—the maltreatment of Anglo women by Mexican men
and the confiscation of weapons by Santa Anna—are depicted as the cause for
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Crockett, Bowie, and other Anglo settlers to plot the taking of the Alamo. The
opportunity to enact such a plan arises when, in the wake of Santa Anna’s
departure, the local Mexican population, including the military, take to the
streets celebrating, drinking, and chasing women in wild debauchery. Finding
this to be an opportune moment, Crockett, Bowie, and their followers ga-
ther their concealed weapons, storm the streets, take the Mexican army by
surprise, and seize control of the city. With the Texans in charge, the local
Mexican citizenry comport themselves very differently. After the text flashes
“Under the new regime...” the film displays a scene where Mexicans are
taking off their hats in deference to women, greeting each other and Anglos in
a sober and respectful manner, and generally acting in a “civilized” fashion.

It is notable that up to this point, and throughout the remainder, the movie
depicts an ethnic and racial divide between Texans and Mexicans. Although
historians have demonstrated that those who fought on the Texan side were
immigrants from both the United States and Europe as well as Mexican citizens,
according to Martyrs of the Alamo, the conflict occurred between “white”
Texans and “brown” Mexicans. The film’s one exception is Bowie’s ““slave,”
portrayed by a black-faced actor who dutifully sits beside the ailing defender.

In the movie, General Cos, banished from San Antonio, reconnects with
Santa Anna, who then calls his generals together to plan an attack on the
Alamo. However, unsuspected by the Mexicans, “Deaf”” Smith, one of the
Texan leaders, is hiding in the bush, from where he hears the entire plan.
He carries this information back to Bowie, Crockett, and now also Travis,
who has been sent by Sam Houston to take charge of the former mission;
preparations are made for Santa Anna’s arrival and the battle.

After Santa Anna arrives and the actual siege of the Alamo begins, the
Mexicans are portrayed as the more powerful, impersonal, villainous, and yet
at times even inept, force. Perhaps one of the more disturbing images appears
when the Mexicans have made their way into the Alamo. During a scene of
hand-to-hand fighting, the scene shifts to a small, unarmed boy cowering
behind a cannon, taking cover from the fighting around him. From nowhere
appears the arm of a Mexican soldier, grabbing the youth by his neck and
pulling him out of view. The next frame shows the dead corpse of the boy
flying across the room, landing against the far wall.

The last scene I want to briefly address depicts Santa Anna camping near
San Jacinto just before Houston’s forces arrive. The film shows the Mexicans
in their tents sleeping, drinking, and totally unprepared for battle. The text
makes note of Santa Anna as a “drug fiend” who also engages in “orgies.”
With this, the film cuts to Santa Anna in his tent, in a drug-induced stupor,
surrounded by scantily-clad dancing women. After a lengthy view of this im-
age, the film shows the forces of Sam Houston arriving and Santa Anna, too
inebriated even to hold his sword, fleeing for his life.

With Houston’s forces shouting “Remember the Alamo,” Santa Anna,
hiding in a row of shrubs, is captured. Sam Houston, deciding the Mexican
general is more valuable alive than dead, stops several soldiers from placing a
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noose around his neck and proceeds to sign a treaty with him that sets Texas
free from Mexican rule.

How are we to understand this early film on the Alamo? In Martyrs, the
impetus for Texas to secede from the Mexican Union is portrayed not as a
political act but a social one, based on the depiction of Mexicans as disre-
spectful, uncivil, promiscuous, and sexually dangerous to Anglo women. Like
the projection of arrogant reconstruction era blacks in Griffith’s Birth of a
Nation, these Mexicans, both citizens and soldiers, appear socially repre-
hensible and in need of control by Anglo rule. The film’s biased representa-
tion results in the negation of history, as political difference is collapsed into
social conduct, sexual morality, and representations of gender. Not only are
Mexicans culturally to be feared in terms of future miscegenation, but their
advances on Anglo women as objects of sexual desire require the saving
presence of the Anglo male hero.

The fear of Mexicans that the movie implies extends to their behavior in
regard to the norms of “civilized” warfare. The murder of the young boy
cowering behind the cannon suggests unwarranted cruelty and accustomed
savagery. Contrast this with the sparing of Santa Anna by Houston, as well as
Cos’s departure with sword in hand, and the noble character of the Anglo
emerges quite clearly, in opposition. The portrayal of Mexicans as incapable
of civil behavior posits their difference as the result of their social and cultural
practice. It is Mexicans, according to this film, who are responsible for their
particular plight in Texas.

The dominant narrative we find in this film, one that pits liberty-loving
Texans against tyrannous Mexicans as the cause of the Battle of the Alamo, is
incorrect, but it underlies today’s accounts of the “hallowed ground” and
“bastion of liberty” that range from histories to tourist promotions. Much
earlier there were widely diverse stories of the choices made to remain in the
Alamo, and of the men who made them. Moreover, the Alamo itself did not
seem to stand as a hallowed bastion or even a site worth much interest until
the 1890s. It was not tended or preserved, and became dilapidated; it was
used for commercial purposes, for grain storage and even as a saloon. It
became important for its significance to culture and history at last in the eyes
of two women, who then campaigned to save it and give it public honor, and
succeeded when the Texas Legislature purchased the property to entrust it to
the care of the Daughters of the Republic of Texas in 1905.

For this change of attitude to happen, a new interpretation of the Alamo
needed to emerge. A new historical vision of the place and its relationship
to the surrounding culture developed, in response to changes that had oc-
curred in Texas, and relevant to ideas and beliefs of modern Texas culture.
The Alamo became a major icon early in the twentieth century because it
responded to change by advancing a new mode of thinking, with a myth that
appealed to people even far beyond Texas. How did this Alamo myth ad-
vance the changes in ideas and practices of this transition into twentieth-
century modernism?
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Tourists visiting the Alamo mission today. Courtesy of Shutterstock.

In brief, economic demands and needs changed radically in Texas with the
introduction of the railroad in the 1880s, the closing of the range through
barbed wire, and the beginning of industrial irrigation. The effects of these
events saw Mexican workers and landowners lose status and jobs. The special
skills of the Mexican ranch hand were becoming less important while the
need for cheap labor to work newly irrigated land was increasing. Mexican
workers and landowners, by 1900, became a landless class whose skilled
labor was diminished if not obsolete.

These social and economic changes affected everyone. But the results of the
alterations on the residents of the Mexican-origin community were dispro-
portionate to their numbers. The Mexican and Mexican-American popula-
tion of Texas experienced loss of status, economic stability, and rights during
this period. For example, in 1850 over 60 percent of the Mexican-origin
population in Texas were either landowners or skilled laborers. By 1900, this
number hovered closer to 10 percent. With the arrival of the railroad, the
skills of the Mexican vaquero—the foremost ranch workers in Texas—
became nearly obsolete. Owners no longer needed to employ dozens of va-
queros to run their cattle north, and in their place hired only a handful of
workers to get their cattle to the local depot. With irrigation, especially in
deep South Texas, industrial farming required cheap and mobile workers.
Mexicans were seen as the ideal population for this task.

The rebirth of the Alamo in 1905 coincides with the social changes going
on in Texas. The mythic story of the Alamo that posits Mexicans as tyran-
nous and against liberty and freedom, those bedrocks of U.S. democratic
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ideals, serves to rationalize the Mexican community’s increased segregation
and economic erosion. The image of treacherous Mexicans produced by the
myth of the Alamo story justified the racist establishment of Jim Crow seg-
regation throughout Texas.

The myth of the Alamo that is represented in Martyrs, a myth constructed
on the binary of good Texans versus evil Mexicans, or, in its least pejorative
sense, the inaccurate representation of this history as one between Texans and
Mexicans, has served as the foundation of all future tellings. The Disney
stories of Crockett, artistic representations of the battle, and John Wayne’s
version of this story are all told through this same binary idiom. This mythic
structure, one that collapses narrative features into a simple binary of us ver-
sus them, is one of the key reasons the Alamo as icon has been so popular.
While Griffith’s film tells the Alamo story as a means of exploiting and re-
producing a racialized view of Mexicans, Wayne’s film allows him to connect
the Mexican threat to liberty with communism and the ideologies of the Cold
War. For Griffith, Wayne, and the multiple other versions of this story, the
Alamo as icon fosters a tale of American liberty and freedom against all odds
and all enemies, regardless of the facts of history.
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Muhammad Ali

J. Peter Williams

When the April 1998 issue of GO named their athlete of the century they
printed his picture on their cover, but they felt no need to give their readers
his name. The photograph of the most recognizable face on the planet was
enough. They could have added that no other athlete, and likely no other
public figure, more symbolized his time than Muhammad Ali.

Ali virtually defines the iconic: as well as any other individual, he “stands
for” his historical period, which may be said to stretch from the time of John
Kennedy to the onset of the Reagan era, from the period of individualism we
loosely call the sixties to the shift, in the eighties, to a more corporate mindset.
Like other icons who are also real people, however, Ali lived as a man as well
as a symbol. He was always a performer, the lead in his own iconic drama,
although it must be said that a role has seldom fit its player better.

Ali’s career in the ring, like much great drama, has five acts. The first
culminates in his initial defeat of Sonny Liston and his subsequent decision to
change his name from Cassius Clay to Muhammad Ali; the climax of the
second, after his suspension from boxing and his 3%2-year absence from the
sport, is his first loss, to Joe Frazier; the third act ends with Ali’s spectacular
victory over George Foreman in Africa, and the fourth with his defeat of Leon
Spinks in their second fight, when Ali became the first heavyweight to hold
the championship three times. Only in the final act does the story of the
human individual diverge from myth. An aging athlete who stayed in the ring
too long, Ali the individual was debilitated by Parkinson’s Syndrome. As an
icon, though, his final act could easily have been his best: his surprise ap-
pearance in Atlanta, when he held the torch that lit the Olympic flame.

Myth always trumps history. Although Ali himself is devoid of self-pity,
some moralists might cluck at the sport that both made him and deprived him
of coherent speech. Fortunately, however, we are here concerned not with the
literal, but with the mythical, and, in this very real sense, the conclusion to
Ali’s drama cannot be called tragic.

Before his first fight with Sonny Liston, Cassius Clay seemed little more than
an adolescent reveling in his first real spotlight, at times blustering like a bully,
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at others pretending to be terrified of the champion. As a result, when the
match was finally scheduled for early 1964 in Miami, no one knew what to
expect. At the weigh-in, Clay’s eyes were fixed and glassy and he was so noisy
and wild, once raising a fist and rushing Liston, that Morris Klein, the
Commission’s chairman, fined him $2,500. One reporter asked the Com-
mission’s doctor if Clay had been smoking “reefers,” but the doctor said he
just didn’t know.

In retrospect, it’s hard to see how easily everyone was so badly fooled. Clay
had just invented the modern weigh-in, modeling his behavior—and he ad-
mitted this—on that of the flamboyant pro wrestler, Gorgeous George. He had
posed for comic promotional photos with the Beatles just before the fight, and
when one reporter begged for just one interview with Cassius when he wasn’t
onstage, Clay declined, saying that if the reporter wrote about what he was
really like it would spoil his act. Clay was surprisingly blunt about his tactics.
“When I become heavyweight champion, I probably will quit being a blab-
mouth,” he said, asking if P. T. Barnum “could have been a great showman by
saying nothing.” Then he got serious. “My fighting is not an act,” he said;
“when I’'m in the ring against an opponent, it’s for real” (Bromberg).

The fight was every bit as one-sided as the writers had expected, but the
dominant party was not the man they had picked. Clay’s speed and reflexes so
much outshone Sonny’s that it became apparent after the first two rounds that
Cassius’s declarations had been more truthful than vain. Liston’s frustration
was turning to helpless rage, and he was cut so badly that he would later need
six stitches. After six rounds, Sonny gave up. Sitting on his stool after the
warning buzzer for round seven, watching the fresh and unhurt Clay standing
and dancing in the corner opposite, he spat out his mouthpiece. Clay saw him
do it and threw up his hands in victory.

After Clay won the fight, he was unemotional, even-tempered and calm,
answering questions so quietly that reporters in the back row had to ask him
to speak up. A few days later Clay discussed his tactics:

It was an act, and I was quieter inside than all the suckers feeling sorry for me.
And Liston, he was the biggest patsy of them all. When that doctor went along
with it, saying I was deathly afraid of fighting, I was so happy I could have bust
a gut laughing. (Bromberg)

All part of the plan; as with Prince Hal in Shakespeare’s Henry IV, it turns
out there had always been a real hero in that clown suit. Still, because Cassius
had been a practitioner of hype for some time, why were normally skeptical
journalists duped as easily as the Miami doctor and the Big Bear? Primarily,
because most of them wanted to be.

In early 1964, the division of the country that we remember as the sixties
had only just begun. Most adults who thought themselves responsible held
the same dim view of a counter-culture still in its infancy as the reporter who
wondered about “‘reefers” had of Clay. Almost everybody not only picked
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Liston, but wanted him to win. Clay was viewed as a freak, just a Beatle with
a haircut. One of the few writers who saw through Clay’s deception was
Leonard Schecter, who made the following perceptive comments:

The weight of opinion against Clay has almost as much to do with his person-
ality as with his ability. It’s not a good thing to brag. Clay brags. Then there is
the strong suspicion that Clay holds with the opinions of the Black Muslims.
The revulsion in some quarters against the Beatles, noisy, irreverent, but
basically decent young men, riding a tide of success, is similar to the reaction to

Clay.

Schecter’s remarks about the role Clay’s image played in turning writers
against him is very pertinent here; as the sixties began to grow increasingly
volatile in the wake of the first Kennedy assassination, which had taken
place very recently, different sides were being taken and new lines were being
drawn. Liston had at first been considered an unpopular ex-convict; now
he had become a popular champion for the first time, but only because he

was opposed to Clay, who represented
everything the threatened old order
feared. Their fears were realized when,
soon after becoming the new champ,
Cassius made three announcements.
Two of them can be summarized in the
slogans of the sixties, even though this
was not the precise language he used: ‘I
want to do my own thing,” and “Hell,
no, I won’t go.” The third was that he
had been a Black Muslim for about
three months, or since roughly the time
J.F.K. was killed. At first, in an inter-
view in which he was photographed
standing next to Malcolm X, he said his
temporary name was Cassius X; a short
while later, he said his permanent one
would be Muhammad Ali.

This moment was arguably the
most important event in the public
life of the most prominent interna-
tional athlete of the last part of the
last century. What is not arguable is
that it was the moment when the
adult began to replace the teenager,
when the icon began to supersede the
individual. Put more accurately—and
there is most truth in this—it was the

Muhammad Ali standing over a fallen Sonny
Liston during their 1965 bout. Courtesy of the
Library of Congress.
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moment when that individual “came out,” dropped his mask and, intui-
tively recognizing a certain destiny, put on the only attire that was ever
designed to fit.

After he beat Liston, Clay had openly embraced Malcolm X; after he lost to
Clay, Liston had said he hadn’t felt so bad since he’d heard John Kennedy was
killed, and you may remember that it was Malcolm X who called the J.F.K.
assassination a case of “the chickens coming home to roost.”” To publicly ally
yourself with Malcolm X a scant three months after the death of the Camelot
president was impolitic; and Ali, who had been deferred from the draft be-
cause of his truly miserable math skills, was soon made eligible regardless.
When he refused induction, claiming the status of a conscientious objector
because of his Muslim faith, it took only twenty-four hours for the boxing
authorities to strip him of his title and void his license; it would take nearly
four years for our Supreme Court to advise us that we had punished someone
for being, like so many others of his time, a sincere dissenter, and to convince
skeptics (even black radicals like Amiri Baraka, who still called himself Leroi
Jones) that his Islamic faith was genuine. By that time—at the end of Ali’s Act
II—there were few if any remaining who thought that the figure in question
was not the iconic and legendary Muhammad Ali, and many who wondered
if Cassius Clay had ever existed at all.

During the time he was out of the ring, Ali’s iconic stature grew. The so-
called counter-culture, by now healthier than ever, viewed him as the hero
who had beaten not just everyone he’d ever faced in the ring, but also “The
Man,” the establishment that had tried to destroy his career. When he finally
fought Joe Frazier for the title they had taken from him, “the fight” trans-
cended sport; it was far more important on the symbolic level, a dramatic
conflict between the old order and the new. Ali had not changed. He believed
that blacks were not treated equally in our country, that the Vietnam War
was a brutal mistake, and that Christianity in America tended more toward
the hypocritical than the pious—and these were the same beliefs that had
been espoused by Cassius Clay. The important difference was that, in the
seven years since the Liston fight, Ali had been transformed from pariah to
Galahad. The old guard that had run the country, made up of men like
Richard Nixon, Spiro Agnew, and Chicago’s Mayor Daley, had become as
unpopular as the war itself and, like that war, was on the way out. Ali had
not changed; the country had. Frazier, a change-resistant flag-waver, re-
presented everything Ali had always fought, but he didn’t see that now the
country was in the other man’s corner, and that the only place he could
possibly win was in the ring.

Frazier did win, as everybody knows—or so it seemed at first. The war for the
heart of the public had clearly been won by Ali, who had in the process also won
a major victory for the anti-war movement in the country’s ultimate court.

Although Ali lost no iconic prestige whatsoever in the first Frazier fight,
and although he may even have gained some symbolic stature, the individ-
ual athlete had lost, and he knew it. In fact, from here on in, the boxer Ali
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would be far less dominant in the ring. His three fights with Ken Norton (the
first of which he lost) all went the distance, as did the second Frazier fight,
and in the third, the “Thrilla in Manila,” Frazier could not come out for
the last round. Just before that third Frazier fight, however, Ali fought one
more iconic match. Again, he represented the new individualistic culture;
again his opponent, George Foreman, stood for a complacent and uncritical
status quo.

But there was a difference. Until now, Ali had represented the democratic
values he saw eroded in his country; the only thing left was to stand for all the
people, and particularly perhaps for the disadvantaged and ignored, for what
Westerners patronize as the Third World. When Ali went to Zaire it was as if
the great statue in New York harbor had come itself to the tired and the poor,
or like Mohammed going to the mountain. In his third great symbolic fight,
Ali publicized, embraced, and became a part of the entire globe.

Even in Zaire, however, Ali was, as always, the same man he had always
been. It was Ali who thought up the phrase “the rumble in the jungle,” and he
also had the idea, which was never carried out, of entering the ring carrying
three flags, those of Zaire, the Organization of African Unity, and the U.N.,
which would have been an obvious comment on the American flag Foreman
waved at the 1968 Olympics. Before the fight, Ali said, with the eloquent
simplicity of the man of the whole world he had become, I feel at home.”

After Ali’s great upset victory, the writers realized more than ever that they
were in the presence of a hero in the old, Greek sense. Larry Merchant, saying
he’d watched “a steak jump up at the butcher,” called the fight sublime and
gave Ali the ultimate quality of godhead, immortality; six years after losing
the title, Merchant said, “Ali reseated himself forever more” on the heavy-
weight throne. After the knockout, as Ali drove the forty miles to his quarters,
dawn was breaking, and he remarked a number of times that it seemed right
to be coming out of darkness into light.

The Ali-Foreman fight established the myth of Muhammad Ali utterly.
After the fight, he became, certainly, the greatest sports legend in American
history and, possibly, in modern history itself. After the knockout, Pete
Bonvente of Newsweek went in search of the most recognizable face on the
planet, the athlete of the century and man of the epoch, and, forty miles later,
he found him in the most fervent and significant of all his incarnations, the
man of the people:

It was five in the morning, and Ken Regan [a photographer] said, “Let’s drive out
to N’Sele.” Two hours after we started, we got to N’Sele. There was no press.
The entourage was gone. We went over to Ali’s cottage, and three hours after the
greatest victory of his life, Muhammad Ali was sitting on a stoop, showing a
magic trick to a group of black children. It was a rope trick, where the rope is cut
in half and then it’s suddenly back together again. And it was hard to tell who
was having a better time, Ali or the children. All T could think was, I don’t care
what anyone says, there’ll never be anyone like him again. (Hauser 280)
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In the eleven years before he kayoed Foreman, Ali had fought out of coun-
try ten times (Toronto, Frankfurt, Zurich, Tokyo, Vancouver, Dublin,
Djakarta, and three fights in London); for the seven years after and including
the Foreman fight, and as if to reinforce his growing image as an international
icon, he fought away from home six more times (Kinshaha, Kuala Lumpur,
Quezon City, Puerto Rico, Munich, and Nassau). There was evidence, how-
ever, that the enormous success of the mythical idol may have convinced the
fighter who had been so successful for nearly two decades that he needn’t take
his opponents all that seriously. That evidence became compelling when in
1978, just after turning 36, he lost his title to Leon Spinks.

All the athlete’s loss did, however—and by then we were all tempted to say
“of course”—was set up another comeback for the icon. In New Orleans, six
months later, Ali won an easy decision over Spinks. Although there was none
of the powerful social symbolism associated with Clay-Liston, Frazier—Ali, or
Ali-Foreman, it won’t stretch a point to say that this fight also had extra-
pugilistic significance, if on a less important level. Spinks, whose success in
dethroning “The Greatest” had certainly gone to his head, spent a plural
number of nights away from his training camp, evidently trysting, and when
he was in town he was driven around in a white stretch limo playing rap
at top volume, protected by his bodyguard, the as yet little-known Mr. T.
Conversely Ali, who never partied and who knew he had to get serious,
trained hard, and the fight ended up an illustration of the failure of excess
when confronted by a solid work ethic.

The story should end right there, in perfect symmetry, but we all know it
doesn’t, at least not as involves Ali the individual, the human, the actor in the
drama who made the sad mistake of thinking he was closer to his indomitable
image than he actually was. Ali fought twice more, once with Larry Holmes
and once with Trevor Berbick, when he was so badly pummelled that—many
think—it caused the Parkinson’s Syndrome which afflicts him now. But nei-
ther does the saga of the mythical Ali end here. If we want to consider the
fitting finale for Ali the icon—and this is undoubtedly unsafe, because he may
have many acts left to perform—it must be the moment, fifteen years after
those sad last fights, when, holding a torch in a visibly trembling right hand,
he appeared at the top of the Atlanta stadium, like the god out of the ma-
chine, and lit that Olympic flame.
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Amish

David L. Weaver-Zercher

In 1989, President George H. W. Bush traveled to Lancaster County, Penn-
sylvania, to publicize his administration’s “war on drugs.” Accompanied by
Attorney General Richard Thornburgh and drug czar William Bennett, the
president first delivered an anti-drug speech to a suburban Lancaster high
school, then ventured deeper into the countryside, where he and his entourage
met with a dozen Old Order Amish and Mennonite church leaders. The
meeting, according to Bush, was aimed at learning from these Old Order
leaders “how your community manages to stave off the scourge of drugs.”
Transcripts from the meeting reveal that Bush administration officials did
most of the talking and, correspondingly, probably learned little about Old
Order Amish socialization practices. They did, however, succeed at making
image points. The next morning, newspapers across the country carried an
Associated Press photograph of a stately President Bush striding past a horse
and buggy tied to a hitching post—a hitching post that, at the request of the
president’s staff, had been moved to a prominent, photogenic location, re-
plete with rolling farmland in the background.

That a sitting American president would make a pilgrimage to Lancaster
County to sit at the feet of Amish gurus—and, in a calculated way, capture
the image on film—reveals the iconic nature of the Old Order Amish. So too
does the media frenzy that exploded in the summer of 1998, when two Amish
men were arrested for possessing cocaine with the intent to sell it to their
Amish friends. In a matter of days, the story of their arrests had traveled
around the world. As evidence of its cultural cachet, the story quickly became
fodder for jokes on the nation’s late-night talk shows (among his “Top Ten
Signs Your Amish Teen is in Trouble,” David Letterman included, ““Some-
times he stays in bed ’til after 6 A.M.”). As the story made its rounds, some
observers complained that it was unfair to make such a fuss over the arrest of
two 20-year-olds selling cocaine. The arrests would hardly have been noticed,
they said, had the drug dealers been Presbyterians, Roman Catholics, or
atheists. These critics were right: the newsworthiness of the story had little to
do with the gravity of the crime, and everything to do with the fact that it was
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committed by members of a religious community that, in many Americans’
minds, successfully avoided the indiscretions of modern American life. In that
sense, President Bush’s politicized employment of the Amish was the flipside—
and perhaps even a contributor—to the media coverage surrounding the 1998
Amish drug bust. Few things make for better news stories than the sordid
activities of a venerated icon.

It is ironic that the Old Order Amish, a religious community that shuns
publicity (and actively discourages its members from seeking it), has become
a renowned American icon, one that can be used both to depict the integrity
of close-knit, rural communities and to illustrate their pitfalls. Historically
speaking, this iconic status is a relatively recent phenomenon; despite a his-
tory that reaches back 300 years, the Amish have been renowned cultural
icons only since the mid-twentieth century. The process by which the Amish
achieved their iconic status as hardworking, morally virtuous, frontier-like
farmers—in sum, hearty Americans—tells us some things about the Amish. It
tells us even more about the trajectory of American culture in the late nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries.

The term “Amish” refers to a variety of small, sectarian Christian groups
that trace their origins to Jacob Amman, a late-seventeenth-century Swiss-
Alsatian Anabaptist. By that time, the Anabaptist movement was over 150 years
old, first emerging in the 1520s during the
Protestant Reformation. The Anabaptists,
whose designation ‘“‘ana-baptist” refers to
their practice of “‘rebaptizing” one another
as adult believers, sought to push other
Protestant reformers to make more radical
reforms to the sixteenth-century church.
The prototypical example of this push
came in Zurich, Switzerland, where youth-
ful followers of reformer Ulrich Zwingli
encouraged their mentor to abandon the
church’s tradition of baptizing infants.
When Zwingli refused their demand, his
disaffected followers moved ahead, re-
baptizing one another to symbolize their
break with the Protestant mainstream.

This act of adult baptism, performed in
1525, was met with stiff opposition, not
only by church leaders like Zwingli, but
also by government officials who sought
to maintain a cohesive Christian society.
The Anabaptists were quickly branded

A poster of the Amish to promote Pennsylva-  heretics and, in many regions of Europe,
nia, ca. 1940. Courtesy of the Library of Con-  were forced to recant their views or face
gress. imprisonment, torture, and even death.
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Eventually thousands of Anabaptists were martyred, but many who survived
continued to pursue their radical form of Christianity. Most Anabaptists
came to see their powerlessness as a virtue, citing Jesus Christ as their model
for responding to persecution nonviolently. Three centuries later, contem-
porary Anabaptists—who now carry the names “Mennonite” (for sixteenth-
century leader Menno Simons), “Amish” (for seventeenth-century leader
Jacob Amman), or “Brethren”—continue to espouse adult baptism and non-
violence, beliefs they sustain by pointing to Jesus’ example.

The Amish, then, comprise one particular strand of Anabaptist Christian-
ity. But what sets them apart from other Anabaptists? Here it is instructive to
consider the concerns Jacob Amman first voiced in the 1690s. According to
Amman, too many Swiss Anabaptists had become lax in their practice of the
Christian faith. Church leaders in particular, he said, had lost the will to enact
appropriate discipline within their flocks. Invoking earlier Anabaptist pre-
cedents for shunning wayward church members—that is, excommunicating
unrepentant sinners and limiting social interactions with them—Amman and
his followers demanded that these leaders reinvigorate ““the ban.” When Swiss
Anabaptist leaders rejected the Ammanists’ demand, in 1693, the Amish
church was born.

Over the centuries, this thoroughgoing commitment to church discipline
has continued to set the Amish apart from other Christian groups, including
most other Anabaptist groups. Moreover, Amish communities have tended to
produce longer, more determinate lists of lifestyle expectations than have
other Christian churches. These lifestyle expectations, ranging from dress and
grooming requirements (e.g., beards sans moustaches for married men) to
technological constraint (e.g., refusal to hook into electric power lines) to
various sorts of cultural resistance (e.g., retention of their Pennsylvania
German dialect), when combined with an ardent commitment to church dis-
cipline, have given rise to distinctive religious communities that manifest a
high degree of uniformity in belief and practice.

More than being wuniform, however, many of these Amish practices be-
came strikingly visible on the North American cultural landscape. Generally
speaking, the visible eccentricity of Amish communities is a relatively late
development, the roots of which can be traced to two contrasting but inter-
related developments in late nineteenth-century America. On the one hand,
ever larger segments of American society partook of the fruits of progress,
many of which were technological. On the other hand, some Anabaptist
communities, including many Amish communities, chose to reject those
fruits. Over time, a significant lifestyle chasm developed between “Old Or-
der” Anabaptist groups and their more progressive neighbors, including
progressive Anabaptist groups. For even as other residents of rural America
embraced motorized cars and tractors, the Old Orders continued to drive
horse-drawn buggies and plows. Similarly, even as most rural Americans
plugged into the electric power grid and public telephone service, the Old
Orders opted for less technologically sophisticated ways of life. Not least, the
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Old Order Amish remained overwhelmingly rural, forgoing the allurements
of America’s middle class, including suburban living. In response, popular
fascination with the Old Order Amish grew, as did the list of newspaper and
magazine articles describing the Amish and their “queer” ways.

Some onlookers interpreted Amish cultural resistance to progress as the last
gasp of a dying religious culture. In 1937, for instance, the New York Times
ran a piece entitled “Amishmen Battle to Keep Drab Life.”” This article, which
appeared during an attempt by Lancaster County Amish leaders to resist
school consolidation in favor of one-room schooling, was followed by an
editorial predicting that the Amish children who attended these homey, one-
room schools would soon be “big industrialists” themselves. In other words,
the Times’s cultural prognosticators recognized the Amish were fighting to
sustain their traditional way of life, but they forecast a quick surrender to
progress’s cultural authority. The Old Order Amish not only proved these
prognosticators wrong, but they shattered their predictions with a degree of
cultural vitality and numerical growth that, even now, shows no signs of
abating.

Still, as impressive as Old Order numerical growth has been, it pales in
comparison to the growth of their renown. Indeed, it is arguable that the
Amish are one of the most recognizable religious groups in contemporary
America. The 1985 movie Witness, in which Harrison Ford plays a Phila-
delphia policeman forced to go undercover on an Amish farm, contributed
heavily to this renown. Decades before Witness hit the big screen, however,
the Amish’s transformation from a little known religious sect to an American

A typical Amish buggy in Ohio. Courtesy of Shutterstock.
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icon was well underway. In the 1950s, for instance, Amish-themed tourism
became a prominent business in Lancaster County, Pennsylvania, an enter-
prise that has continued to grow in Lancaster County and has since spread
to other Amish-populated regions of the United States. In 1955, Amish
characters made their debut in a Broadway musical, Plain and Fancy. More
recently, Amish characters have appeared on network television shows,
television commercials and print advertisements (many of which sell products
Amish people are not allowed to own or use), romance novels, internet sites,
and documentary films. In 2004, the Amish graduated to reality television: a
series entitled “Amish in the City” featured six disaffected Amish youth living
with six “city kids” in an ultra-hip house in the Hollywood Hills. The pre-
dictability of the show’s premise—would these Amish youth return to their
Amish communities, or would they choose instead the ways of the world—
did little to stem its popularity.

The title of the reality show, “Amish in the City,” provides some clues to
the iconic nature of the Amish. In actuality, Amish people are not averse to
spending time in cities, particularly those in proximity to their Amish set-
tlements. At the same time, the Amish have been, and continue to be, rural
people. Thus, the popular conception of the Amish, although sometimes
overdrawn, is essentially correct: the Amish do not belong in the city. They
are rural people, and they embody—in our imagination, if not always in
reality—the best qualities of North American rural life. In fact, the employ-
ment of the Amish in popular discourse participates in a tradition that long
predates North American rural life, a tradition that stretches back to the Ro-
man poet Virgil, whose “pastoral” writings idealized rural settings as places
of peace, tranquility, and moral virtue.

Cultural historians have effectively chronicled this longstanding affection
for rural life, as well as the corresponding assumption that rural living suc-
cessfully counters the ills of the city (e.g., Smith, Marx). Virgil is perhaps best
known for fostering this pastoral ideal in which humans live in close harmony
with nature, enjoy nature’s bounties, and experience the tranquility and ex-
istential satisfaction that is supposedly absent from economically stratified,
morally corrupt cities. Renaissance writers reiterated Virgil’s concerns, as did
eighteenth-century English advocates of “country ideology,” which “set the
country in opposition to the metropolis as the natural seat of all that was
right and good” (Walbert). In eighteenth-century America, Thomas Jefferson
became the most articulate advocate of this sort of thinking. America will
remain virtuous, Jefferson wrote, only as long as it remains ““chiefly agri-
cultural,” but when Americans “get piled upon one another in large cities, as
in Europe, they will become corrupt as in Europe” (qtd. in Walbert).

Even as cultural historians have noted this strong affection for rural living,
they have also observed its selective view of rural life. It is, in essence, a nostalgic
vision, emerging most strongly when rural life is being overrun by urbanizing
forces (Lasch). As with other expressions of nostalgia, longings for rural life
rarely undertake a realistic assessment of rural existence, forgetting (or at least
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underemphasizing) the back-breaking toil required to produce crops, the stench
of farm animals, and the general brutishness of nature. In addition, nostalgia for
the country tends to forget that selfishness, economic oppression, and intense
family squabbles are not restricted to the metropolis. Nevertheless, truths such
as these are often obscured by the pastoral mythology, which tends to sell better
in the marketplace of ideas. Indeed, the sale of nostalgic views of American rural
life has long been a thriving enterprise in the United States, an enterprise that
continues apace with Jeanette Oke prairie romances, “country’ decorating
themes, and ranching vacations for suburbanites.

America’s continuing regard for the Amish—a regard that blossomed only
in the twentieth century, as the family farm succumbed to big business—
similarly reveals the potency of the pastoral ideal in contemporary America.
Tourists who travel to Amish Country express a desire to witness life “as it
was meant to be,” which they find in the Amish as they work their small-scale
farms. Some tourists endeavor to learn about the intricacies of Amish life,
exploring the religious and sociological underpinnings of Amish culture. But
in the final analysis, it is the pastoral ideal associated with the Amish that
attracts most visitors to Amish regions of Pennsylvania, Ohio, and Indiana.
That many Amish people now make their livings away from the farm (in
Northern Indiana, many Amish men now work in factories) has done little to
stem this consumer interest in the Amish. As long as some Amish people
continue to tend their small, family farms, giving tourists a picturesque
glimpse of the pastoral ideal, the Amish will maintain their iconic status in the
American imagination.

At the same time, the high esteem in which
the Amish are held will continue to provide a
fertile context for demythologizers to do their
work. In other words, as long as the Amish are
employed to maintain the myth of the pastoral,
those who wish to puncture that myth will be
able to do so. The drug bust story of 1998,
which revealed that the Amish had not suc-
cessfully resisted “the scourge of drugs”; the
2002 documentary film Devil’s Playground,
which reiterated that same point with stunning
footage from Amish barn parties; and True
Stories of the X-Amish, a book that recounts
the experiences of people who found their
Amish communities harsh and oppressive—
what these media offerings share in common is
their myth-shattering content. If the Amish did
not function as an icon for the pastoral ideal,

An Amish father with his two children at ~ these myth busters would have no story to
a craft fair in Ohio. Courtesy of Shut-  tell—or, at the very least, would have far fewer

terstock.

consumers interested in hearing their stories.
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In sum, the Amish function in the American imagination as hearty, virtuous
ruralists, representing what many Americans imagine to be the essence of the
American past. They are in essence a saving remnant, possessing the qualities
that, according to Thomas Jefferson, would make America great, qualities
that (again, according to Jefferson) America forsakes at its peril (Weaver-
Zercher). To be sure, even a little scratching beneath the surface reveals that
the Amish are not very “American” at all. They look askance at the latest
technologies, refuse to bow to Hollywood and Wall Street, and even refuse to
participate in the military. Still, the rural existence they embody, often in
striking ways, reminds many contemporary Americans, truthfully or not, of
what most Americans used to be. That some who comprise this saving
remnant would fall from grace not only makes for good newspaper stories, it
also undergirds the widely held belief that the Amish are something other: a
remnant of saints who occupy another realm, far above the sordidness of the
modern metropolis.
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Antiperspirant

Jimmy Dean Smith

You really do not need an antiperspirant. If you are clean and healthy and
vary your diet so you are not constantly atomizing one overwhelming aroma,
you will more than likely pass muster. No need for you to worry that you are
being judged in the court of public opinion and found guilty. You understand
that sweat, a substance most human beings create, is only natural. You know
this. And yet, distrusting your brain, you probably still believe profoundly that
you must not start your day without spraying or spritzing or smearing your
underarms. The very thought of going out the door without using antiper-
spirant gives you the fantods. The whole world is watching (or, rather,
sniffing) and judging, and you can use all the tricks applied chemistry offers to
sneak past society’s prying eyes (or nose).

A “deodorant,” as the name suggests, works on a body’s smells, while an
“antiperspirant’” works on its sweat. (The Oxford English Dictionary’s def-
inition of deodorant is terrifying: “A substance or preparation that destroys
the odour of fetid effluvia.” About antiperspirant it remains silent.) The two
substances are closely linked because sweat provides a fertile breeding area
for smells, although sweat itself has no odor. That is, an otherwise clean
person might perspire buckets and one would not know it except by looking;:
no smell would give away the person’s sweatiness. All by themselves, the
body’s sweat-producing eccrine and apocrine glands should not be made to
take the heat for the bad smells that some people exude.

Those people are troublesome not because they sweat but because the kinds
of bacteria that grow on unwashed bodies smell very bad when millions and
millions of them die. This is not a new discovery, and thus deodorants have
been around for quite a while. Today’s deodorants actually contain ingredi-
ents that attack and kill the bacteria before they have a chance to gain a foot-
hold. In the beginning, deodorants worked (as best they could) by smelling
stronger than the stench of decaying bacteria. The ancients of Egypt, Greece,
and Rome, for instance, used perfume to outmuscle and defeat body reek.

Here is where sweat comes in. The body provides few climates more nat-
urally conducive to bacterial fecundity than armpits. The heat of armpits
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makes them attractive to bacteria, but what really turns armpits into over-
grown steamy jungles is the humidity: bacteria can’t get enough sweat. Again,
to reiterate: the sweat itself doesn’t smell, and neither do the bacteria. But
then they die, and decay, and sweat gets all the blame. Thus, antiperspirants
treat a problem by attacking one of its causes rather than another (un-
cleanliness) or still another (new norms for polite behavior—see the para-
graphs on advertising below).

The exact active ingredients that go into antiperspirants depend on how the
antiperspirant is configured. A roll-on, for instance, might contain aluminum
chlorhydrate. Sticks might contain aluminum zirconium tetrachlorohydrex
GLY. In both cases, these aluminum salts help control the body’s odor by
reducing the amount of sweat it produces. Lacking a hospitable a climate to
grow in, bacteria have no chance to thrive and die and stink. The way that
these salts work gives medical professionals fits: they make the pores contract
so sweat doesn’t leak out of them. You don’t even have to be an M.D. to
understand why clogging your pores is probably an ill-advised idea. Even if
you don’t obsess over an obvious question (where does the bottled-up sweat
go?), you will probably agree that contracted pores are a terrible, dehuma-
nizing price to pay for a little dryness and a somewhat pleasanter smell.

Unless, that is, you happen ever to have watched television or read a
commercial magazine. In that case, you have probably been just about con-
vinced that having your sweat glands removed altogether is a remedy worth
considering. Dehumanization seems all right compared with what advertising
tells us is awaiting all who sweat and smell. Advertising has done such a
complete job of making us aware of sweat—of making us fear and despise a
substance our own bodies produce—that its wildly successful marketing of
antiperspirants is really the iconic story. Of course, the ancients, among
others, disliked the smell of a dirty human body; but turning that smell into a
marker of class and creating a huge industry to treat a problem that other
hygienic practices, like washing, would treat more healthily, inventing a
paranoia that seizes at the soul of countless millions—that is the victory of
advertising.

Imagine this: a man, Bill Brown, looking to all appearances utterly fastid-
ious, stands before a mirror, knotting his tie, smiling as he confidently fore-
tastes success in his day’s every endeavor. His hair is cut and combed just so,
his skin is clear and shining. Bill looks terrific. You’re inclined to give him
anything he wants: a job, your insurance account, your daughter’s hand in
marriage. And he seems to know that he cuts a fine figure: self-confidence rests
lightly but surely on his broad shoulders. But suddenly a dark cloud passes
over Bill’s countenance. His sparkling eyes turn dull and his smile fades away.
His lips tremble with—what is it? Fear? Disgust? Slowly his eyes move side to
side. Slowly his arms rise—he looks as if he’s imitating a very deliberate
chicken—and his lips curl in agonized recognition. With a look of despair, Bill
turns his nose to the side and down and, replaying a personal drama that is in
its way as much an icon of the twentieth century as the Kennedy assassination
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or the Beatles’ triumphant appearance on The Ed
Sullivan Show, sniffs his own offending armpit.

Or “underarm,” as the advertisers would put
it. Advertisers seem confused by the word armpit
and so offer up a term that helps take one’s mind
off rotten, foul things suggested by ““pits.”” Their
marketing of antiperspirants and deodorants has
always been an inspired mixture of delicacy and
dread, as if Merchant-Ivory had hired George
Romero to remake Howards End but with the
suggestion that the late Mrs. Wilcox might return
as a brain-eating zombie. Armpit would make us
squirm in our easy chairs and wonder what’s on
the other channel; but, watching a television
commercial that uses the word underarm, we feel
secure, certain that somebody is watching out for
our sensitivities and hopeful that we can repay
their politeness in some small way.

Besides keeping us comfortably in the world of
Advertisers want us to believe that  the commercial or print ad, such finicky language
only by using antiperspirant will we  also makes advertisers’ use of another word that
be truly attractive and acceptable to  much more devastatingly organic. No, in an an-
others. Courtesy of Shutterstock. tiperspirant commercial you will not suffer from

stink or reekiness or a general swamplike situa-
tion in the hot 'n’ hairy places. But you will suffer from “wetness.” Bill
Brown, who smelled his armpits, or underarms, before the mirror, will cer-
tainly worry that, as the day goes on, he will begin to show signs of “wet-
ness.” So complete is advertising’s control of our vocabulary that we cannot
imagine such a word used positively (cf. “One thing I love about Acapulco is
its wetness”’; “What makes the Colonel’s chicken great is its wetness”). In-
stead, we can only think of it, both word and squeamishly euphemized
substance, with dread. Thus, as another day progresses and despite the
human body’s annoying tendency to create a series of potentially impolite
situations, everything seems to be going as well as can be expected until Bill
Brown stands and stretches and—what is that? What is that dark stain
creeping outward from his underarms, that ever expanding mark of his
human frailty and thus of his shame? Is it—oh no, is it wetness?

In the collective nightmares called commercials, usually at this point Bill is
asked to step into the boss’s office, not for anything bad, but just because she
needs to see him. Maybe she’s giving Bill a raise. Maybe she’s giving him her
daughter in marriage. But he has wetness. He doesn’t know how or why—this
is a question for philosophers and theologians and space age scientists—but
he has weiness. And it’s coming out of his underarms. So he shuffles into her
office and stands there while she tells him that he has indeed been given a
raise and that she’s thought it over and, welcome to the family, her daughter’s




ANTIPERSPIRANT

hand is his. And the entire time, he’s standing with arms clamped so hard to
his sides that his elbows are making his lungs hurt.

(This posture, after the classic pit-sniff, is the second iconic gesture the
antiperspirant industry has given us. The third is the frantic arm-flap. To do
it, one holds one’s arms loosely out to the sides, bent forward at the elbows
and relaxed at the wrists, and flaps frantically, every joint floppy, perhaps
with a look of sheer panic on one’s face. He or she, unfortunately, has applied
a roll-on antiperspirant that has not yet dried and thus will stain their clothes.
What that person should have done, of course, is purchase and use a faster-
drying roll-on or stick.)

Antiperspirants became a genuine icon when advertising started telling
people what would happen to them if they didn’t buy and use the product. A
signal moment, then, took place in 1919 when Odo-Ro-No used the discrete,
but terrifying, abbreviation “B.0.” in its print ads. Suddenly body odor was
not just something one should avoid but also something that one should not
even speak of in polite society. An abbreviation would just have to do. People
would whisper “He has B.O.” in the same tones they’d whisper ‘“‘He has
V.D.” and you’d hope they weren’t whispering about you. Trading on just
this combination of bourgeois niceness and desperate paranoia is, of course,
one of advertising’s specialties, and in few areas has it been so successful
as with antiperspirants. In short, what advertising did was make the body’s
natural processes seem dirty, all the while avoiding some common sense
measures (first, lighten up about how you smell, and, second, if you smell
really bad, take a bath) that would, if taken to heart, obviate the need for
antiperspirants and deodorants.

It is perfectly fine to sweat like a dockworker if you are actually working on
a dock. Athletes are constantly sweating, slurping down gallons of “sports
drink,” and sweating away that stuff too, and no etiquette expert puts them
in their place. As laborers, they are in their proper place—on the field, in the
arena, in the ring. As it happens, for most people throughout human history
the proper place was just about anywhere. People worked hard on farms and
in mines and, naturally, they sweated. People lived without air conditioning
and—why, of course—they perspired. For millennia there was another name
for the working class: ““just about everybody.” And so sweat and stink were
the natural order of things.

But if there are places where sweating is socially acceptable—in arenas, on
construction sites, in the pre-air-conditioned past—there are other places—
nice places—where one may not sweat: at a party, on a job interview, in a
presidential debate with John F. Kennedy. To sweat out of bounds is to
demonstrate that one is not middle class or following middle-class conven-
tion. An early stinker, Socrates, took it upon himself, as well as anybody who
stood downwind, to go militantly unbathed and thus combat polite Athenian
standards. Among its other uses, etiquette determines how the body may
function—at least how it may politely function—and it says that what is nat-
ural under certain conditions is taboo in others. Smelling bad and sporting
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sweaty stains prove that one has not risen above the vulgarity of one’s human
origins; they are damning class signifiers. People have to stay “dry,” to use the
advertisers’ term of art, and smell nice if they are going to make it in the
rigidly polite society of middle-class America. If they sweat and stink, they
reveal themselves to be just the vulgarians Americans are always rumored to
be, although, of course, anti-sweat fetishism is more symptomatic of America
than just about any place in the world, a sign that, no matter our promotion
of freedom as one of our ideals, we are all rigidly Puritan at heart. (Residual
cultural Puritanism explains why the other major kind of sweat besides that
of workers also offends American sensibilities. Nervousness will also make a
person sweat buckets; and nervousness, as good Puritans know, means that
you have something to hide.)

Antiperspirants and their first cousins, deodorants, are American icons
because they meet the needs of a class-anxious culture. Moreover, because
they are not actually necessary (seriously: if you do sweat excessively or smell
terrible, you need a physician, not an antiperspirant) but are marketed as if
they are, antiperspirants are icons of advertising genius. That is, they meet the
needs of the culture but only after advertising creates the needs.

The most class-conscious writer who ever lived, George Orwell, wrote that
even politically progressive observers harbor an abiding suspicion about the
working class: “They smell bad.” Of all the horrors we can conjure up,
smelling bad is, it would seem, or should seem, minor among them. Everyone
sweats; everyone smells; and the solution to the problem, if it proves eye-
wateringly great, is as simple as soap and water. But sweating and stinking are
genuinely dreadful to many because they give away the game: that, no matter
how much money we make or how nice our manners are, we are in many ways
really no better than those foul-smelling lower classes. This is America, where
we all started out with nothing (that’s what the books say) and made some-
thing of ourselves. Along the way, we earned the right to forget about our
lower-class origins—even, it seems, to deny our status as organisms. That’s
middle-class America, where all classes are equal and we’ll clog our pores with
aluminum salts before we’ll be mistaken for our lessers.
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Art Fair

Mary Carothers and Sharon Scott

Climbing from garden club fundraisers to the elite heights of New York
society, the art fair appears in multiple incarnations across the girth of the
nation. Only recently validated by the authoritative establishments of art, the
importance of the art fair has been felt by more humble American commu-
nities for decades. Vendors promoting each year’s artistic achievements pop
their tents in parks, streets, hotels, and convention halls to produce this event-
driven exchange. The art fair presents an occasion full of options and com-
petition for both buyer and seller. Possessing a temporary landscape, the art
fair provides a place to see and to be seen—a stage for players and witnesses
to converge.

There are as many art fairs as there are definitions of art. Each manifes-
tation appeals to its buyers in relation to their aesthetic interests or social
influences. It is a highly segregated phenomenon. One may encounter
chainsaw art at the North Georgia Mountain Art Fair, but don’t expect to
find it at the Angola Prison Rodeo and Art Fair; the latter event, which shares
its location with the recent Hollywood movie Dead Man Walking, features
art from convicts on Death Row. The Body Art Fair in Costa Mesa, Cali-
fornia, showcases live piercing and tattoo art. The Outsider Art Fair in New
York City benefits the American Folk Art Museum. The ~scope contempo-
rary art fair strikes seasonally around the world and at last it is possible to
attend a virtual art fair without leaving home via www.internetartfair.com.

Of the features that identify the art fair, the consistent time and location
seem to be the most imperative. Just as Persephone returns annually from
Hades, the activity of the art fair bustles into town with the season. From
teenage girls buying ceramic birdfeeders for Mother’s Day to important cu-
rators purchasing for their collection, attending the art fair has become a
ritual of American life.

Art fairs are efficient mechanisms of one-stop shopping. Virtually all of
them employ committees to select exhibitors. The chosen applicants are
charged rental fees for a square footage of the fair. Temporary displays in
rows creating open corridors allow visitors to view many exhibits at once.
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While the community art fair is free to the public, the high art fair charges
shoppers admission. At the neighborhood art fair one finds an emphasis on
home and fashion products. Items are crafty, affordable, and fun. (Stained
glass versions of the magnetic “Support Our Troops” car ribbons are a
current rage.) A shopper might purchase anything from welded nut and bolt
creatures to refined Anagama pottery. Most shoppers are purchasing gifts. At
the high art fair, on the other hand, money spent is considered an investment.
The work in these fairs may be more intellectually challenging to traditional
notions of beauty. The work ranges from multimillion-dollar Picasso paint-
ings to Victorian wallpaper samples painted with the blood of an emerging
artist who is struggling for recognition.

The American art fair is just turning fifty, yet it feels much older. Claiming
lineage from the Victorian World’s Fair and the regional state fair, this icon
nestles itself securely in between the bosoms of Community and Progress.
There are obvious links between the art fair and art exhibitions at the regional
fairs. For one reason, state fairs have traditionally sacrificed the controversy
of contemporary art exhibitions in favor of popular student art competitions.
The Gaspirilla Fair in Florida, for instance, was born because depictions
of nudes at the State Fair offended the livestock audience. The Gaspirilla
Art Fair publicity materials say, “Controversy often attended the art exhi-
bitions and some fair board members would like to have seen it dismantled
altogether.” For the most part, the art fair has always been an independent
entity.

The idea of the community art
fair was established by entrepre-
neurs seeking to revitalize down-
town business districts affected by
the suburban flight of the 1950s.
The Metris Art Fair in Minnesota is
one of these; in their publicity ma-
terials, Fair organizers describe the
founders as entrepreneurial pio-
neers. The upscale contemporary art
fairs were likewise established by
innovative capitalists in the name of
economic renewal. Currently one of
the largest contemporary art fairs,
the Armory Show: The Interna-  Ar foir attendees in Ann Arbor, Michigan. Courtesy
tional Fair of New Art, was orga-  of Shutterstock.
nized by Manhattan dealers to
jump-start the fledgling New York
art market in the early 1990s. The contemporary art fair gains prominence as
the New York gallery world declines.

Connecting itself to history is imperative to the art fair’s future. The Old
Town Art Fair, the Old Country Art Fair, and the Old Capital Art Fair are
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but a few of the numerous fairs presenting themselves as living history. The
only relation today’s Armory show has with the influential Armory Show of
1913 is, however, New York City. Most art aficionados are aware of this but
cannot deny the name solicits an automatically validating link. The art fair
without tradition fails, even in the contemporary art world.

For publicity purposes and old time appeal, many contemporary art fairs
claim to be the nation’s oldest. Among these, the 57th Street Art Fair in
Chicago’s Hyde Park was established in 1948 by artist-gallerist Mary Louise
Wormer as a means for artist networking. The Fair was open to all artists
until 1963, when a group of critics, collectors, curators, and artists began
selecting exhibitors. Today, the vast majority of the art fairs are similarly
juried events in which the participants are selected by panels of art officials.

Despite obscure claims to be of benefit to struggling artists, virtually all of
today’s art fairs are business ventures whose purpose is raising capital for
their organizers. While the fashionable artist unloads this year’s inventory,
the artist who is not commercially successful is losing money, confidence, and
a place in next year’s show. Rain or shine, the fair makes money on exhibitor
entrance fees, sales commissions, and equipment rentals. Even Uncle Walt
recognizes the money-making potential of organizing an art fair. On the
Disney Family Fun Web pages there are simple instructions to gain capital by
asking artists “to sell their work and donate the proceeds” (www.disney
.com). A few nonprofit art fairs, including Womer’s 57th Street Fair, are
committed to serving the community with fair revenue. Most art fairs,
however, cannot be considered philanthropic efforts.

In 20085, the Armory packed over 500 of the world’s most exclusive con-
temporary art dealers inside two New York City convention halls. Selected
galleries paid from $20,000 to $500,000 for a weekend’s booth rental. The
cost of the private preview party was $1,000 a head. Visitor admission was
$20. The Armory Fair is annually sandwiched between commercial boat and
ideal home shows. Come October, the Affordable Art Fair moves into the
same hall. Its exhibitors rent booths for thousands less, the private preview
party is a mere $100, and general admission is reduced to $12. The Afford-
able Art Fair is separate but available to shoppers of diverse economic
backgrounds.

The Armory Fair has a closer relation in its origin to contemporary art
fairs in hotels. The Armory Fair began when the contemporary art dealers Pat
Hearn, Colin McLand, Paul Morris, and Matthew Marks invited select gal-
leries to showcase work in the rooms of Gramercy Park Hotel. The success of
this original incarnation of the Armory Fair co-mingles with the jewelry
world’s “trunk shows” to spawn the present generation of contemporary
events such as -scope and DIVA: Digital and Video Art Fair. These cutting-
edge art fairs transform swanky hotel rooms into makeshift galleries. Distant
and perverse relations to the neighborhood art fair, these exclusive events
strew emerging artists across crisp double beds where traveling collectors
negotiate a price.



ART FAIR

Back home in middle America, the Cherokee Triangle Art Fair in Louis-
ville, Kentucky, is an outdoor event. Although it is only advertised in more
affluent areas, it takes place on neighborhood streets and is ostensibly open to
the public. The sun shines through the trees and it is a beautiful day at the
fair. It is mostly a Caucasian crowd, yet there is a feeling that the entire
community is participating. This relaxed and festive occasion is the celebra-
tion of a society shopping! Clowns and popcorn and kids: besides art, this fair
offers music, games, regional foods, and the obligatory police on horses.
There is an uncommon sense of well-being. Everyone is cheerful and swollen
with community pride.

Whether they are elite New York events or popular street festivals, art fairs
are obviously dealing in more than art. The art fair annually provides a hunt
for something new within the security of the familiar. At each year’s art fair,
one never knows who or what will be discovered. Romance and mystery fill
the air and everyone is on the prowl. It’s interesting to note that writer Peter
Hill has produced a novel called The Art Fair Murders. Twelve murders occur
in twelve cities around the world. The novel, like the art fair itself, links
international artists, gallery dealers, art critics, and collectors. In reality and
fiction, the art fair is an island of treasure that provides the landscape between
the searching predator and the hunted victim.

Since Paleolithic times, art has sistered the hunt. In a metaphorical rela-
tionship to the Altamira Caves in Spain, today’s art fairs enact the ritual of
hunters. It has been suggested that the paintings found within the caves served
the ritual function of ensuring fertility and a good hunt. At the art fair, the
hunt is on, but the danger has been eliminated. The panel of jurors may be
intimidating to some artists and the event may be overwhelming, but the
underlying intention of the event is to promote a fertile hunting ground that
promises not to be threatening. Today’s art fairs are carefully choreographed
labyrinths of community shopping adventures taking place within the con-
sumer comfort zone. The rummaging that takes place at every art fair con-
firms that the hunt for a new possession is accompanied by an excited frenzy
not unlike the primal hunger for food.

The victors of the art fair are those who discover and claim the new. Here,
everyone dreams of having the best taste, being the best shopper. The dis-
covery of the “in” product is exciting. Smart shopping is rewarded heroically
and remembered mythically. The buyer distinctly carries his purchase like a
badge of some brave act. Participating in the ritual makes the individual
proud. Conversely, refusing to participate in the art fair exchange is plagued
by a sensation of guilt. Buying nothing at the art fair is not only rude towards
the artist, selfish toward one’s family, and disrespectful to the community,
it is ultimately sacrilegious.

Recently in the Louisville Courier-Journal, Jerry Lyndrup, the co-chair
of the Cherokee Triangle Art Fair, referred to visitors enacting ‘“‘their rite
of spring” (Hall B3). Similarly, New York Times arts reporter Carol Vogel
reported “‘serious American collectors, dealers, auction house experts and
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museum curators attending an annual pilgrimage to Maastricht [art fair]”
(B7). From local newspapers to quarterly art journals, the art fair is so ide-
alized that it is spoken of in religious terms. Like football Sundays or fire-
works on the Fourth of July, the days at the art fair provide the community
with an occasion to hang memories upon.

This year’s fair makes last year’s purchases old and it is time to shop again.
Americans understand that a new possession brings a certain satisfaction.
They also expect this satisfaction will mutate into disappointment. Sooner or
later the novel item works its way out of the art fair and namelessly rolls over
onto the shelves of superstores and yard sales. Eventually the new becomes
articulated so many times that it becomes old, and the demand for the art fair
is regenerated. Americans look forward to the annual return of the art fair
because it promises to bring them up-to-date.

It is this locomotive spirit of consumer lust that the contemporary art
dealers have recently learned to appreciate. Although several high art fairs
have existed in America for decades, their raging popularity began with the
appearance of Art Miami in 2002. The most exclusive galleries in the world
are now paying less attention to their physical homes and concentrating upon
their presentation at the annual fairs. A gallerist may participate in as many
as eleven shows annually. According to New Criterion editor James Panero,
“Contemporary galleries now earn upwards of 50 percent of their sales from
fairs where it once was 10 (42). Art fair-specific staff has been added to
gallery payrolls, and artists are constantly pushed for trendy, portable work.

The immense popularity of the art fair within the contemporary art world
raises obvious questions about the future of the gallery and eventually about
the future of art. The cold, white gallery space may have dug its own grave via
pretentious secretaries and stuffy parties, yet it consistently offered space for
quiet aesthetic contemplation. The art fair is a boisterous, interactive event
whose aim is to make art purchasing easy. Museums, on the other hand, are
out to win respect of their viewing public by curating a masterful collection of
art. In a museum, the same painting may cover the same piece of wall for
months or even decades. The museum provides the work with the time and
space to be seen. At an art fair, works must compete to be noticed. As a result,
much of the work is flashy and shocking. One notable example was Fuck Leg,
a lifelike gorilla leg severed with a meat cleaver that appeared on the floor of
the 2005 Armory Show. In an art fair, an artwork is sold, removed, and
replaced with a new piece. The most highly coveted artworks at the fair may
not even reach the viewing walls, but be secretly traded many times back stage.
Museum politics and art fair politics pit capitalism against aestheticism.

Most museum curators dislike art fairs, but visit them regardless. Many
deals shake down and they too want to be part of the action. Dealers, on the
other hand, are attending a sleep-away camp where like-minded camaraderie
prevails. During the fair every gallery in town puts on its best show of the
season and there may be 100 private viewings on the same night. There will
be untold parties, private dinners, photo ops, and late night debauching.
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Sexiness, glamour, and randomness turn themselves into mini-marathons as
the art fair ritual unfolds.

At the Los Angeles Art Fair, one painting by Pop artist Andy Warhol sold
five times to five different galleries. The price went up each time it sold. In a
culture that puts a premium on market value, the art fair proves itself to be a
highly efficient exchange. These events become increasingly central to the
financial and social mechanisms of the international art world and the local
economies that harbor them.

The art fair places exhibitors back to back in aesthetic competition. Buyers
can easily compare products and prices. At the fair, art patrons act more like
mall shoppers rummaging through products, buying impulsively, and keeping
up with the Joneses. Art at the fair must be dramatic and flashy enough to
capture the overwhelmed eye. It must be “buzzy and fun,” according to New
York Observer reporter Choire Sicha (1). Limited by booth size, necessary
portability, and continuous demand for supply, the art fair presently dictates
the direction of contemporary American arts. The more popular the mobile
art fair becomes, the more art representatives are pushing their artists to make
compact, marketable art at an ever-increasing rate. The art fair is an expe-
riential shopping event that may eventually take precedence over the artist’s
creative intention.

As the art fair gains prominence, it continues to raise questions about the
buying and selling of art. How much are the demands of the fair determining
the shape of contemporary art? Will the commercial world produce artists or
will the artist create an intangible context? At this year’s fairs, dealers have
proven their business savvy by including such non-objective forms such as
Performance Art, Installation Art, and Cyber Art within their inventories. If a
work itself cannot be purchased, the artist’s time can. The submission of art
to the demands of the art fair means contemporary aesthetics are determined
by supply and demand. When dealer and collector benefit from the conve-
nience of shopping, the intentions of the creator are easily sacrificed. Inspi-
ration, devotion, and expression are replaced by marketability.

Artist members of the American Association of Painters and Sculptors
created and managed all aspects at the 1913 Armory Show. At the most
recent Armory Show, very few artists were present. Many were discouraged
from attending, as gallery representatives orchestrated the entire event. In one
rare instance the artist was present but encased within a hollow wall. As a
performance piece she revealed only her arm through a hole for buyers to see.
A light bulb was clenched in her hand. At first glance, the arm appeared to
be a cast object, at second glance, one began to realize that the arm was real.
An American flag, colors inverted, was suspended just over the arm. One
could assume this art act was a play on the Statue of Liberty and was
questioning the idea of patriotism. Regardless of intention, this piece attested
to the invisibility of artists at such a fair.

In contrast to the inaccessibility of the artists at the high art fair, creators
at community art fairs are visibly managing their own displays. They are
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creating work at their booths and are openly interacting with the public.
Excluded from this opportunity are creative artists who often feel dismissed
by selection committees in favor of commercially driven craftsmen. As a
response, recent years have seen the emergence of non-juried alternative
events, such as The St. James Art UNFAIR in Louisville, Kentucky.

The art fair can adjust its tempo to the momentum of American culture and
reinvent itself to suit all interests and economic groups; there are even art fairs
for those who despise art fairs. Art fairs stand as community timekeepers:
year after year Americans return to their ceremonial marketplace; they hunt
fashion and like-mindedness as they participate in the consumer celebration.
The wealth, time, and taste necessary to enjoy the fair attest to the prosperity
of the nation. The art fair is an icon of social progress and individual
achievement. Inside and outdoors, from high art to death row, in exclusive
society or on the Internet, the art fair is a unifying ritual that perpetuates the
survival of a capitalist culture.
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Fred Astaire

Michael Dunne

Fred Astaire (1899-1987) was born Frederick Austerlitz in Omaha,
Nebraska, but still went on to become an internationally acknowledged
embodiment of romantic male sophistication. Tony Bennett, one of Fred’s
epigones, opines that Astaire ended up as ““our national treasure” despite his
Nebraskan origins. Whether dressed in top hat, white tie, and tails or in
fashionable casual wear with a scarf serving as his belt, Fred Astaire always
looked fabulous. Even while playing light romantic comedy roles in which he
was usually called something like Jerry Travers, Fred Astaire epitomized
whatever was cool at that time. According to Benny Green, ““[Astaire] had an
elegance that aligned itself with what I guess you’d call high society” (146). In
the words of Howard Thompson, Astaire “gave to entertainment annals a
champagne radiance that appealed to everybody on all levels, rich or poor”
(9-10). No wonder Patrick Dennis’s lead character—also called Patrick
Dennis—admits in the novel Auntie Mame (1955):

Our only god was Fred Astaire. He was everything we wanted to be: smooth,
suave, debonair, dapper, intelligent, adult, witty, and wise. We saw his pictures
over and over, played his records until they were gray and blurred, dressed as
much like him as we dared. When any crises came into our young lives, we
asked ourselves what Fred Astaire would do and we did likewise. (154)

As the history of American popular culture has attested, young Patrick was
not alone in his hero worship in the 1950s, the 1930s—or much later on.

Even today, Americans can be expected to recognize the name Fred
Astaire—at least in the judgment of E. D. Hirsch, Jr., in his 1987 Cultural
Literacy: What Every American Needs to Know (157). Admittedly, today’s
Americans are likely to know about Fred Astaire through occasional reviv-
als of his films on television or through the self-promotional MGM films
That’s Entertainment (1974), That’s Entertainment, Part II (1976), and
That’s Dancing (1985). However, Benny Green asserts that ‘“Astaire’s
uniqueness had long been apparent when the MGM retrospectives underlined
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the fact. People understood that there would
never be anybody with whom to compare him,
to duplicate the range of his achievement, least
of all to replace him” (144). According to
John Mueller, Astaire “is one of the greatest
dancers and choreographers . . . one of the mas-
ter artists of the century’ (3). That is why Fred
Astaire is truly an American icon. Unsurpris-
ingly, he became an icon through the media of
mass entertainment.

In the early days, Fred was successfully
paired with his slightly older sister, Adele, first
in vaudeville and then on the Broadway and
London stages in musical comedies including
Funny Face, Lady, Be Good!, and The Band
Wagon. After Adele retired from show busi-
ness in 1932 to marry the Duke of Devonshire,
Fred starred on his own as a combination
singer-dancer-light comedian in Cole Porter’s
The Gay Divorcée. Rather than continuing
this comfortable pattern on Broadway or in
London, however, Fred next went to Holly-
wood under contract to RKO. There, before
he could begin filming Flying Down to Rio in
which he was paired with Ginger Rogers, Fred
was loaned to MGM to play himself as Joan
Crawford’s dancing partner in Dancing Lady (1933). The combination of
these stars was unremarkable; if Dancing Lady is remembered at all today, it
is mentioned merely as Fred Astaire’s first Hollywood appearance. Flying
Down to Rio was another story altogether. Released in the same year as
Dancing Lady and starring Dolores del Rio and Gene Raymond, Rio was the
first of ten films in which Astaire appeared opposite Rogers—nine for RKO,
concluding with The Story of Vernon and Irene Castle (1939), and the last,
The Barkleys of Broadway (1949), for MGM. As he and Ginger starred in a
fabulously successful string of musical films including The Gay Divorcée
(1934), Roberta (1935), Top Hat (1935), Swing Time (1936), and Shall We
Dance (1937), it began to seem as if Fred had merely traded one female
partner for another and would continue to be only one-half of a stellar show
business team.

Then, in the period following the series of eagerly anticipated, annual RKO
Fred-and-Ginger musicals, Fred began to dance with other partners at other
studios. The first of these, Eleanor Powell (Broadway Melody of 1940), was
perhaps the most talented female tap dancer of all time and a musical film star
in her own right. However, when she danced with Fred, two masters were in
full-out competition rather than in romantic union. Something along the
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same lines might be said of the much admired tap dancer Ann Miller (Easter
Parade [1948]), although I have never cared much for her explosive dancing.
Harriet Hoctor (Shall We Dance [1937]) was something of an acrobatic freak
who could tap on point and also reach her foot up from behind to touch the
back of her head. Arlene Croce is only one of many critics to find fault with
Hoctor, writing that “Miss Hoctor can be taken for nothing human” (122).
Lucille Bremer (Yolanda and the Thief [1945], The Ziegfeld Follies [1946])
was beautiful, graceful, and—by general consensus—entirely lacking in per-
sonality. Rita Hayworth (You’ll Never Get Rich [1941], You Were Never
Lovelier [1942]) was perhaps the most beautiful screen actress of all time, and
a wonderful dancer too. Furthermore, these dancers were all of a suitable age
to pass as Fred’s romantic leads. With the magnificent Judy Garland, a new
female generation emerged on the Astaire horizon in Easter Parade, and so
Fred began to assume Pygmalion or fairy-godfather roles in films. Vera-Ellen
(Three Little Words [1950], The Belle of New York [1952]) danced with Fred
as well as she had done with Gene Kelley in On the Town (1949), but she
seemed so much younger than Astaire that on-screen chemistry was lacking.
This was perhaps even more the case with Leslie Caron (Daddy Long Legs
[1955]), and Audrey Hepburn (Funny Face [1957]), although each costar was
appealing in her own way. Age hardly mattered with the preternaturally
beautiful and talented Cyd Charisse (The Band Wagon [1953], Silk Stockings
[1957]). It is surely significant that, although his partners changed radically,
Astaire continued to be Astaire. In the MGM clips film That’s Entertainment
(1974), Gene Kelly says about the number from Royal Wedding in which
Astaire dances with a hatrack, “As usual, he made his partner look good.”
The same might be said about his on-screen pairings with these female co-
stars of various ages and talents.

To some degree all of this success occurred because, as Howard Thompson
writes, Astaire “had become known as one of the greatest perfectionists in the
theatrical field, spending endless but regulated hours on sound stages working
tirelessly on the dance tricks and routines that emerged with such seeming
ease on the screen” (136). This is certainly the testimony of other dancers,
including Bob Fosse, who proclaimed at the American Film Institute Lifetime
Achievement Award ceremony for Astaire, “What always impressed me
about Fred was his tremendous desire for perfection. I got a peek at him,
rehearsing at M-G-M, even after he had mastered a movement, and he see-
med to me to keep going over and over and over it again—until it became
mechanical” (qtd. in Adler 177). On the same festive occasion, Mikhail
Baryshnikov said about Astaire, ‘““His perfection is an absurdity; it’s hard to
face” (qtd. in Adler 177). In specific terms, we might consider what Arlene
Croce says about the number “Never Gonna Dance” from Swing Time: ““[I]ts
climax, a spine-chilling series of pirouettes by Rogers, took forty takes to ac-
complish, and in the middle of shooting, Rogers’ feet began to bleed” (113).
This is consistent with what Astaire told Howard Thompson: “My routines
may look easy, but they are nothing you throw away while shaving....It’s
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always murder to get that easy effect” (136). And, it is not only Fred’s
partners who had to suffer in the cause of on-screen perfection. Alan Jay
Lerner recalls Astaire’s endless rehearsing and self-criticism in an anecdote
that appears in Benny Green’s book. All alone, after everyone else had left the
MGM sound stage, Fred straggled out to greet a late-working Lerner with the
self-doubting question of why anyone could even consider him a dancer. To
Lerner, “[t]he tormented illogic of his question made any answer insipid”
(148). After all, this was Fred Astaire, and he was still working on his dance
numbers after all the other performers had quit for the day! In his autobi-
ography Steps in Time, Astaire throws some light on all of this by writing that
“|w]hat counts more than luck is determination and perseverance” (4).
Whatever the cause, and whoever Fred’s partner, all of his films contain truly
memorable musical numbers, and these have consolidated his status as icon.

Eventually, of course, the American film musical seemed to have reached its
natural point of exhaustion. As John Mueller explains in his Astaire Dancing:
The Musical Films: “By the mid 1950s the era of the classic Hollywood mu-
sical as Astaire had experienced it—indeed, defined it—was coming to an end.
Revenues were declining, costs were rising, the studio system was falling apart,
competition with television was growing, popular music was moving into the
age of rock and roll. Astaire and other products of the classic Hollywood
musical, such as Freed and Kelly, were out of business as Hollywood created
fewer and fewer musical films” (12-13). And so, Fred Astaire turned from
Hollywood musicals to television, specifically to his Emmy-Award-winning
song and dance spectaculars An Evening with Fred Astaire (1958), Another
Evening with Fred Astaire (1959), and Astaire Time (1960)—all co-starring
Barrie Chase. During this period, he also appeared in non-musical films, in-
cluding On the Beach (1959) and The Pleasure of His Company (1961), as
well as in the recurring role of a retired cat burglar on the television program
To Catch a Thief (1968-1970), starring Robert Wagner. Fred also acted, sang,
and danced in Finian’s Rainbow (1968) opposite Petula Clark in an early—
and not very successful—directorial effort by Francis Ford Coppola. Through
it all, he exemplified what Patrick Dennis’s character calls the “smooth, suave,
debonair, dapper, intelligent, adult, witty, and wise” male icon.

As Arlene Croce writes about this musical comedy superstar, “His ‘peer-
lessness’ is a legend; it means, not that there were no other tap-dancers, but
that there were no other Astaires” (6). Even so, Astaire’s excellence as a dancer
was undisputed. John Mueller, for instance, begins his book by noting that
George Balanchine, Merce Cunningham, Rudolf Nureyev, and Mikhail Bar-
yshnikov have all publicly testified in favor of Astaire’s premiere terpsichorean
genius (3). To quote Croce again: “When Fred dances alone, he’s perfect. For
as long as we have known him he has been simply Astaire, the dancing man
self-defined. He is his own form of theater, and we ask nothing more” (6). As a
singer, too, Astaire’s exemplary status is noteworthy. The liner notes for
Nothing Thrilled Us Half as Much: Fred Astaire Sings and Dances His
Greatest Hits explain: ‘“The Astaire voice has never been a serious threat to
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concert singers, but his singing has, if one defines singing as an artful blend of
taste and intelligence and emotion. And for that reason, America’s finest
songwriters and lyricists have supplied him with some of their greatest songs.”
Howard Thompson agrees that Fred was ‘““assuredly not the best singer”
available (9), but he also points out that Irving Berlin, Jerome Kern, Cole
Porter, Harold Arlen, and George and Ira Gershwin chose Fred Astaire to
introduce some of their most memorable songs on stage and on the screen. In
Benny Green’s terms, in his own inimitable versions of these songs Fred
“is saying, in effect, ‘I may not be able to write songs as good as these, but at
least let me draw your attention to the brilliance of those who can’” (22).
Perhaps this recorded sophistication was owing to the fact, as Peter Gammond
writes in The Oxford Companion to Popular Music, that Fred “contrived to
be the perfect popular songster. .., giving more meaning and strength to the
songs than many with more impressive vocal chords could ever achieve™ (24).
So, even though we sometimes have to wonder whether Astaire is going to be
able to hit a particular note in ““The Way You Look Tonight” or “Cheek to
Cheek,” we are enchanted by his command of the song. In summary, we might
consider Will Friedwald’s comment in the liner notes for the Fred Astaire at M-
G-M CD collection: “No composer, performer, producer, or writer so per-
sonified everything that was great about musical comedy—Dboth on stage and
screen—and Tin Pan Alley as did Astaire. He was the embodiment of all that
was wonderful about the intertwined arts of song and dance.” Friedwald’s last
sentence just about says it all!
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Lucille Ball

Rhonda Wilcox

Isn’t it funny. I cannot for the life of me remember how the furniture was

laid out in the living room of the house I grew up in, but I can remember
where every stick of furniture was in the Ricardo house.

ABC News Anchor Diane Sawyer, eulogizing Lucille Ball

(Kanfer 301)

In the 1990 film Pretty Woman, which made Julia Roberts a star, the audi-
ence is given certain signals to show that the prostitute protagonist is worthy
to be a Cinderella. She not only shows an untutored love of opera; she also
demonstrates a gleeful, unfettered appreciation for I Love Lucy. Lucille Ball’s
is one of the most recognized faces on the planet. And when someone men-
tions the name “Lucy,” very few anymore think of Wordsworth or even Bram
Stoker. The recognition is instantaneous; but it is not as simple as it might
at first seem. Lucy as an icon means different things to different people.

Lucy was enabled to become iconic because of a combination of talent,
intelligence, hard work, and fortuitous historical timing. Lucille Ball had been
a model, movie starlet, and radio performer; she and her husband, musical
performer Desi Arnaz, Jr., wanted to be able to work together, so they took a
gamble on television in its early days, knowing that if they failed, they might
not be welcome back in the film world. Sponsors disliked the idea of the
redhead and the Cuban as a married couple, but Lucy insisted; and Lucy and
Desi invested their own money to help get the show off the ground. They did
not want to move back to New York from California, so they filmed their
shows before a live audience. To make this work, they initiated the use of
the three-camera shooting style which became the standard for sitcoms, and
which still structures our visual expectations. These two choices—the invest-
ment and the filming—meant that the couple ended up having behind-the-
scenes power in the television business (they came to own the prolific Desilu
Studios), and that while much early television work disappeared, Lucy, in her
syndicated reruns, instead became immortal.
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I Love Lucy ran from 1951 to 1961, stopping at approximately the same
time as the couple’s marriage. (The Lucy Show, without Desi, and later under
the name Here’s Lucy, ran for more than a decade after that.) Despite the
sponsor’s doubts, it quickly rose to number one in the ratings and stayed
there for years. In a time period of few networks, Lucy drew as her audience
approximately one-fifth of the population of America. When Dwight D. Ei-
senhower was inaugurated as President of the United States in 1953, 29
million watched; the night before, however, 44 million had tuned in to see
Lucy Ricardo give birth to Little Ricky. But the show and the character were
not just popular in their own time; those syndicated episodes have never sto-
pped rerunning, and now people are buying VHS and DVD copies of the
black-and-white redhead, too.

Lucy is the one so many of us love, but she emerged in a context. Redheaded
zany Lucille McGillicuddy is married to handsome Cuban band leader and
singer Ricky Ricardo; they live in a middle-class New York apartment rented
from an older couple, stingy Fred and Lucy’s sidekick Ethel Mertz. Ricky is
the sensible husband (though Lucy’s antics can drive him to comic loss of
verbal control, vehemently expressed in his native Spanish), and Lucy is the
wacky wife. In almost every episode, Lucy’s facial expression would convey
what the writers called the ““light bulb” look of having an idea, conceiving an
improbable scheme—sometimes, to get money; even more often, to get on
Ricky’s show. After twenty-some minutes of farcical deception and genuinely
hilarious physical comedy (Lucy is seen as the inheritor of Charlie Chaplin),
the world would right itself—as it always should in comedy. And in the
1950s, this meant that wife Lucy would be laughingly and lovingly put in her
place. This world-order is something many find appealing even today. The
shows are in some ways about a very traditional battle of the sexes, with Lucy
and Ethel against Fred and Ricky (though the characters sometimes form
different combinations). As Kathleen Brady writes, ““it balanced tempera-
ments in a way that harkened back to the humors’ of the Elizabethan stage:
patient Ethel, volatile Ricky, stolid Fred, and flighty, airy Lucy—couple
against couple, boys against the girls” (194). And as Lucille Ball says, they
agreed that “the humor could never be mean or unkind” (207).

Within this comfortingly controlled world, Lucy herself was on the loose,
out of control—the unruly woman, as Kathleen Rowe terms it. In all sorts
of ways she shows us the carnival wildness, the rule-breaking that Mikhail
Bakhtin highlights in comedy. Her hair has to be red, vivid red—a color
associated with high emotions—and wildly unusual, as is the character. The
red hair helps us remember that she is also a bit ethnic: a McGillicuddy; and
she definitely crossed an ethnic borderline by marrying her Cuban beloved—a
step that meant more in the fifties, but that still means something today. Her
scheming and deception make her something of a trickster figure; as Brer
Rabbit, in some ways, represented blacks, Lucy represented many a woman
who might feel that she had the right to some scheming because power
was held by someone else. Though the Brer Rabbit stories were recorded by
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a white man, Joel Chandler Harris, they were
told by blacks; as for Lucy, at least one of the
series’ three major writers was female—Ma-
delyn Pugh.

When I was beginning to write this essay, I
went looking for copies of Lucy episodes. A
young black man who worked at the video
store spoke up enthusiastically about his own
enjoyment of the series. Asked about what he
liked in the series, he replied, “Just the dumb
stuff Lucy do.” When Lucy has the chance to
be in an Italian movie, she doesn’t just look
around to soak up the local color; she im-
merses herself in it quite literally. She sneaks
into a group of women planning to work at a
traditional winery, manages to be assigned to
stomping duty, unintentionally gets in an all-
out, falling-down brawl with another worker,
and ends up grape-faced, stained purple, and
unable to take the part when the movie’s di-
rector shows up to offer it to her. The vineyard
scene is quintessential Lucy. In an episode that cites sexy Italian stars such as
Gina Lollabrigida, Lucy shows up at the vineyard in an off-the-shoulder
blouse; but when she takes off her shoes to fit in with the other workers, her
seductive posturing is disrupted by her hopping up and down on the hot
paving stones. Her wild physical comedy is often predicated on the presen-
tation of the body out of control. But the lack of control can have a childlike
joy to it. When she is in the large vat, stomping the grapes, the woman she is
paired with moves with a steady, sensible, businesslike rhythm. Lucy, once
she gets past mugging her initial shock at the feeling of the grapes between her
toes and up her legs, proceeds to happily fling herself into the experience,
literally dancing rings around the other worker, arms enthusiastically
akimbo. (Lucy’s trademark way of crying, the ‘“Waaah,” wailing, is com-
parably childlike in its lack of control—as is her out-of-tune singing.) After an
intervening scene with Ricky and Ethel, we return to see Lucy exhausted.
When the other worker tries to pull her back to work, Lucy, in shaking her
off, accidentally knocks her down into the grapes; and thus their tussle be-
gins. It is important, in terms of the audience’s emotional investment, that
Lucy never intends harm—though once the fracas starts, she fights as en-
thusiastically as she has danced. She may be selfish, but she is never cruel.

Among the out-of-control elements, food and drink often play a part, and
she is often immersed in the physical—in the grapes of the vat, for instance.
Or consider the classic “Job Switching” episode, with the candy factory
scene. Lucy and Ethel are switching roles with the men, who agree to
temporarily take on the job as housekeepers. Ricky and Fred end up sliding

Lucille Ball, 1960. Courtesy of the Li-
brary of Congress.
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about the kitchen floor under overflowing mounds of rice. Meanwhile, Lucy
and Ethel stand by a conveyor belt. Having been told they’ll be fired if they
let a piece of candy get by unwrapped, they end up hiding the excess candy.
Lucy swallows it, and stuffs it down her blouse, as she struggles, chocolate-
mouthed, trying to keep up. (Years later, she stuffs eggs down her blouse in
“Lucy Does the Tango”; of course the eggs will be crushed against her,
sticky and dripping, in yet another Lucy dance.) The bit Lucy herself thought
funniest involved drink, not food, and yet another unintentional rule-
breaking: the Vitameatavegamin routine. Once again Lucy is trying to get
into Ricky’s show, if only in a commercial break for a health tonic. Though
we in the audience know, she and the commercial director do not realize
that the product (which she must repeatedly swallow as she rehearses) is
23 percent alcohol. So the very properly dressed representative of 1950s
womanhood gets to end up flat drunk—with no moral guilt attached. Lucy
starts out shuddering as she tries to deliver the line, “It’s so tasty, too!”
but she ends up making love to the bottle. And it is her seemingly out-of-
control physical reaction—including her comically loving drunken approach
to her husband as he performs in the show-within-a-show—that creates the
humor.

These are the moments we remember—the moments that keep us coming
back to Lucy. It is true that the status quo is always restored at the end; and
many a critic has argued that Lucy’s power (or woman’s power) is thus
denied. But there is a whole other level of meaning that many a viewer has
enjoyed simultaneously. W.E.B. Du Bois talked about the “double con-
sciousness” required of blacks who have had to think both in terms of white
society and in terms of their own lives. There is a different kind of double
consciousness about Lucy. The comedy gives a sense of power, and play, and
delight in her being out of control; yet also conveys that behind the scenes,
she bas control. The audience knew that not only were the Ricardos married,
but so also were Lucille Ball and Desi Arnaz. While other TV sitcom hus-
bands had offstage, invisible work, Ricky (Desi) sang right in front of us.
Lucy’s real husband is shown being attractive and worth her desire; she has
made a good choice, it seems. Because she had a cesarean section, Lucille Ball
gave birth to her son on the same night that Lucy Ricardo gave birth to hers—
a curious sort of control of the relationship between fiction and reality. It
brought wild enthusiasm at the time, and even today, the line between
character and actor is pleasurably blurred for many; a play with the edges of
reality—despite what some know of the marriage’s eventual break-up. And
Lucy, who said “Yes, sir” and “No, sir,” to her husband on camera, in the
real world ended up buying him out of their company.

Another significant element of the play with lack of control is that former
model and movie starlet Lucille Ball was a very beautiful woman. Like Carole
Lombard and Ginger Rogers (whose mother was a mentor for Lucy), Lucy
was not restrained by her beauty from taking comic roles. She did not have to
mug and take pratfalls to compensate for homely features. Every pie in the
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face was a choice, and her audience knew it. Even the red hair was unreal,
chosen—and the audience knew that, too, from repeated jokes in the series.
Perhaps most important of all was the double consciousness of Lucy as en-
tertainer. Ricky: “You cannot be in the show.” Lucy: “Give me one good
reason.” Ricky: “You have no talent.” Lucy: “Give me another good rea-
son.” Time after time this sort of interaction is reiterated. Time after time
Lucy, like any good id character, goes after what she wants in spite of rational
objections—with hilarious results. As Lucy herself said, she and Vivian Vance
(Ethel) “both believe wholeheartedly in what we call ‘an enchanted sense
of play’” (Ball 208). But as with a virtuoso musician, the playfulness was
earned. As Kathleen Brady points out, Lucy might rehearse for three hours
with different sizes and weights of paper bags to get the best sound when
she popped one (197). And as Susan Horowitz writes, “Ball’s beauty, drive,
willingness to learn, and comedic talent eventually led to fame and fortune,
[while] Lucy Ricardo’s hapless efforts lead only to laughs™ (36). Many a viewer
was conscious of the fact that Lucy Ricardo, who performed so badly, was
entertaining precisely because Lucille Ball was a consummate performer.

When we laugh, we are out of control; for a moment, we share that free-
dom with Lucy. And while critics may point out that each episode ends with
restrictive (or, depending on one’s view, comforting) order restored, the fact
that Lucy’s humor comes on television means that there is another element to
be considered. If she were bound down at the close of a movie, the weight of
the ending would be heavier. But on episodic television, we know that she
will play again another day. Not only in VHS and on DVD but still out on the
airwaves, Lucy continues. Lucille Ball apparently wanted to be in the show
just as much as Lucy did—and as so many of us do; and we love to know she
got to. There is a sort of bravery of pleasure in Lucy’s pursuit of her desire, in
Lucy’s being herself. That is something worth contemplating, something
worth looking at again and again; that is why she is still an icon.
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Banjo

Jack Ashworth

The banjo, solidly associated with several types of musical Americana
(bluegrass, old time, Dixieland, early jazz, vaudeville), is actually an African
instrument. Originally made by cutting off the side of a gourd, affixing a skin
over the opening, and attaching a wooden neck with strings made of animal
or plant fibers, the instrument was described (though not named) as early as
1621, and manufactured commercially at least as early as the 1850s (Epstein
350, 357). Dena Epstein supplies a list of names used for the instrument from
Africa, the West Indies, and North America between 1678 and 1851; most
are recognizable cousins of today’s banjo (e.g., banjar), although some are
both more descriptive and more fun (e.g., strum strum and merrywhang, both
Jamaican). The most typical American banjo is a five-string instrument with
four strings of equal length and one shorter drone string, although two four-
string versions of the instrument were popular, especially among Dixieland
and jazz musicians, between about 1900 and 1930.

What world does the banjo conjure? Who owns the banjo, black America
or white? Is it more likely to evoke romantic plantation scenes of the ante-
bellum South, or rural poverty and ignorance? Is it a Southern thing, or an
American thing?

Any such discussion must begin with Karen Linn’s That Half-Barbaric
Twang: The Banjo in American Popular Culture. Linn addresses many issues,
presenting along the way a vast array of references from literature, drama,
movies, and even cartoons, as well as multiple illustrations from both mag-
azine advertising and the covers of sheet music; in doing so, she documents
popular perceptions of the banjo in America from its early use in minstrel
shows through the late twentieth century. Linn also demonstrates how the
banjo has been a cultural player on several levels and in many contexts during
the course of its American life. Considered from a cultural perspective, there
have been a variety of banjos in the past 300 years, each with its own set of
associations. Two of these, the nineteenth-century banjo of plantation blacks
and the twentieth-century instrument of indigent mountain whites, have been
at once consistent to themselves and different from each other, and meaning
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rings within their largely self-contained worlds. These two banjos lead to the
contemporary icon.

To start with the black banjo, we begin with an instrument that came to the
Western hemisphere with enslaved Africans, was taken up by whites, and by
the 1840s had become a staple of the peculiar phenomenon known as the
minstrel show, in which Northern white men blackened their faces with burnt
cork and presented music and banter trading on the exoticism of the southern
black man, while enjoying his lively music and a laugh at his expense. But
while early minstrel musicians no doubt modeled their playing on what they
heard from black banjo players to at least some extent, they were entertainers
rather than reenactors and it is unlikely that an audience at a minstrel show
would necessarily have heard the “authentic” sound of the plantation banjo,
especially after the first few years of the fad (Linn 48).

About the same time there arose a body of sentimental popular culture
woven around African Americans on the Old Plantation, starting at the time
of Stephen Foster’s songs (also 1840s) and extending through plays and
movies as far as the 1930s, intended to evoke a romantic legend where the
plantation black, carefree and happily ignorant, is frequently depicted with a
banjo in his hand, or on his knee. This picture was heavily reinforced by the
staging of the immensely popular Uncle Tom’s Cabin shows which toured the
country between 1852 and 1931, and in which blacks were portrayed as
playing the banjo even though Harriet Beecher Stowe never once mentions
the instrument in her book of the same name (Linn 58).

While whites were of course also playing the banjo as whites, and not just
in blackface during the nineteenth century, it was not until approximately
1900 that the banjo begins to be found in popular culture as being connected
with white players, and thus associated with whites as well as blacks by Amer-
icans far removed from the place where the banjo could actually be heard in
its element. An early instance is the popular novel by John Fox, Jr., The Little
Shepherd of Kingdom Come (1903), whose white protagonist Chad is dis-
covered to be a fine banjo player—much to the surprise of those who hear
him. Thus emerged a new stream of banjo consciousness, where the African
instrument of the nineteenth century became the hillbilly instrument of the
twentieth, an instrument that enjoyed a lengthy recording career starting in
the mid-1920s with old time mountain string band musicians, and turned into
the centerpiece of the standard bluegrass ensemble after Earl Scruggs trans-
formed both the technique and the role of the banjo player some twenty years
later. This white banjo took on one additional layer of meaning in the 1950s,
when the folk revival movement, chiefly musicians from the North and East,
began to identify the Southern white mountaineer as a true living remnant of
pure Anglo-Saxon stock, Rousseau’s Noble [English] Savage—albeit one
whose nobility was slightly impaired in the popular imagination by a trifle too
much moonshine and feudin’. The banjo was as much a part of his cultural kit
as was his tumbledown shack.



BANJO 47

How is the banjo more than just a
vehicle for musical accompaniment
to a plantation frolic or a lonesome
mountain song? For one nineteenth-
century Massachusetts woman, it
was important enough as a genera-
tor of cultural meaning that upon
seeing some reference to Southern
blacks neither knowing nor caring
about the banjo, she felt compelled
to write a letter to the editor: “I
should be shocked to learn that the
negroes of the South know nothing
of the banjo. Somehow it has been a
great comfort to me to associate  Folk singer Pete Seeger playing banjo, 1948. Cour-
them with that instrument” (Linn  tesy of the Library of Congress.

40; the incident took place in 1883).

We may owe at least some of this

far-resounding resonance of the banjo’s twang to Stephen Foster’s popular
songs romanticizing plantation life. The banjo shows up in many of these,
most famously “Oh, Susannah!” The song is written in nonsense quatrains
and so may only use the banjo incidentally as a handy two-syllable accessory
to the Alabama-bound traveler. He’s black (we know that from the dialect);
he needs a two-syllable word: ah! banjo! (In terms of both scansion and sense
it could as easily have been a “pumpkin” or a “‘shotgun” on his knee.)

Foster’s “Ring, Ring de Banjo!” is a song extolling the joys and stability of
plantation life; in it, the freed slave comes hurrying back to the plantation.
And as “massa” dies in verse four, it is none other than this freedman for
whom the old man calls to softly waft his soul to the other side of the Swanee.
The scene is completed by the banjo, yet it is an incongruous choice in that it
is described as “dulcem”—right for the sickbed, but hardly an appropriate
adjective for a properly-played banjo (“Early in de morning / Ob a lubly
summer day, / My massa send me warning / He’d like to hear me play. / On
de banjo tapping, / I come wid dulcem strain; / Massa fall a napping / He’ll
nebber wake again.”). In verse one we had already learned that the singer
could, in fact, play the piano if he wanted to, but he makes the conscious
choice not to, unless it becomes necessary (“Den come again Susanna / By de
gaslight ob de moon; / We’ll tum de old Piano / When de banjo’s out ob
tune”) (Foster 165-66). The fabricated world of the Old South is here both
completed and authenticated by the banjo, a fact which Foster’s consumers
anticipated and, if they were like the woman from Massachusetts, required.

Jumping to the mid-twentieth century, we still find the banjo consciously
used to evoke a fantasy world, although the exact locale of that world has not
been as carefully worked out. The popular television show Hee Haw was a
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simplistic, cartoon-like succession of joke tableaux for which the show’s
writers and producers were clearly trying to evoke a country image. But just
where is this “country”? With the idea that decisions made for the first
episode might reflect the direction the show’s creative team wanted it to take,
we shall look at it in some detail.

In this episode (June 15, 1969), settings of jokes vary from a cowboy
campfire to a barnyard to a cornfield to an outhouse to two different front
porches, one serving as the residence of Mark Twain and the other populated
by a whole passel of people and a dog. Except for the campfire (the Old
West?) and Mark Twain’s front porch (the banks of the Mississippi?), visual
imagery does not suggest any one place, and certainly not the South—there
are no plantation houses, for instance. But even so the viewer is still somehow
sure that Hee Haw’s main (though not exclusive) cultural neighborhood is
somewhere below the Mason-Dixon Line. This impression is partly due to the
southern accents, but much of it also has to do with the banjo. And the way in
which its use is specifically manipulated suggests that it is not just intended to
provide a bit of local color.

The show opens over a driving bluegrass banjo number, but the context is
strange: the other instruments heard are electric bass and, mostly, drums—
sounds not associated with traditional bluegrass. Hosts Roy Clark and Buck
Owens come on stage playing banjo and guitar, respectively. Owen’s red,
white, and blue-striped guitar grabs our visual attention, but all we hear is the
banjo. The tune, written by Sheb Wooley (whose accomplishments include
the fifties hit “The Purple People Eater”), includes a laughing segment to
connect with the show’s title, and the sense is that this is not so much a banjo
number as it is a television theme song featuring a banjo. It is soon pulled
down under the announcer’s voice and the applause of the audience, but it
has done its work: its presence authenticates the rest of the show for the
viewer, whose upcoming vicarious experiences of being on that front porch
and in that cornfield will now be subtly enhanced. It’s a hook—an ear-con, if
you will—reassurance that, yes, this is a country show all right, where
“country” equals “Nashville” equals “South” as much as it equals “rural.”
Presumably, it could also mean that if you don’t like the banjo, don’t bother
watching the show.

The banjo’s next major appearance is in the cornfield scene, where various
actors pop up and tell (what else?) corny jokes; their background music is
(what else?) a banjo—which is heard, but not seen. A few jokes later we hear
(but don’t see) the banjo’s friend the fiddle, whose music is background to the
jokes told in front of the outhouse. Although cornfields and outhouses dot the
whole American landscape, the sound of the banjo and fiddle anchor us in the
South. They are a pair of aural overalls. And in one of this episode’s musical
interludes, Grandpa Jones, a well-known old-time banjo player and come-
dian, frails away happily on a bouncy tune which could almost (well, almost)
be mistaken as something traditional except for its recurring chorus: “The
banjo am the instrument for me.” This is a faux grammatical blunder, and
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was certainly conceived to fill out and amplify the intended bumpkinicity of
the banjo player.

It also deserves mention that one of the musical guests in this episode is
Charlie Pride, an African American musician. Playing an electric guitar as he
sings, he is backed by the “Nashville Sound” heard throughout the show—
here consisting of a second electric guitar, pedal steel guitar and drums, with
unseen piano and chorus added during the bridge. For once the banjo is not
present, either visually or aurally: it is a richly ironic juxtaposition.

A highly popular film of approximately the same time also helped imprint
the banjo into the contemporary American consciousness, though with a
different range of associations. Bluegrass music is used in Bonnie and Clyde
(1967), especially when the characters are speeding off in getaway cars. As
Neil Rosenberg notes, “The music is connected to the exhilaration of law-
lessness, escape, and travel, which from the outset have sexual connotations”
(265). Bluegrass is also used under the scene where Bonnie finally succeeds in
seducing Clyde. The fact that the first appearance of this sound, which came
when Earl Scruggs joined Bill Monroe’s band in 1945, postdates the year in
which the movie is set (1933) by twelve years was not seen as an impediment
to its use as background music by either the movie’s producers or its audi-
ences. Indeed, Flatt and Scruggs, whose “Foggy Mountain Breakdown” is the
tune most associated with the movie, happily cashed in on its popularity by
soon recording an album also called Bonnie and Clyde; they are pictured on
the cover in gangster costumes. The resonance of this set of associations
transcended even the facts of history, history which would have been actually
lived through by many of those who saw the film and bought the album.
Clyde Barrow could never possibly have heard a bluegrass band, and yet it is
still somehow a convincing component of his world, not to mention the
perfect back-up for a thrilling car chase. The banjo’s exotic otherness no
longer evokes just the southern plantation or mountain cabin, but also the
American bad man folk hero and the entire romantic monde noire of early
1930s freewheeling lawlessness.

The Boston-based radio show Car Talk, from the very capital of Yankee-
dom, uses a banjo-centered bluegrass band for its theme music. Is it riding the
“road music” imagery of Bonnie and Clyde? St. Paul-based A Prairie Home
Companion also featured a banjo-laced bluegrass theme for several years, and
bluegrass is still sometimes featured on the show. Are these merely trans-
planted examples of Southern rural white banjo music?

No: the banjo now rings with all its accumulated resonance. Through
various adaptations, the African instrument has become an American idiom,
and its sound evokes a visceral response that transcends any specific set of
cultural associations: the banjo now conjures energy and good cheer, as much
as anything. The Jamaicans had it right with their name, the merrywhang. As
the Peanuts character Linus once said, “The way I see it, as soon as a baby
is born he should be issued a banjo!” (Seeger 9). This would be neither an
African plantation banjo nor a rural white banjo, but an American banjo.
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Barbie

Dawn Heinecken

A friend recently told me a story about “the game” she used to play with her
Barbie during bath time. The goal of the game was to get Barbie to stand on
the drain of the tub until the water covered her breasts. But, try as she might,
Barbie would never stand still long enough to achieve this goal; Barbie kept
popping out of the drain, drifting up and sideways, and spinning out of
control. “The problem with getting her to stand up in the bath,” my friend
lamented, “is that Barbie floats.”

Much has been published about Barbie and her status as an American icon—
the ways in which she functions as a representation of U.S. society (Motz, “I
Want to Be a Barbie Doll”’; Motz, “Seen Through Rose Tinted Glasses™). Like
Marilyn Monroe, Madonna, Elvis, or Coca-Cola, her image is immediately
recognizable around the world and instantly communicates many of the values
of U.S. culture. Barbie is the embodiment of a certain kind of physical per-
fection and models a fabulous, fun lifestyle built around the endless con-
sumption of products and a dedication to fashion and leisure activities.

However, it would be a mistake to say that Barbie is merely a static symbol
of the American dream or ideal femininity. Over the years, the ways in which
real people have actually responded to and used Barbie, have complicated
her meaning. These interpretations and valuations have been layered over/
against/in addition to other meanings, such as those intended by Barbie’s
corporate creators; this layering process continually reshapes how we think
about the doll. In fact, there are so many layers, so many interpretations, that
it has become difficult to pin one down. Barbie’s meaning, at this time, is
unfixed, unstable; literally, she floats.

That her shapely 39-18-32 frame is fertile with multiple meanings is ex-
emplified by the fact that most people have a Barbie story. Appearing in U.S.
households for the last forty years, she is as ubiquitous as death and taxes.
But while everybody has a Barbie story, they are not all the same.

Many people love Barbie. To date, over 1 billion Barbies have been sold
(“Life in Plastic”). In 1997, the Barbie brand generated 40 percent of total
revenue of $4.5 billion for Mattel (Morgenson, qtd. in Weissman 81). She is
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sold in 144 countries worldwide (Weissman 88). According to The Econo-
mist, U.S. girls own an average of ten dolls apiece. There are Barbie computer
and video games and even a work-out-video. Fans dedicate adoring websites
to her and collectors attend conferences and conventions all over the country.
Some fans even dress up as their favorite doll (Barbie Nation). Collectors can
find out all sorts of Barbie-related trivia from the magazine Barbie Bazaar.
Cindy Jackson made headlines in her attempts to restructure herself into
Barbie’s image through plastic surgery. The global sales figures and the ac-
tivities of devoted fans point to the fact that Barbie is loved and revered
throughout the world.

At the same time, Barbie has been banned by the Iranian government because
of her corrupting influence on that country’s traditional values (Coppen). She
has been featured in numerous artistic parodies, many of which are based on the
destruction and mutilation of the dolls. Barbie has been posed in a food blender,
wrapped in tortillas and baked in an oven, and even been used as a dildo (Rand;
Steiner). Artistic parodies of Barbie have included “Exorcist Barbie,” “Sweat-
shop Barbie,” “PMS Barbie,” and “Teenage Pregnant Barbie,” as well as
“Suicide Bomber Barbie,” a piece that was featured in a 2002 London art
exhibit (“Life in Plastic”’; Strohmeyer). Pop group Aqua’s 1997 song “Barbie
Girl” assures us that “Life in plastic / It’s fantastic,” while a popular bumper
sticker reads “T want to be just like Barbie: That Bitch has Everything!”

These parodies make use of the fact that Barbie has been positioned by
Mattel as an ubiquitous figure, fitting into any social role her wardrobe will
allow. In fact, Barbie’s creator, Ruth Handler, deliberately made Barbie’s face
as blank and bland as possible, in order to encourage children to “fill in”* the
blank with their own imagination and thus to open up as wide a range of
potential imaginary identities for the doll as possible (Rand 40). Barbie’s
numerous careers over the years, ranging from a model to an astronaut,
combine with this openness to make her a sort of “Everywoman.”

Despite her seemingly “open” meaning, however, artistic parodies of the
doll work because, Barbie, in fact, does have an identity to which we respond.
The fact that Barbie, unlike most dolls, can be referred to by name and as
“she” rather than an “it,” points to her iconic status—*‘she’ has a personality
that has been carefully constructed by her Mattel parents. And most people
“know” what this personality “means” or represents. Understanding Barbie
as a corporate construction, Erica Rand argues, is essential to comprehending
the ways in which Barbie comes to signify certain values and assumptions.

For example, the original brunette, brown-eyed Barbie was changed to a
blonde-hair and blue-eyed model because her creators felt the original doll
looked “too foreign.” Although Mattel wanted to encourage children’s fan-
tasy, they apparently had little desire for children to fantasize about non-
white identities (Rand 40). Thus, Erica Rand sees the language and imagery
of ““infinite possibility’” used by Mattel ““to camouflage what is actually being
promoted: a very limited set of products, ideas, and actions” (28). Barbie
models a normative vision of white, heterosexual affluence.
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Yet it is perhaps her very nor-
mativity, and consumer aware-
ness of it, that has forced the
doll to change. As Rand notes,
the difference between getting a
consumer to buy a toy like an
Etch-A-Sketch and a Barbie is
that other toys, unlike Barbie,
have never had to face criticism
that the toy might compromise
your little girl’s self-esteem. Thus,
Mattel has had to work to adopt
(and adapt) various strategies
over time to continue to win
and re-win consumers at various
points in the doll’s history (29).

One such Mattel strategy
has been systematically to attach

Actress Millicent Roberts as “Barbie” poses with Mattel
CEO Jill Barad and consumer advocate Francia Smith
during a ceremony announcing the creation of a new
stamp portraying the Barbie doll, 1999. AP/Wide World

Barbie to “‘culturally specific
items and representations” which
work to assimilate the items into her own image (Weissman 85). Thus, al-
though Barbie seemed relatively unaware of the feminist movement of the
1970s, in the 1980s there was a “Day-to Night”” Barbie who dressed in a career
outfit (albeit in pink), held occupations like “Business Executive” and “TV
News Reporter,” and owned a Barbie Home and Office playset (Dickey 27—
29). Feminist criticisms of Barbie’s unrealistic body proportions were addressed
by Mattel in the late 1990s with the creation of a more “realistically” pro-
portioned Barbie. The slogan “We Girls Can Do Anything” co-opted the
language of feminism and suggested that Barbie was an empowered and em-
powering toy even though she remained a slave to fashion and consumption.
Similarly, in 1990 Mattel announced a new multicultural marketing strategy
by launching ad campaigns for black and Hispanic versions of the doll. Mattel is
clearly attempting to be (or appearing to be) more culturally sensitive and to
appeal to a global market by featuring dolls of differing ethnicity, as well as,
with dolls like Sign Language Barbie or Share A Smile Becky, representing the
disabled community. However, this sensitivity is perhaps motivated more by
concerns with penetrating a global audience than with concerns of social in-
clusion. Many have observed that the only difference between the traditional
“white” all-American Barbie and the “ethnic” Barbie is the skin tone (Ducille;
Hegde; Weissman). Ann Ducille writes that these dolls give us the “face of
cultural diversity without the particulars of racial difference.” Thus, she sees
this move as a collapse into “easy pluralism that simply adds what it constructs
as the Other without upsetting the fundamental precepts and paradigms of
Western culture” (52-53). Radha Hegde likewise concludes that Barbie “‘sur-
vives as an icon of whiteness and femininity wherever she travels” (132).

Photos.
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These authors argue for the relative stability of Barbie’s meaning: although
she appropriates other discourses, she transforms their meanings into her own
image and ultimately continues to signify hegemonic norms. However, it
must be noted that even Barbie’s “‘official” text—products marketed by
Mattel—contain elements that can be understood in different ways. Rand
notes the popularity of the Earring Magic Ken doll in the gay community and
ties it to the “screaming gay subtext” of the promotional material for the doll.
Skeptical that this imagery could be used unintentionally, she argues that it
must be a sign of some intentional subversion on the part of workers within
Mattel, if not by Mattel the corporation (88-89).

In the same way, although Barbie has been criticized by many feminists
for representing unrealistic standards of passive femininity, she has simulta-
neously been seen as promoting a message of empowerment for girls. For
example, Anita Brill has said that for girls of her generation, “Barbie was our
liberator” (gtd. in Reid-Walsh and Mitchell 175). In contrast to the majority
of toys aimed at girls that encourage girls to play games based upon the
household tasks of adult women, Mattel never shows Barbie doing domestic
labor. As Brill recalls, “Barbie’s initial pre-feminist appearance signaled for us
the universe of other possibilities. Gone from our agenda were the eternal
rounds of playing mommy and daddy and baby doll, complete with baby
carriages and strollers tailor-made for child-sized moms. With Barbie acting
for us we could be exciting and interesting women in the world” (qtd. in
Reid-Walsh and Mitchell 182). In the context in which she appeared, and for
that audience of girls, Barbie signified freedom.

Furthermore, once a product has left its manufacturers, it leads its own life
and can be appropriated by consumers for their own purposes ( Jenkins). Con-
sumers may choose to use and respond to Barbie variously. Often they do so in
ways that are clearly not intended by her designers. These range from making
clothes for the dolls to cross-dressing them to disfiguring them, actions that
Rand calls a “queering” of Mattel’s intentions. What does Barbie mean in the
context of such actions?

Insofar as she represents an ideal, Barbie marks boundaries and sets limits.
For example, she sets the standards of a slender, yet buxom, feminine beauty
by which many women measure themselves. It is through our positioning
against/in relation to these standards that we come to know ourselves as
individuals—to acknowledge the ways we do or do not live up the ideal. The
various uses to which Barbie is put may thus be seen as “acts of allegience to
or rebellion against those to whom the doll refers or those who ascribe to its
opposing values” (Rand 101). Barbie provides an embodied site where we can
express our relationship to the dominant culture through the doll and engage
with, or comment upon, or resist normative notions.

This opportunity perhaps supplies one reason why Barbie is frequently
disfigured by the children who play with her. Tara Kuther and Erin McDonald
note that Barbie play teaches girls about adult social roles and aids in the
internalization of stereotypical feminine ““scripts.” They see the disfigurement
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of the doll as representing “girls’ views about their developing feminine
self. ... The devaluation of Barbie dolls may symbolize girls’ loss of voice and
self, or their ‘silencing’” (50). The disfigurement acts as a form of protest
against norms of female behavior.

It’s also important to note that destructive acts against the doll are asser-
tions of a personal identity, a living subjective presence, that has the power to
be critical of norms. What we do to or with Barbie is a form of expressing the
self: we can define ourselves through play. For example, Reid-Walsh and
Mitchell note the ways in which adult women’s memories of, and attitudes
toward Barbie, may be shaped by their own attitudes toward themselves. In
their study, women tended to remember the ways they played with the doll as
children as emblematic of the women they are today. In other words, women
who saw themselves as conventional saw their present behavior reflected in
the ways they had played with Barbie. At the same time, women who con-
sidered themselves unconventional saw their attitudes foreshadowed in the
unconventional ways they had played with Barbie (186).

Insofar as Barbie is a representation of ourselves as Americans, it’s useful
to think of the ways she also functions to reflect those aspects of American
culture we tend to repress. Every sign signifies its absent other. Barbie signals
white, affluent heterosexuality, but in doing so, she also constantly reminds
us of what she is not—she is not poor, not fat, not ethnic, not queer. Indeed, it
is perhaps the ways in which Barbie signifies, through absence, those who are
repressed in our culture that contributes to her popularity. A new layer of the
Barbie mythology has arisen from within folk culture that clearly works to
complicate her image.

As noted earlier, Barbie parodies abound on the Web and in ads for the
Body Shop, as well as in art exhibits, bumper stickers, song lyrics, and even
book titles. In most cases Mattel has not produced these images, and the
company has launched numerous lawsuits to silence non-sanctioned uses of
the Barbie image. Although not part of the official Barbie line of products,
these renderings of Barbie are a form of folk culture that have become part of
the larger culture by virtue of their mass circulation, and are by now an
inseparable part of the meaning of the doll.

These appropriations of the Barbie image articulate consumers’ ability to
read and criticize the meanings of mass-produced culture. For example,
“Sweatshop Barbie” by artist Sue Wandell most obviously highlights the un-
comfortable reality of sweatshops that exploit the labor of thousands of
women and children in nightmarish conditions, and Barbie’s status as a beau-
tiful, affluent consumer. Barbie might wear sweatshop-produced clothes—
but would never work in a sweatshop herself. Texts like “Sweatshop Barbie”
implicate the role of the consumer in the process of exploitation. The art
piece functions by relying on our common understanding of what Barbie
“means” (i.e., affluence, consumption, fashion), but also by highlighting the
different ways that meaning can be evaluated. It speaks to the presence of a
different subjectivity viewing the values of U.S. culture, the critical eye of the
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other turned against mainstream society’s prevailing values and deeply held
beliefs.

Barbie’s iconic status—the very fixity of her image as an American ideal—
gives us a shorthand way to communicate about certain values, attitudes, and
assumptions in our culture. Ironically, however, such communications con-
tribute to the ultimate destabilization of the Barbie image. Barbie floats be-
cause her meaning at this point is unstable: she is always both/and the other;
it’s virtually impossible for the modern consumer to think of Barbie without
thinking of her detractors, or to think of the dream of American success she
represents, and all the ways that dream has not been realized or has been
found unworthy or flawed. Barbie the idealized American beauty is also al-
ways Barbie the oppressor. Yet despite our awareness of this, Barbie floats
above the fray. She continues to flourish—floating about the globe, spreading
the dream of a fabulous Malibu lifestyle where waists are small, breasts are
high, and everyone’s having a good time.
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Bear

Richard Sanzenbacher

There have been few animals in our history that have sparked such imagi-
native fervor as the bear. Its indelible presence is everywhere: from the teddy
bear and the cartoon characters of Yogi, Winnie the Pooh, Smokey the Bear,
and others to the many animated films that feature the bear as the leading
heroic figure, and the animal documentaries that overtly remind us of the
dangers of this unpredictable creature, not to mention its use in advertise-
ments and the cartoons of Gary Larson. And when considering holidays,
what would Valentine’s Day be without the bear, especially when we see the
assorted array of stuffed animals, all of them attesting to a soft and romantic
persona, a metaphorical construct that seems to assure us that everything will
be all right? Plus, from a psychological perspective, the bear has been there to
comfort and protect: we only need to visit a nursing home or a day care center
to see how the stuffed bear works its magic, how it is clutched and caressed,
given an important role in the lives of so many. Because of the many roles
attributed to the bear, this majestic creature has become a powerful icon
entrenched within the human consciousness.

Unequivocally, in Native American culture, the bear, its voice and pres-
ence, resonates in the tribal attitudes, customs, and rituals of the people. For
them, the relationship between bear and human takes on a sacred and inti-
mate quality, a kinship that embodies multiple dimensions. In David B.
Rockwell’s fine study Giving Voice to Bear: North American Indian Mytbs,
Rituals, and Images, he observes that “Bears were often central to the most
basic rites of many tribes: the initiation of youths into adulthood, the sacred
practices of humanism, the healing of the sick and injured, the rites sur-
rounding the hunt” (2). As he explores these rites in depth, he demonstrates
the bear’s presence in North American Indian myths and the proliferation of
the bear’s image in other areas of the Native American culture.

Beyond the totemic role of the bear in Native American tradition, on which
much literature exists, the animal figures variously in popular culture. This
entry focuses on ways the features of the bear, its physicality, and the con-
tradictory messages associated with that physicality, images of cuddliness/
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comfort versus ferocity/danger, play a definite function in the social and eco-
nomic import of particular advertisements, and in the male gay community
wherein a segment has built a tenuous identity around that physicality.
First, what is it about the bear in contradistinction to all other animals that
would account for this fervor, this willingness to see some kind of connection
to the other? Gary Brown, author of The Great Bear Almanac, provides a
clue when he contends that of all the animals, the bear embodies several
anatomical and behavioral features similar to the human. To begin with,

bears stand bipedal and even occasionally walk in this manner;...lean back
against objects to rest, and may even fold a leg across their other leg;...leave
human-like footprints; . .. nurse and discipline their young, even spank; display
moods and obvious affection during courting (petting); and are inquisitive,
curious, and inflexible. (174)

Sharing similar traits, humans can imagine assimilation into the space of the
bear, thus enabling them to traverse
the boundary that exists between
the human and the nonhuman.

It is not surprising, then, that peo-
ple have constructed multiple per-
spectives from which to view this
mysterious animal so that it has be-
come a powerful, diverse icon. That
is to say, the bear roams across many
metaphorical boundaries: from im-
ages of power, renewal, healing,

wildness, and primal fear to those =

of mystery, wisdom, playfulness, Repeat aﬂer me,

freedom, and spirituality. Whether it 6 9y
takes the image of a ferocious mon- Only you- oo
ster in the wilderness or of the en-

dearing coziness in the teddy bear, A poster advertising Smokey the Bear, 1970. Cour-
the bear remains a fluid icon, shaped  tesy of the Library of Congress.

in the context in which it is imag-

ined. More pointedly, whatever

cultural lens we look through or whatever human constructs we build around
this animal, the bear becomes a reality of our own making, a reality, of
course, that does not necessarily reflect what the bear actually is. Yet, it is this
anthropocentric imposition that accounts for the icon generated; therefore, it
is important to keep this in mind when reflecting on the diverse nature of the
bear as depicted in various images, if only to remind us that the bear out there
in the wilderness and our idea of that same bear are two different things. The
icon thus becomes our way of making sense of something that is essentially
unknowable.
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Arguably, the teddy bear phenomenon, begun by news reporters covering
President Theodore Roosevelt’s sportsmanship, reigns as one of the most
salient illustrations of humankind’s attempt to demystify the unknowable.
Possibly as a way to control or strip the bear of its wild nature or as a way to
coexist with an animal that instills unmitigated fear within the psyche, the
teddy bear rose to its pervasive favor, becoming an icon that not only creates
a comfort zone but one that embodies the Native American perception of the
bear as Creator. Behavioral studies of the bear point to the fact that while in
hibernation, the mother bear gives birth from one to three cubs. From this
close relationship, in its perception by Native Americans, “the bear became a
metaphor for the universal mother, the giver of all life.” Furthermore, in “the
Bear Mother creation story, the kinship of bear and human is established”
(Ramsey 58-59). From one perspective, the teddy bear phenomenon may be
seen as a response to the Bear Mother creation story in that this narrative
foregrounds the maternal and caring nature of the bear (in addition to the
fragile and vulnerable cubs), and de-emphasizes its ferocious and wild side.

The teddy bear is usually perceived from only one perspective: that of the
fuzzy, cuddly bear cub that radiates a sense of coziness and comfort, an icon
that manifests a space of safety, reassurance, and tranquility away from the
world’s problems. However, in several stores, the teddy bear cub is many
times accompanied by the mother figure, a coupling that revitalizes and re-
enacts the bear as Creator narrative. Accordingly, this intimate bond between
the mother bear and its young replicates the human linkage between the
human mother and her offspring, therefore establishing a familial connection.
Seeing the teddy bear from this perspective opens up the multiple layers of
this icon. On one level, the benign cuddly cuteness of the teddy bear sym-
bolizes the ever-innocent state of the child and all the images associated with
that time of life, while on another plateau it points towards universal issues of
birth and nurturance. The ironic
twist here is that something so frag-
ile and vulnerable should take on
such enduring cosmic significance.

But while the dominant image of
the bear for the last few decades has
revolved around the teddy bear mys-
tique, the world of advertisement has
employed the image of the bear from
diverse perspectives, going beyond
and sometimes countering the cuddly
persona. Some advertisements high-
light the superior physical strength
and prowess of the bear, while others
emphasize the wild habitat in which
A little girl playing doctor with a teddy bear. Cour-  they live and their humanlike pos-
tesy of Shutterstock. tures. In some advertisements, the
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bear becomes a viable symbol for the natural world and purity. Possibly one of
the most fascinating advertisements depicts a bear drinking a bottle of Valvert,
pure mineral water, his paws surrounding the bottle, reminiscent of a human
clutching a glass. The caption to the ad reads: “Somewhere in Belgium, there is a
hidden and timeless spot pampered by Nature. On this virgin spot rises the
Valvert water. The water taking its time. The water that after twenty years of
percolating surfaces again tender and pure”(“Animals in Advertising/Bears™).
The physical and material presence of the bear becomes absorbed within the
metaphor that the bear becomes. The paws enwrapped around the glass become
our hands while the space that the bear occupies (standing in front of a blurry
green backdrop) transports us to a pristine setting devoid of humans, pure and
untainted. The overt emphasis on the natural becomes paramount here. Just as a
bear would drink from a clear mountain spring, we, too, can do the same thing.
The life force that water represents becomes intertwined with the life force of
the bear. Put another way, if Valvert can sustain the survival of a creature in the
wild, then its effect on the human can be transforming. The bear has become an
icon of the wilderness, the pristine and the pure; the viewer wants to participate
in that raw energy and refreshment. And how can this happen? Through the
water, of course, which can be bought.

The connection of the bear to the wilderness and purity takes a different
turn with an advertisement for Tryba, art-deco windows. The ad tells us that
the polar bear is “king in the immense blue and whiteness of the arctic. He
symbolizes for Tryba uncompromised power and serenity. In this world of
pure air and water where everything stands for beauty and perfection, he is
life itself’(“Animals in Advertising/Bear’). Again, the bear represents the
natural world and that life force, but this time the bear seems to take on a
larger role than in the previous advertisement: it has been elevated to the
stature of king, an image that delivers awesome power, yet a power tempered
by a sense of serenity. The silence of the image seems to suggest an almost
God-like presence, that ethereal voice lurking somewhere out there. This
undetermined space is then further reiterated in the immense blue and
whiteness of the arctic: immensity and whiteness implying spaces without
boundaries. In some ways, the overly crafted image of the bear tends to wipe
out the product of the advertisement, art-deco style windows. But from an-
other perspective, we take on the kingship of the bear as we choose and
control our gaze through these art glass windows, establishing our reign over
the pristine land we want to imagine before us.

Although these advertisements respectfully glorify the immense power of
the bear, other advertisements infuse this power with an element of danger,
thus reaffirming the bear as an icon of the savage wilderness. Whereas in the
water and window ads the natural world is depicted in almost mythical
terms—an Eden-like setting in which the raw, violent energies of nature have
been tempered or virtually erased—these advertisements circle back and zero
in on the clear-cut ferociousness of this animal. One of the most telling ads
depicts a close-up shot of a bear’s face; however, the eyes, nose, and forehead
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of the bear are occluded by the open mouth and the killing teeth of this
animal. This bear’s face occupies at least three-fourths of the space of the ad,
projecting unstoppable violence, precluding any sense of a maternal nature.
In short, visions of an idyllic and tranquil wilderness implied in other ads are
here unimaginable, indicating that within the icon of the bear as represen-
tative of the wilderness there are divisions, and turns of thought that tend to
quarrel with each other. This ad’s actual product, a network analyzer, ap-
pears in a small, side photo, with the caption, playing on the metaphor of a
huge, horrible problem as “‘a bear”: ““Tame your datacomm problems easily—
network analyzers.” Beside the analyzer device in the photo sits a toy teddy
bear, the artificial replacement for the huge, wild problem that threatens to
engulf the would-be consumer.

Possibly the most intriguing use of the bear as an icon occurs within the
gay male subculture. Although the beginnings of gay men’s self-identifying
themselves as bears is debatable, it is reported that by 1980 certain gay men
in San Francisco, Toronto, Miami, New York, and elsewhere were placing a
small teddy bear in their shirts or hip pockets. Supposedly, the teddy bear
represented a man who was into cuddling and was a shared sign to other
“bear” men. Eventually, a bear subculture emerged, its origin in San Fran-
cisco, along three lines: the underground press, private sex parties, and the
newly formed medium of electronic communications. With this new venture
into communication came BEAR magazine, a publication that became the
home place and voice for this new movement. Almost overnight, the maga-
zine became a huge sensation. More than a decade later, there were some 140
bear and bear-friendly clubs worldwide (“What Is a Bear”). These bear
groups thus enabled some men to construct an authentic masculinity, a
crucial outlet for those men who were contesting society’s wrongheaded
tendency to make being gay and being masculine mutually exclusive.

Les Wright, in The Bear Book: Readings in the History and Evolution of a
Gay Male Subculture, offers further insight into this bear phenomenon as it
relates to the gay male culture: “It may describe physical size, refer to male
secondary sex characteristics, to alleged behaviors or personality traits of
bears, or to metaphysical, supernatural, or other symbolic attributes of bears”
(Wright, “A Concise History” 21). The most interesting aspect of this
movement is why it occurred in the first place. For one thing, the bear com-
munity resisted and challenged the gay gender stereotype, that of an effemi-
nate gay man, young in years, sporting a chiseled, slender body reminiscent of
the typical GO model. Identifying with the bear culture, the gay male was able
to accept his own body type and be accepted by others in the same community.
Essentially, according to a study of BEAR magazine by Joe Policarpo, the
“general profile of a ‘bear’ includes at least some facial hair and some body
hair. .., a ‘musky animality,” a blend of traditionally masculine aggressiveness
and (feminine) desire to cuddle, muscles by Nautilus or physical labor, and a
tendency to be older than the models found in most other gay male porn
magazines” (qtd. in Wright, “A Concise History” 31). Yet, an overemphasis
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on the physicality of the typical gay male bear would disallow a significant
aspect of the bear movement: the original impulse of the bears “to create a new
way to express and find intimacy, emotional and sexual. Hence the emphasis
on nurturing qualities, hence the idea of embraceable ‘teddy bears,” hence the
effort to create safe spaces” (Wright, “Introduction” 9).

The Bear movement of the 1980s also initiated a vital link with the coming
of AIDS. Those infected with the disease could find a community that would
not marginalize them or isolate them; instead, the movement enabled them to
reconnect with life and with the social and sexual domains of gay life again. In
all aspects, “The rise of a bear community is inseparable from the AIDS
epidemic.” It brought “the first broadly accepted sexualization of abundant
body weight,”” something that was frowned upon and deeply contested in the
traditional gay community (Wright, “Introduction” 15). But more important,
the bear movement ushered in a certain mindset that encouraged authenticity,
the importance of being oneself as opposed to being what one wasn’t. Today,
bear clubs are still active, but for “many bears, being a member of this group is
not about much more than having fun and being social”’ (Zeffer). The nour-
ishing aspect may still be there, but the surface, superficial qualities of good
looks take precedence; appearance becomes paramount. As with any icon, the
subject to which it refers is diminished in that the icon heightens only certain
aspects of the bear to the exclusion of others; subsequently, the bear itself ends
up being only an echo of itself, buried within the many layers of the icon.

In short, humankind’s transactions with and reflections on the bear tend to
imply a yearning we have for the Other, a deep need to transcend boundaries
and be reunited with the natural world, to recapture that kinship between
human and nonhuman that is missing from our lives. Just the fact that we
construct these symbol-laden scenarios around the bear reaffirms more our
endeavor to understand the mystery of bear, to situate ourselves within its
proximity. Certainly, anytime we transform the nonhuman into something
else, we remove ourselves that much more from the actual subject. But by
creating tidy summations of the bear as reflected in the diverse icons sur-
rounding this animal, we also open up further inquiries into the ambiguities
and mysteries surrounding this wilderness wonder, thus assuring that this
entity known as bear remains tentative, unfinished, yet to be envisioned in
new ways, even though these ways of knowing will always fall short of
completing what bear is.
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Beats

Jason R. Kirby

Charlie Parker’s musical expositions in cabarets made an indelible impact on
white hipsters who came to be called the “Beats.” They were intrigued by his
ability to create melodies that reinforced their alienation from the prevailing
cultural paradigm in America. Parker’s music reigned in their psyches. As
biographer Ross Russell notes, Bird’s playing brought them in touch with a
culture they could sympathize with, but could never quite wholly experience:
“His playing, [and] his toughness and resilience, were expressive of the Afro-
American ethos that has become the archetype of the loneliness and alien-
ation of modern man” (367).

This entry focuses on the psychological effects Parker’s musical impro-
visation created in the minds of white aficionados, concentrating on Jack
Kerouac’s impressions of Parker, because Kerouac is the most notable char-
acter of the white counterculture during the 1940s and 1950s. Parker’s music
created a sensation of euphoria that directly reinforced hipster contempt
for rationality. Parker’s improvisations allowed the “instinctive” passions to
thrive in the mindsets of white hipsters. Parker was a “primitive” knight to
hipsters not only for his musicianship and “‘blackness,” but also because
he represented the inexplicable “otherness” they extolled. There were dis-
crepancies, however, between the characterizations hipsters attributed to
Parker’s music and life, and the realities of his musicianship and life. In short,
white hipsters in their attempt to escape “whiteness” could never quite un-
derstand ““blackness” in its entirety.

Charlie Parker’s life and music were unconventional. Remarkably, many
view him as the greatest saxophone player who ever lived, yet most of his
extraordinary talent developed and evolved through self instruction (Gridley
143). After dropping out of high school, Parker commonly spent eleven to
fifteen hours a day practicing his musical craft (Woideck 6). As his abilities
flourished, he became instrumental in the birth of bebop, which challenged
swing music, the dominant genre in jazz at the time. Contrary to swing, bebop
(or bop) was distinctive for its individual instrumentation. Bebop bands typ-
ically consisted of three or four members, significantly fewer than those of
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swing bands; and the music gained a reputation for its faster tempo. This style
provided artists, such as Charlie Parker and Dizzy Gillespie, much room to
maneuver musically, whereas swing bands typically performed in a more
structured arrangement. Even though swing bands were more “rational” in
this regard, bebop music required more complexity and skill to play (Gridley
165; Lott 600).

From 1947 to 1950, Parker became the most celebrated figure of the bebop
era. Parker’s saxophone solos became legendary to those who witnessed his
stage performances. Like fellow beboppers, he often performed into the early
morning hours. While on stage, frequently juiced on heroin or some other
intoxicant, Parker stood stationary as the notes poured out of his saxophone.
Art Taylor, a former band member, describes Parker’s distinctive stage de-
meanor: “He just stood there almost still as a statue, and when he finished,
there was a pool of water at his feet” (Crouch 253-54). Other jazz musicians
commonly tried to mimic Parker’s virtuosity. Much to Parker’s chagrin, some
even began using heroin because they believed it could enhance their musi-
cianship, because they surmised this drug had heightened Parker’s creativity
on stage (Davis 175).

Parker lived at the edge. Aside from his heroin addiction, Parker used mar-
ijjuana and Benzedrine, was a womanizer, frequently went on eating binges,
drank heavily, and smoked cigarettes.
Whenever he tried to kick his heroin
addiction the withdrawal symptoms
became so excruciating that he gen-
erally drank himself into a stupor to
alleviate the pain, which thereby re-
inforced his addiction to alcohol (Rus-
sell 263). Not surprisingly, on each
attempt he made to quit, he only over-
came his heroin habit for a short period
before reverting back to the drug. The
consequences of his addictions were
many. For one example, aside from the
debilitating health effects, he habitually
showed up tardy for gigs, and on some
occasions, he even missed scheduled
events altogether (Bennett 73).

The de facto racism Parker experi-
enced exacerbated both his excesses as
well as his feelings of insecurity as an
artist. Lerone Bennett, Jr., captures the
Jazz greats Charlie Parker, left, and Russell “Big ~ dual alienation Parker felt: “He never
Chief” Moore perform on the opening day of the ~ believed in himself, and according to
International Jazz Festival in Paris, 1949. AP/  his friends, he embraced ‘the needle’
Wide World Photos. and the bottle to blot out the harsh
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reality of everyday life” (71). Following a 1950 tour in the South, even though
his band fared well financially, Parker “vowed never again to set foot below
the Mason-Dixon line” (Russell 291). Moreover, enacting an assault on the
white establishment, Parker often slept with white women (Russell 257; Davis
171). Parker’s music also represented rebellion against systematic racial in-
justice. As Lorenzo Thomas states while discussing the work of the famous
black poet and beatnik Bob Kaufman, *“Jazz music spoke a truth about exis-
tence that words were hard put to express” (Thomas 294). The use of jazz
slang also challenged white oppression; as Neil Leonard explains, “Words
like ... ‘sweet,” ‘pretty,” ‘square,’ and ‘straight’ were pejorative” (152).

In 1955, Parker’s indulgences finally caught up with him and contributed
to his death at the young age of thirty-four.

The Beats enthusiastically embraced Parker for what they perceived as his
“primitive” genius, despite the fact they misunderstood his life and the in-
tricacies of his music (Nisenson 119). From their perspective, Parker’s music
represented inexplicable art. When the Beats witnessed Parker sounding off
his musical motifs on stage, they yearned for the instinctive passions he re-
presented in their minds. Parker’s music symbolized for them the alienation
they felt toward the world around them. Their psychological affinity with
Parker, albeit often irrational, is crucial to understanding the various ideol-
ogies white hipsters favored.

To this white subculture, mainstream America offered little for the soul.
While conventional white Americans embraced prosperity and conformity,
white hipsters dreaded the trap of organizing their lives around the forces of
the market. “Squares” (in the favored label for the white middle-class among
hipsters) organized their lives efficiently, attended church regularly, refrained
from indulging the senses, typically were politically conservative, engaged in
materialistic acquisition, were either indifferent to or took part in racist ac-
tivity, and generally considered themselves patriotic. Hipsters, contrarily, lived
for the moment, scoffed at organized religion, embraced the senses, were
politically liberal or apolitical, favored the instinctive over the rational, found
racism repugnant, and took a fatalistic view of the world. Norman Mailer, a
steadfast proponent of hipster culture, reveals this chasm in sharp terms in his
landmark essay ‘““The White Negro”:

One is Hip or one is Square...one is a rebel or one conforms, one is a
frontiersman in the Wild West of American night life, or else a Square cell,
trapped in the totalitarian tissues of American society, doomed willy-nilly to
conform if one is to succeed. (339)

Hipsters found sanctuary in black culture. Jack Kerouac, for instance,
through the lens of his narrator, Sal, in On the Road, clarifies the sentiments
he felt toward his race: “[I wish] I were a Negro, feeling that the best the
white world had offered was not enough ecstasy for me, not enough life, joy,
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kicks, darkness, music, not enough night” (180). To him, black culture ex-
emplified an authenticity white culture lacked.

For hipsters, bebop concerts loosened inhibitions and offered a sanctuary
from the Cold War reality nuclear weapons posed. To them, civilization
seemed as though on a direct path to complete annihilation following the
development of atomic weaponry, with Revelation and Christ’s Second Com-
ing playing no part in what appeared to be an impending apocalypse. As
Norman Mailer contended in the “The White Negro,” the profound devas-
tation of World War II largely bolstered hipsters’ sense of fatalism: “The
Second World War presented a mirror to the human condition which blinded
anyone who looked into it (338). In such thinking, the next war involving
America could only magnify in its destructive power, because the mere push of
a button would propel the world into a nuclear holocaust. Mailer breaks down
the impulses of hipsters in bearing Cold-War threats like an albatross wrapped
around their necks:

It is on this bleak scene that a phenomenon has appeared: the American
existentialist—the hipster, the man who knows that if our collective condition is
to live with instant death by atomic war...or with a slow death by conformity
with every creative and rebellious instinct stifled..., why then the only life-
giving answer is to accept the terms of death...[and] to divorce oneself from
society, to exist without roots, to set out on that uncharted journey into the
rebellious imperatives of the self. (339)

Charlie Parker’s improvisations represented the medicine their souls re-
quired in a universe ostensibly doomed. Although they could not fully grasp
the pain exuded through Parker’s saxophone, hipsters knew it represented
something arcane, and that the music transported their minds some place
other than reality.

Jack Kerouac knew little about jazz or Parker’s life, but he personified the
various psychological sensations and effects Parker’s music brought to the
hipster generations of the late 1940s and 1950s. Kerouac became the rare
white author who wanted to assimilate into the black community, for as John
Ridener points out, “Until this point, most movements by and large had been
to assimilate people of color into white society, creating the melting-pot
ideology” (60). Parker’s apparent spontaneity on stage forever changed
Kerouac’s writing style and approach to life. As late as 1968, Kerouac made
his praise for Parker conspicuous, as he reportedly told one friend, “I got
every record Charlie Parker ever made” (Amburn 48). Although Parker’s riffs
on stage required hours of arduous practice, Kerouac emulated his seemingly
freewheeling musicianship in his writing, as he pursued spontaneous prose
and seldom made revisions after his first book, The Town and the City. He
felt writing was more genuine if it lacked “bookishness and what he referred
to as ‘tedious intellectualism’” (Foster 93).
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Parker’s music posed an alternative set
forth in a standard critical work of the time,
in the Apollonian and Dionysian dichotomy
of Friedrich Nietzsche’s The Birth of Trag-
edy. The Apollonian urge (named for the
deity of civilization) emphasizes the rational
faculties of human disposition, while the
Dionysian (for the god of wine) celebrates
the passions, the senses, the libido, and the
irrational. Nietzsche claimed that in order
to maintain emotional equilibrium, one had
to have a balance between these two con-
flicting tendencies in the psyche; at either
extreme, catastrophe befell. So Parker’s in-
dulgences and his eventual self-destruction
modeled a Dionysian tragedy. The Beat
Generation embraced their Dionysian de-
sires. They frequently used drugs to expand
their consciousness, indulged in sexual es-
capades, and often celebrated with alcohol.
Norman Mailer romanticizes the reasons
why the hipster performs such rituals in his
essay ‘“‘Hipster and Beatnik:

[H]e takes on the dissipation of drugs in order to dig more life for himself, he is
wrestling with the destiny of his nervous system, he is Faustian. ... He wants to
get out of reality more than he wants to change it....(374)

The Beat Generation sought Parker’s music for religious enlightenment.
He represented another element in their quest for hedonistic ecstasy, and as
Lee Bartlett explains, “Ecstasy is...the central factor in the Dionysian vi-
sion” (120). Parker’s music was godlike to Kerouac. In Mexico City Blues,
Kerouac eulogized Parker after his untimely death, and tailored the text in his
prototypical desultory fashion so it would epitomize a Parker solo on stage.

Other hipsters, like Kerouac, deified Parker and, according to Francis
Davis, “swore that Parker once walked on water” (174). The Beats thought
Parker’s music represented the inexplicable “holy.” His music embodied a
religious experience, something greater than the here and now. His tunes
symbolized everything hipsters lived for and worshiped. His riffs represented
the indefinable “IT.” “IT” in beatnik vernacular meant spiritual enlighten-
ment and the supernatural unknown. “IT” described the nonmaterial and
metaphysical aspects in mental associations that somehow transcended and
surpassed the earthly void that frequented the minds of hipsters. Regina
Weinreich explains “IT,” stating what Kerouac means by his use of the

69

Jack Kerouac, 1967. AP/Wide World Photos.



70

AMERICAN ICONS

expression in On the Road: ““‘It’ is a form of instant gratification, a thrill, an
epiphany, more significant to Sal [Kerouac] than the pursuit of more con-
ventional values such as permanence and the ultimate security—the delusion
of the hearth” (151).

As Mailer states in the ‘“The White Negro,” “IT” represented the God of the
senses and the antithesis of Apollo: ... It’; God; not the God of the churches
but the unachievable whisper of mystery within the sex, the paradise of limitless
energy and perception just beyond the next wave of the next orgasm” (351).

Kerouac and other hipsters visited jazz clubs habitually for the spiritual
medicine these venues provided. Parker became the ultimate messiah for
exuding “IT.” His riffs are orgasmic to Sal in On the Road, as he describes
the emotional euphoria his protagonist Dean Moriarty experiences at a
Parker-like gig, clearly expressing his belief in the superiority of “blackness”:

Out we jumped in the warm, mad night, hearing a wild tenorman [sic] bawling
his horn across the way, going “EE-YAH! EE-YAH! EE-YAH!” and hands
clapping to the beat and folks yelling, “Go go, go!”” Dean was already racing
across the street with his thumb in the air, yelling, “Blow, man, blow!” A bunch
of colored men in Saturday-night suits were whooping it up in front. ... [The]
tenorman was blowing at the peak of a wonderfully satisfactory free idea, a
rising and falling riff that went from “EE-yah!” to a crazier “EE-de-lee-yah!”
and blasted along to the rolling crash of butt-scarred drums hammered by a big
brutal Negro with a bullneck who didn’t give a damn about anything but
punishing his busted tubs, crash, rattle-ti-boom, crash. Uproars of music and
the tenorman had it and everybody knew he had it. ... Groups of colored guys
stumbled in from the street, falling over one another to get there. “Stay with
it, man!” roared a man with a foghorn voice....Dean was in a trance. The
tenorman’s eyes were fixed straight on him; he had a madman who not only
understood but cared and wanted to understand more and much more than
there was, and they began dueling for this; everything came out of the
horn. . ..and everybody pushed around and yelled, “Yes! Yes! He blowed that
one!” Dean wiped himself with his handkerchief. (196-98)

In their hedonistic quests for euphoria, the Beats transformed Parker’s
improvisations into mental constructions that represented their values. They
used Parker’s music to reinforce the alienation they felt toward a society that
appeared cold and repressive. Even though this relationship speaks volumes
about their subculture, it does not do justice to Parker as an artist. White
hipsters seemingly viewed Parker’s death as an example that reinforced their
predilection to fatalism. From their perspective, Parker represented a paragon
of someone who lived to extremes in order not to “die”” of conformity. In
truth, Parker had a severe drug addition to heroin which he had attempted to
break on a number of occasions in order to continue his life. Because heroin is
the most addictive drug, especially as a result of its excruciating withdrawal
symptoms, he remained trapped in the cycle of addiction. Additionally, the
club scene did not provide a milieu conducive to sobriety.
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Parker’s music did induce a levitating effect on the psyche, but his im-
provisations were framed on years of meticulous practice rather than spon-
taneous whims on stage. Eric Lott, setting bebop in its original context of
African-American society, discounts the white hipster version:

White-Negro revisionists Kerouac and Mailer to the contrary, bebop was no
screaming surge of existential abandon, its makers far from lost. And while
bebop said there was a riot going on, it was hardly protest music. . .. Bebop was
about making disciplined imagination alive and answerable to the social change
of its time. (597)

The music of Parker and others grew out of African-American resistance to
and protest of racial injustice in World War II, and migrations in which
ethnic awareness as well as musical styles coalesced, in Harlem. The resultant
ferment of creativity in bebop responded in ““a politics of style beyond pro-
test, focusing the struggles of its moment in a live and irreverent art” (Lott
599, 603). Moreover, as Amiri Baraka (formerly the black beatnik LeRoi
Jones) explains, black musicians of the period, unlike their white counter-
parts, were already outside the mainstream: “The young Negro musician of
the forties began to realize that merely by being a Negro in America, one was
a nonconformist” (Jones 188). In addition, Parker’s own life and music were
very complex, and even biographers find it arduous, and in some cases im-
possible, to define Parker (Nisenson 118).

Charlie Parker’s artistic ingenuity made him a hero to white hipsters. His
music reinforced their estrangement from mainstream American values. He
gave them Dionysus through his saxophone, and metaphorically attacked
Apollonian values in the process. Parker’s musical genius allowed for a vast
range of emotional responses among white listeners; and for the white com-
munity, his solos became in figurative terms a litmus test for whether one was
hip or whether one was square.
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Betty Crocker

Pauline Adema

Betty Crocker, one of the most widely recognized names in the food industry,
was never a real person: she was the creative brain child of the Washburn-
Crosby Company. It is difficult to overestimate the impact this domestic icon
has had on corporate advertising strategies, American domestic cookery, and
perhaps most importantly, on eating. Her near-century long influence is at-
tributable to her dynamic and malleable persona—or, rather, the creative
manipulation of her by her corporate guardians. Betty Crocker-branded
books and products continue to address changing notions of what it means to
be a homemaker as well as changing attitudes toward cooking and eating.

By the end of the nineteenth century, food companies faced increasing
competition and a burgeoning national market. To distinguish their products
many corporations created fictitious personas that consumers could associate
with their foodstuffs. One of the oldest and most familiar commercial icons is
Aunt Jemima, whose image appeared as early as 1893. Second to Aunt Je-
mima and nearly thirty years her junior is Betty Crocker. Since her creation
in 1921 Betty Crocker has won the admiration of generations of American
homemakers.

In response to a magazine advertising contest promotion, the Washburn-
Crosby Company, which became General Mills in 1928, received not only
contest entries but also letters from homemakers across the country asking
for baking advice. For a short time the company’s team of nearly fifty home
economists answered the thousands of letters and a male executive signed
each letter. Realizing that a woman would be a more appropriate authority
to dispense baking advice, Washburn-Crosby created home economist and
cooking expert Betty Crocker. The name ‘“Betty” was chosen for its all-
American friendly sound; the surname “Crocker” honored a retired director
of the company. Betty Crocker quickly established a reputation for accessible,
reliable recipes and sound domestic advice.

Among the team of home economists working at Washburn-Crosby was
Marjorie Child Husted. By the time Husted became the head of the Home
Service Department in 1926, Betty Crocker was already a household name.
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Under Husted’s guidance, Betty Crocker’s role expanded from signing letters
and offering recipe pamphlets to hosting radio and, subsequently, television
shows on which she presented recipes and provided cooking advice to eager
audiences of homemakers.

Betty Crocker endowed a male-dominated corporation with a feminine
identity. In promoting its products, she instructed housewives across the
country how to use a rapidly expanding array of packaged foods and modern
kitchen appliances. Through her advice she affirmed the value of woman’s
role as caretaker and provider for her family’s health and emotional well-
being. Inspired by Betty Crocker’s success, several other companies created
fictitious spokeswomen. Among the most notable were Ann Pillsbury for
Pillsbury Flour, Kay Kellogg for Kellogg’s cereal, Martha Logan for Swift
Meats, and Anne Marshal for Campbell Soup, all part of a burgeoning field
of real and fictitious female experts who personalized otherwise impersonal
corporate consumer culture.

“AMERICA’S FIRST LADY OF FOOD” ON THE RADIO

“The Betty Crocker Cooking School of the Air,” inaugurated in 1924,
introduced a disembodied Betty Crocker to a rapidly-growing radio audience.
Like other radio homemakers of the 1920s, the voices that portrayed Betty
Crocker radiated confidence, enthusiasm, and concern. Radio programs
provided isolated, especially rural, women with a friendly female voice that
offered them companionship and advice. But it was not only radio listeners
who benefited from Betty Crocker’s wisdom. Newspaper and magazine ad-
vertisements increased her audience. The more people read or heard her, the
more letters she received asking for advice and requesting recipe booklets.
“The Betty Crocker Cooking School of the Air,” which began on the
Washburn-Crosby owned radio station WCCO, was so successful that it had
expanded to thirteen regional stations by 1925. Thirteen different women
across the country trained to be the voices of Betty Crocker. Playing the role
of Betty Crocker, they broadcast food and cooking tips for the nation’s first-
ever radio cooking program. The program joined the roster of NBC, then a
nascent national radio network, in 1927. In 1936, thanks to developments in
radio technology, listeners heard a single voice as Betty Crocker.

Introduced as ““America’s First Lady of Food,” Betty Crocker’s radio career
grew throughout the 1930s and into the 1940s. She offered help and support
to her listeners while promoting food products and domestic ideology.
Housewives wrote letters to Betty Crocker asking cooking questions. She
answered their questions on the air and always recommended General Mills
products. Her written and spoken advice blurred the line between recipes and
corporate endorsement. Through Betty Crocker, General Mills had a direct
link to domestic consumers and developed a loyal customer base. Once again
other food companies followed in Betty Crocker’s successful footsteps.
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General Foods, for example, created the “General Foods Cooking School of
the Air” early in the 1930s, employing their version of Betty Crocker, Frances
Lee Barton.

During World War II Betty Crocker did her patriotic duty by advising
readers and listeners how to make the most of the foods available while
dealing with food shortages. Her wartime radio program, “Our Nation’s
Rations,” was produced by General Mills under commission from the War
Food Administration. Her widely distributed wartime recipe pamphlet,
“Your Share,” further reinforced her reputation as a cookery expert. Betty
Crocker also was featured in wartime film strips and booklets about low-cost
menus. By 1945, 91 percent of American housewives knew Betty Crocker’s
name. More than 50 percent of respondents correctly associated her with
General Mills. That same year, Betty Crocker was named the second-most-
admired woman in America, second only to Eleanor Roosevelt.

After the war Betty Crocker, a well known ““live trademark” as such corpo-
rate icons were called, maintained her role as radio homemaker. Husted con-
tinued to create and script her shows, as well as other promotions and contests.
She developed two new radio programs after the war, “The Betty Crocker
Magazine of the Air”” and a five-minute show called ““Time for Betty Crocker.”
Thanks to Husted, the Betty Crocker persona was that of a strong woman who
took very seriously her role as advisor, asserting the value of women’s work in
the home and her role as caretaker of the family. Each woman put forth a
professional image, affirming Betty Crocker’s role as the nation’s leading
(though fictitious) home economist.

By the late 1940s, home audiences spent less time listening to the radio
than watching television, bringing a new medium through which companies
could promote their products. Following successful early cooking TV shows
like James Beard’s I Love to Eat, The Betty Crocker Show premiered on CBS
in 1950. Following the custom of the day to incorporate commercial products
into company-produced programs, Betty Crocker’s show was a scripted ad-
vertisement for General Mills baking products. The show failed, however,
because of its incongruous images of Betty Crocker as well as its “stodgy
writing and leaden patriotism” (Shapiro). After one more unsuccessful at-
tempt at a television program, General Mills relegated Betty Crocker to an
advisor and recipe-giver primarily through radio, letters, and printed media,
with a presence in short TV commercials.

PICTURING THE IDEAL

The first visual image of Betty Crocker was created in 1936. Since then, her
likeness has been updated seven times (1955, 1965, 1968, 1972, 1980, 1986,
and 1996) to keep up with changing societal moods and evolving conceptions
of the “ideal” woman. The changing faces of Betty Crocker are a barometer
of shifting concepts of domesticity and women’s role as homemaker in the

75



76

AMERICAN ICONS

1936 1955 1968

“ A
1972 1980 1986 1996

The different versions of Betty Crocker throughout the twentieth century. AP/Wide
World Photos.

twentieth-century United States. When she first appeared in picture form,
Betty Crocker was a stern grey-haired matriarch. To balance the nurturing
softness associated with a maternal image, she appeared in a crisp red jacket
and unruffled blouse. She exuded confidence. She looked like an authoritative
woman who would deliver opinions with a gentle but firm touch.

Betty Crocker’s portraits always present her in red and white, the colors of
the easily recognized Betty Crocker logo of a red teaspoon bearing her sig-
nature, and she always has dark hair and eyes. The most recent portrait,
prepared in honor of her seventy-fifth birthday, is an amalgamation of se-
venty-five images submitted by consumers who were asked to create their
“ideal Betty.” She is shown in her trademark red jacket over a white shirt. She
sports neatly styled but not fussy short, dark hair and subtle jewelry. A
distinguishing feature of the contemporary Betty Crocker is her broad smile.
The 1955 portrait is the only other one in which Betty Crocker’s smile is
expansive enough to expose her teeth, which are perfectly straight and
white—much like Betty Crocker was conceived to be. The most recent por-
trait presents Betty Crocker with dark yet nonspecific features. Her modern
incarnation suggests that she is not so purely Anglo-American as she used to
be, reflecting the reality that neither her target consumer population, nor the
American domestic ideal, is as predominantly white as in the past.
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“BIG RED” AND BETTY CROCKER’S COOKBOOK LEGACY

Between 1930 and 1950, General Mills published several Betty Crocker
recipe pamphlets that were widely distributed to homemakers. A 1933
pamphlet “Betty Crocker’s 101 Delicious Bisquick Creations as Made and
Served by Well-Known Gracious Hostesses” promoted the relatively new
General Mills product Bisquick, introduced two years before as the first pre-
mixed baking mix. Consumers had to learn to make biscuits and other baked
goods from a mix, helped by directions. The popularity of Betty Crocker’s
recipe pamphlets anticipated the resounding success of her cookbooks.

By the time Marjorie Husted retired from General Mills in 1950, Betty
Crocker’s role was changing from that of a leading expert on domestic food
to a corporate figurehead who gave less baking advice and more cooking
demonstrations. This gradual transformation paralleled changes in the food
industry which, in turn, facilitated and reflected changes in the American
family as well as cooking patterns. Bisquick was part of a trend within the
food industry to create shortcut food that required less cooking skill. It re-
presented the future of the American food industry: convenience foods. Food
and appliance technologies were transforming the ways Americans cooked,
entertained, and ate. As the availability of packaged foods increased, so too
did housewives’ desire to learn to use them.

In addition to guidance on making cakes from scratch, Betty Crocker of-
fered advice on using her cake mixes. Referring to the predictability of her
cake mixes, in 1953 Betty Crocker introduced what became her famous
tagline: “I guarantee a perfect cake, every time you bake—cake after cake
after cake.” That statement typifies the way the food industry promoted its
products in much of popular culture; that is, food from a package is easy to
prepare and will produce consistent results, time after time. The domestic
ideal of the 1950s still placed a woman in the kitchen, but it had her taking
full advantage of the conveniences afforded her by modern appliances and
packaged foods. Recipes in the 1950s moved away from cookery that re-
quired skill toward providing directions for combining and heating packaged,
canned, and frozen foods.

Embodying this shift in cooking patterns and an idealized white middle-
class domesticity of mid-century America is Betty Crocker’s Picture Cook
Book (BCPCB), first published in 1950. It sold more copies than any other
nonfiction book that year. By 1951, 1 million copies were in print. All nine
editions up to 1998 were published in usable three-ring binder and spiral
bound formats. It remains among the most popular cook books ever printed.
BCPCB, affectionately called “Big Red” because of the first edition’s red
cover, quickly joined the ranks of other kitchen bibles such as Fanny Farmer’s
Boston School Cook Book (1896) and Irma Rombauer’s Joy of Cooking
(1931). Unlike those books, however, Big Red was the product of a com-
mittee. The General Mills home economists who contributed to it not only
wrote and tested the recipes, they also cooked at home and knew the realities
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of being a busy homemaker. Their personal experiences woven into the
book’s extra-recipe text became part of its appeal for many other women. As
with other popular mid-century cookbooks, Big Red offered readers ideo-
logical messages on how to administer housewives’ roles as household man-
agers, primary caregivers, and wives.

Big Red was geared toward young women who missed learning how to
cook at home, for several possible reasons. Some young brides came from
homes where domestic workers had done most of the cooking. As newlyweds
on their own they were left to learn basic kitchen skills. Some young women
missed learning how to cook because they, and possibly their mothers,
worked during the war. Still others lacked cooking skills because they at-
tended residential colleges that took them away from the kitchen classroom at
home. For various reasons, many women in America’s postwar emerging
middle-class had to learn to cook.

Big Red was just the tool kitchen neophytes needed. Accompanying its
straight-forward recipes and practical tips were 633 instructional black-and-
white photographs. In addition to the ground-breaking photographic in-
structions were thirty-six color photographs. These glamour shots showed the
housewife how the finished dishes should look when she presented them to
her family and guests. They were a visual representation of the 1950s food
ideal. Implicit in the ideal was the message that it was the responsibility of
the woman of the house to attain it. Through its extra-recipe rhetoric and
illustrations the book affirmed the importance of food as literal and sym-
bolic sustenance for individual, familial, and social identity. It served as
pedagogical tool on multiple levels, teaching not only how to cook but also
how to plan meals that would please the family and impress guests. In this
way the book had a socializing function, reinforcing women’s place in the
home.

The stereotype of a homemaker in a somnolent mid-century America belies
the era’s social and political tensions. Simmering alongside postwar national
pride and prosperity was paranoia as Cold War fears dominated public dis-
course and shaped public policy. Jennifer Horner argues that Betty Crocker’s
Picture Cook Book was a gendered response to a post—-World War II social
crisis, part of a larger mass-media campaign of reintegration for returning
veterans. Popular media such as magazines, television, and cookbooks pre-
sented women’s domestic work as civilizing children and men, the latter
especially important because 11 million United States service men reentered
society after the war. Post=World War II emphasis on the domestic sphere
and women’s role in it was not without contention. Beneath the apparent
placidity of the 1950s festered discontent that resulted in Betty Friedan’s
1963 book The Feminine Mystique.

While Big Red promoted conformity to homemaking, it also advocated
some adventure and diversity. By the 1950s, housewives were being encour-
aged to transform creatively packaged foods into chic (for the era) meals. Big
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Red embodied the seeming paradox of creating ‘“‘authentic” international
dishes using American-made convenience foods, and invited domestic cooks to
be adventurous within the safety of their kitchens and with familiar American
products. Under “National Soups,” for example, the cook found recipes for
“Italian Minestrone,” ““‘Scotch Broth,” ‘“Potage de Fromage,” “Borsch,” and
“Swedish Pea Soup.” The book’s inclusion of recipes from a variety of ethnic
groups reflected a growing interest in international foods and presaged future
Betty Crocker ethnicity-specific cook books. The incorporation of recipes re-
presenting different ethnic or cultural groups can also be interpreted as Gen-
eral Mills’ attempt to recognize the diversity of America’s population and the
contributions such groups made to American foodways. Noticeable by its
absence, however, is mention of African Americans, who comprised a sub-
stantial segment of the population. That omission typifies the cautious, indeed
fearful, mid-century attitude about race in the Unites States.

Since the 1950s, Betty Crocker’s name and signature-bearing teaspoon logo
have appeared on more than 200 cookbooks. As Americans’ interest in
cooking ethnic foods blossomed and persisted, so too did her bibliography of
specialty ethnic cookbooks. For example, the 1981 Beity Crocker’s Chinese
Cookbook was revised and updated with new recipes in 1991, resulting in the
Betty Crocker’s New Chinese Cookbook. In keeping with an increasingly
health-conscious society, Betty Crocker added terms like “diet,” “low fat”
and “cholesterol” to her vocabulary. For body-conscious cooks and eaters she
produced titles such as Betty Crocker’s Eat and Lose Weight (1992, with
several updated editions since then) and Betty Crocker’s Healthy New
Choices (1998). Yet, attesting to the ongoing popularity of her now-classic
first book, a facsimile edition of the original Beity Crocker’s Picture Cook
Book appeared in 1998. From it contemporary cooks can prepare recipes such
as ““Canary Corn Sticks” and “Chocolate Chip Chiffon Cake,” or read tips for
“thrifty [meat] buying” just as preceding generations of home cooks have
done.

Betty Crocker’s cookbook legacy is not limited to printed media. She
entered the electronic age by producing “Betty Crocker’s Cookbook,” a
handheld, electronic cookbook. Betty Crocker entered the computer age by
offering “Cook’n With Betty Crocker” recipe software. Not one to shun
promotional opportunities or new media, Betty Crocker has a presence on the
World Wide Web. At the Web site www.bettycrocker.com, visitors can ‘““Take
a peek at America’s Most Trusted Kitchens where over 50,000 recipe tests are
performed each year.” And of course visitors to the site can access thousands
of test-kitchen tested recipes that are “fun and easy to make.”

FUN AND EASY TO MAKE: AN ENDURING LEGACY

The number and types of products bearing Betty Crocker’s name and her
familiar red spoon logo have grown exponentially since her letter-writing
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days. From Gold Medal Flour to small kitchen appliances to toys, the Betty
Crocker brand is affixed to a wide assortment of consumer goods. Among the
most enduring non-food items bearing Betty Crocker’s seal of approval is the
Easy-Bake Oven. Introduced in 1963 by Kenner Products, purchased by
General Mills in 1968, the Easy-Bake Oven was a child-size version of the
domestic oven. More than 500,000 of these working toy ovens sold in its first
year on the market. With the Easy-Bake Oven young cooks—mostly girls,
especially in its early years—could actually bake miniature cakes and cookies
in a mini-oven ‘“‘just like mom’s!” As with other Betty Crocker items, the
Easy-Bake Oven was fun and educational. It taught little girls baking basics
while affirming traditional gender roles. The Easy-Bake Oven playfully taught
little girls that their place was at the stove and that Betty Crocker products
were integral to their baking experiences. The popularity of the Easy-Bake
Oven inspired spin-off products including miniature versions of Betty
Crocker cake mixes and miniature TV dinners. Renewed interest in Easy-
Bake Ovens at the end of the twentieth century inspired cookbooks such as
The Official Easy-Bake Cookbook! (1999) and The EasyBake Oven Gourmet
(2003).

Betty Crocker remains relevant because she and her product lines adapt to
shifting political, social, and economic currents. At the fore of the conve-
nience food trend with her cake mixes, Betty Crocker anticipated the meal in
a box trend when she launched Hamburger Helper in 1971. It was so suc-
cessful that she followed it with Chicken Helper and Tuna Helper, also dry
dinner kits to which consumers just add the meat or tuna. A more recent
variation on one-dish casseroles is her new (2002) shelf-stable complete
dinner kit, Complete Meals.

As a persona, Betty Crocker has endured through generations for whom, as
Mary Drake McFeely comments, “like many good fictional characters she
had assumed a convincingly real presence as an omniscient and reassuring
domestic advisor.” It is easy to forget that she is not a real person. Her
tenacity in the American imagination—and in our kitchens—attests to her
timelessness as a merged corporate and domestic icon.
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Margot A. Henriksen

The atomic bomb’s attainment of iconic status is seemingly frozen at a very
specific point and place in time. At 8:15 AM., on August 6, 1945, the United
States dropped an atomic bomb on Hiroshima, Japan, simultaneously con-
tributing to the end of World War II and the beginning of the atomic age and
the Cold War. The atomic explosion that devastated Hiroshima continues,
however, to reverberate into the present. Its enduring centrality to the history
of the twentieth century found confirmation at the end of the century, when
select journalists and scholars in 1999 voted the atomic bombing of Hir-
oshima the most important story of the last 100 years. Likewise does the
significance of the atomic bomb itself continue to resonate, albeit as incor-
porated into broader and more inclusive designations such as nuclear
weapons or weapons of mass destruction.

The iconic weapon of choice after Hiroshima and during the Cold War, the
atomic bomb and its more potent successors did not disappear when that
ideological conflict between the superpowers came to a conclusion upon the
dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991. In the post—-Cold War “Second
Nuclear Age,” the atomic bomb retains its authority as an icon, as nuclear
stockpiles and nuclear weapons development persist as major shaping forces
in the exercise of American power. The potential and real proliferation of
these weapons of mass destruction outside the American sphere has pro-
foundly altered the practice of American foreign policy, most recently in the
wake of the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks on the United States.
Saddam Hussein’s presumed cache of weapons of mass destruction provided
one rationale for President George W. Bush’s 2003 preemptive strike against
Iraq in his continuing war on terrorism; North Korea’s nuclear program has
landed that country squarely within Bush’s ““axis of evil’; and so-called “dirty
bombs,” small, portable nuclear weapons, comprise yet another possible
terrorist threat. The atomic bomb possesses relevance as an evolving and
ambivalent American icon, signifying both awesome American strength and
apocalyptic American fear.
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The U.S. government and military shrouded the birth of the atomic bomb
as an iconic American weapon in secrecy. The Manhattan Project established
in 1942 to develop the weapon operated as a top-secret endeavor and con-
ducted its official Trinity test of the atomic bomb in the remote deserts of
New Mexico on July 16, 1945. Even with the public, wartime atomic
bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki on August 6 and 9, 1945, officials
released very little information about this ultimate weapon and kept its
human effects largely invisible. Iconic imagery of the atomic bomb appeared
shadowy, often expressed in metaphoric fashion in ancillary atomic repre-
sentations such as the majestic yet terrible mushroom cloud that towered into
the sky after an atomic explosion. Technologically complex and capable of a
vastness of destruction hitherto unknown, the atomic bomb proved intellec-
tually and psychologically difficult to comprehend or to represent. The dif-
ficulties seemed greatest when attempting to envisage the human and material
devastation beneath the mushroom cloud. Emerging from mystery and taking
on various incarnations as nuclear weapons technology and public knowledge
deepened, the atomic bomb developed into an unstable icon whose different
meanings received a mixed reception in American society and culture. Rather
than serving as a unifying American icon, the atomic bomb became a site of
dispute, open to often radically divergent political and cultural representa-
tions. At the extreme ends of interpretation, the atomic bomb conjured either
triumph or tragedy; peace and hope or death and despair; utopian promise or
apocalyptic peril. The atomic bomb’s divisive and ambivalent iconography
arose from the ashen landscapes of Hiroshima and Nagasaki.

When President Harry S. Truman announced to the American public on
August 6, 1945, that one bomb, an atomic bomb, had been dropped on the
Japanese city of Hiroshima, he explained the revolutionary destructive power
of the weapon as stemming from its harnessing of the basic power of the
universe, akin to the forces powering the sun. The iconic significance of this
stunning if abstruse weapon became more concrete to Americans as Truman’s
threatened “‘rain of ruin from the air” materialized next over Nagasaki,
Japan, thereafter bringing about Japanese surrender and the end of World
War II. Americans celebrated the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Na-
gasaki for concluding a long and deadly global conflict, for assuring the
unconditional surrender of Japanese forces, and, by doing so, for preventing a
massive loss of American life in an anticipated invasion of Japan. The
American soldiers scheduled to participate in that invasion hailed this new
and awe-inspiring atomic bomb with especial fervor, often “thanking God”
for its advent and application against the merciless Japanese enemy who had
initiated hostilities at Pear]l Harbor. The atomic bomb earned early iconic
glory as a war-ending weapon that secured the triumph of the United States in
World War II.

Enveloped in the narrative of World War II, “the good war,” the atomic
bomb came to represent from an American point-of-view a weapon of peace, a
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weapon that saved lives. Americans began to accustom themselves to the
sometimes arcane and amazing iconic elements associated with these first
atomic bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki—designated “Little Boy™
and “Fat Man”—explosions produced through fission and the energy-releas-
ing splitting of atoms in a scientific endeavor of technical marvellousness, each
capable of obliterating a city then left in smoldering ruins, its observers
blinded by a flash of light brighter than the sun and then shadowed by the
billowing mushroom cloud. At the same time, other more unsettling iconic
imagery began to be associated with the atomic bomb. Uncomfortable atomic
images arose in the American imagination from the time of these initial uses of
the atomic bomb, becoming even more profoundly disturbing as further in-
formation and select photographic materials circulated in the public sphere.
On the very day that President Truman revealed the existence of this secret
weapon of victory that could vaporize an urban center, one radio commen-
tator wondered whether the United States had created a Frankenstein. Mon-
strous images of death, charnel smells of burning flesh, and visions of apoc-
alypse also attached to the new American icon. A nervousness that this
American creation would turn on its creators pulsed in the United States.
The publication of John Hersey’s Hiroshima in 1946 sealed the iconic
association of Hiroshima and the atomic bomb, and familiarized anxious
Americans with monstrously deadly and tragically threatening signifiers of
the atomic bomb. Hersey released his journalistic account of six survivors one
year after the bombing; his account reflected the increased knowledge of the
atomic bomb and its effects that had accrued. More importantly, it switched
the point of view on the atomic bomb to the Japanese. Although designated
by American political and military leaders as a “military target,” Hiroshima
also served as home to thousands of civilians—a point stressed by Hersey in
his choice to follow the stories of women, priests, and doctors. Along with the
dead, these atomic survivors represented the first victims of the atomic bomb
and provided a view from beneath the mushroom cloud. And it was a horri-
fying vision, replete with detail on the terror-inducing and stupefying physical
consequences and aftereffects of an atomic bomb: thousands instantly in-
cinerated by the scorching blast of the bomb, deformed by melting eyeballs
and skin burned so badly it sloughed off in sheets, thousands more survivors,
nearly impossible to distinguish from the dead given their wounded, singed
flesh and their dazed, zombie-like confusion, all subject to strange atmospheric
conditions—huge, radioactive raindrops, wild winds, and fires that took away
any shelter in a city already largely reduced to rubble and ashes. Thousands
who lived through the bombing nonetheless died in the following hours, days,
and weeks, succumbing to the radiation sickness that was a by-product of the
bomb’s fallout. Such images entered a newly atomic apocalyptic imagination
in America, and Americans visualized themselves along with the Japanese
as potential victims of this iconic bearer of irradiated mass death.
Hiroshima and Nagasaki set the terms of iconic struggle regarding the
atomic bomb, whereby the bomb belonged either to the victors or the victims,
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Hiroshima atomic dome. Courtesy of Shutterstock.

and promised peace and security or betokened violence and annihilation.
Expressions of atomic bomb guilt and fear, such as those fanned by Hersey’s
Hiroshima, surfaced and yet were countered by more confident assessments
of atomic security and safety. As World War II bled into the cold war, United
States leaders sanctified the atomic bomb as a means of preserving peace and
security in a world now threatened by Soviet communist expansion. Intent on
protecting the American monopoly on the atomic bomb and institutionalizing
the system that had produced the weapons for Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the
United States government enshrined the atomic bomb as a weapon of peace
designed to allow the United States to prevail in the Cold War. The state also
closely guarded the bomb’s secrets—both in terms of its scientific and in-
dustrial production and in terms of its dangers.

One group of Americans, themselves atomic icons, did challenge the gov-
ernment’s comfortable assumptions about atomic moral certitude and the
feasibility of maintaining indefinitely a monopoly on the bomb. The physi-
cists of the Manhattan Project, those “atomic scientists” credited with the
invention of this scientific and military breakthrough, gave voice to remorse
about the weapons they had created. They often advocated international
control over atomic weapons, because they believed it was just a matter of
time before Soviet scientists matched their feat. J. Robert Oppenheimer, the
“father of the atomic bomb,” famously stated that the physicists had “known
sin” as a result of their work on the atomic bomb, addressing the guilt asso-
ciated with Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Founding the Bulletin of Atomic Sci-
entists in 1947, in part as a forum to discuss their views, atomic scientists
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included on the cover of each issue the “Doomsday Clock.” The hands of the
clock took position in relation to a dark midnight, symbolic of nuclear war and
destruction and expressive of physicists’ fears for the future of humans in the
atomic age. In 1947, the hands of the clock read seven minutes to doomsday.
The prospects for annihilation appeared even more likely once the Soviets
tested their own atomic bomb in 1949 and once the United States launched
plans to invent a “super bomb.” A number of scientists, including Oppen-
heimer, argued against working on what would be a hydrogen bomb, a fusion
device of thermonuclear proportions; its exponential increase in devastating
power would make it a genocidal weapon, an instrument for the mass slaughter
of civilians. The Atomic Energy Commission (AEC), which oversaw atomic
developments, nonetheless approved the project. In 1952 and 1953, the United
States and Soviet Union each tested workable H-bombs. The Bulletin of
Atomic Scientists’ Doomsday Clock moved within two minutes of midnight.

In the intense atmosphere of the Cold War and an atomic and hydrogen
bomb arms race between the superpowers, the warnings of scientists had little
effect on the government’s embrace of atomic and hydrogen bombs as icons
of Cold War-security and safety. That search for safety and security included
ferreting out ““atomic spies” who had presumably allowed the Soviet Union
to attain atomic secrets. It enfolded other Americans deemed to be ““‘sub-
versives” or “‘security risks” because of their political affiliations with com-
munism or because of their criticism of the American system and its atomic
icon. Julius and Ethel Rosenberg were sent to the electric chair in 1953 as
atomic traitors, and even J. Robert Oppenheimer lost his security clearance
with the AEC in 1954, partly as a result of his political past but mostly as a
result of having tainted iconic nuclear weapons with guilt, remorse, and
moral opposition. The way was clear for the atomic bomb to remain at the
sacred core of an evolving nuclear weapons arsenal aimed at deterring a Soviet
attack or World War III. Atomic bombs, hydrogen bombs, and interconti-
nental ballistic missiles made viable American foreign and military policies of
deterrence based on “massive retaliation,” ““brinksmanship,” and mutu-
ally assured destruction—all of which entailed an American willingness to
prepare for and wage nuclear war.

American officials coupled this preparation for war to a preparation for
peace, threatening the Soviets with destruction while promising Americans a
utopian peace made idyllic by atomic energy and nuclear deterrence. Presi-
dent Truman had described the atomic bomb as a “weapon of peace,” and
President Dwight D. Eisenhower promoted “Atoms for Peace” in 1953, even
as news of successful hydrogen bomb tests arrived. The Air Force’s Strategic
Air Command, tasked with flying the aircraft that would deploy the bombs,
adopted “Peace Is Our Profession” as its motto. Although wrapped in peaceful
imagery, safe behind a veil of secrecy and security, the atomic bomb and its
more powerful heirs nonetheless remained subject to iconic debate and ex-
posure to more dangerous imagery that recalled Hiroshima and Nagasaki, as
well as scientists’ warnings about doomsday. American preparedness entailed
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the widespread testing of atomic and hydrogen weapons, tests stunningly
visible to the public in newsreels, on television, and even in person on the
outskirts of Las Vegas at the Nevada Proving Ground (later the Nevada Test
Site). Preparedness also involved protecting Americans against possible Soviet
attack, in the form of civil defense drills and the construction of bomb
shelters. Bomb tests and bomb shelters offered surrogate atomic forums, and
produced real and allusive iconic representations that at once corresponded
to and conflicted with peaceful atomic notions.

The atmospheric testing of atomic and hydrogen bombs took place in the
Pacific and in Nevada between 1946 and 1963, showcasing for Americans
the power and presence of the weapons being marshaled in their defense.
In the environs of 1950s Las Vegas, a bomb-test-watching craze developed,
and suggested a patriotic acceptance of and acclaim for these nuclear icons.
Residents and tourists gathered to observe that most recognizable of atomic
icons, the mushroom cloud, which could be seen from rooftop bars, mountain
picnic spots, or way stations like the Atomic View Motel. Las Vegas hotel-
casinos hosted the Miss Atomic Bomb Contest, concocted atomic cocktails,
and coiffed atomic hairdos. Clark County, Nevada, refashioned its govern-
mental seal to feature the mushroom cloud, grateful for the prosperity
spawned by the atomic bomb tests. Atomic giddiness coexisted, though, with
a frightened gravity over the radioactive fallout spewed by these tests. Es-
pecially shocking were the hydrogen bomb tests in 1954 on Bikini atoll; more
powerful than expected, the blasts contaminated a distant Japanese fishing
boat named the Lucky Dragon and led to the death of a crew member.

Such fearful knowledge brought imagination of vaster horrors; science
fiction films of the time crafted a perilous atomic iconography of creatures
born from testing and fallout, creating atomic monsters to populate the
American imagination. The fictional marauders awakened or mutated as a
result of American bomb tests included a prehistoric sea serpent (The Beast
from 20,000 Fathoms, 1953), gargantuan ants (Them!, 1954), and Godzilla
(1954/1956). The real terrors for living human beings were not outstripped,
however. The 1955 arrival in the United States of the Hiroshima Maidens—
young women disfigured by the bomb and seeking corrective plastic surgery—
simply underscored the monstrous capacities of the atomic bomb. Organized
anti-nuclear groups coalesced against the dangers posed by fallout, and also
represented opposition to the claims of patriotic civil defense. For example,
the Committee for a Sane Nuclear Policy (SANE), founded in 1957, con-
trasted sharply with the government and its evolving policy of deterrence
through MAD.

Civil defense drills and fallout shelters promoted survival in the atomic age,
but proponents of civilian preparedness had to stress the iconic deadliness and
devastation of the bomb in order to arouse public awareness and interest. In
educational civil defense films, “Bert the Turtle” urged American youths to
“duck and cover,” to mimic his head tucking into his shell. Images of children
cowering under school desks or adults digging underground shelters for their

87



88

AMERICAN ICONS

homes called into question a triumphal American Cold War vision of life. The
Berlin crisis in 1961 threatened a thermonuclear confrontation, and prompted
President John F. Kennedy to urge on television that all Americans busy
themselves building shelters. A panicked dedication to survivalism and shelter-
building ensued, but so too did a more reasoned understanding of the es-
sential immorality of shelters: they made nuclear war thinkable and human
extinction more likely. Emerging from concerns about fallout and shelters in
the late 1950s and early 1960s, the “Armageddon attitude” filtered into iconic
associations with the atomic bomb: the atomic bomb meant death and human
annihilation, and the Cold War nuclear system was therefore irrational and
in need of control or abolition. Poetically expressed in Nevil Shute’s novel
On the Beach (1957) and raucously satirized in the black humor film
Dr. Strangelove or: How I Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the Bomb
(1964), the bomb came to stand as an icon for military madness and the end
of human life.

In Dr. Strangelove, Major King Kong exuberantly rides an H-bomb falling
to earth like a bucking bronco; his irreverent atomic age persona symbolized
a new courage in openly addressing the perils of the atomic bomb and the
pitfalls of the Cold War system. The shelter craze died and bomb tests moved
underground after 1963, a result of the Soviet-American Limited Test Ban
Treaty, itself a signal of official recognition of human susceptibility to at-
mospheric fallout and atomic annihilation after the 1962 Cuban missile crisis.
Still, the atomic bomb had become a visible and recognized icon for often-
conflicting understandings of American life and cold war policy.

The iconic battle between triumph and tragedy, peace and peril, persisted
through the Vietnam era to the end of the Cold War. To those in the antiwar
movement, the bomb served as a symbol for deadly Cold War militarism
along with the Vietnam War; to government and military officials, the bomb
stood as a symbol of their restraint in the Cold War because they did not
resort to using this ultimate weapon in Vietnam. When Cold War tensions
intensified in the 1980s under President Ronald W. Reagan, his atomic en-
thusiasm faced dampening atomic opposition in anti-nuclear activism that
proposed a “nuclear freeze” and presaged a ‘“nuclear winter,” devastating
climatic changes that would extinguish all life on earth after a massive nu-
clear exchange. At the end of the Cold War, many Americans again hailed the
atomic bomb and its nuclear descendants for proving the sanity of MAD and
for allowing the United States to win the war. Others pushed to abolish an
arsenal that included thousands of nuclear warheads, now that a new era had
presumably rendered the atomic icon irrelevant, a historic relic.

Suggestion of a sort of circularity in the atomic age, as well as the continued
potency of the atomic bomb as a contested American icon in post—Cold War
America, arrived in the commemoration of the fiftieth anniversary of the
bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. The Smithsonian’s National Air and
Space Museum proposed an exhibit based around the Enola Gay, the B-29
that had dropped the bomb on Hiroshima. Organizers intended to incorporate
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critical historical perspectives on the atomic bombing, as well as visual and
material evidence of the bomb’s devastation in Hiroshima. World War II
veterans, members of Congress, and others raised a storm of protest, par-
ticularly about the photographs and artifacts from under Hiroshima’s
mushroom cloud: pictorials of the seared human victims of the bomb, a
Japanese school girl’s burnt lunch box. Only a drastically scaled-back exhibit
focusing on the Enola Gay itself survived the furor, leading Japanese ob-
servers to note how the bomb remained a “holy relic,” a national hero for the
United States.

The rehabilitation of the heroic status of the atomic bomb continued, from
the halls of government to popular culture. Talks on the issues of nuclear
non-proliferation and arms reduction stalled, securing a place for the bomb
among post—Cold War weapons. Films like Independence Day (1996), Ar-
mageddon (1998), and Deep Impact (1998) employed nuclear weapons to
save earth and prevent the extinction of human life by aliens, asteroids, and
comets, contesting competing visions of nuclear-borne annihilation.

Ambivalent iconography of the atomic bomb has persisted from 1945 to
the present, maintaining a precarious balance between hope and despair,
subsumed, as the icon has long been, within images of triumph and tragedy,
salvation and extinction. It should come as no surprise that the Doomsday
Clock on the 2005 cover of the Bulletin of Atomic Scientists is set at exactly
seven minutes to midnight, just where it began.
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Richard Taylor

As Franklin, Jefferson, and Washington were enshrined as founders of the
American Republic and exemplars of man in civil society, their contempo-
rary Daniel Boone won fame at the beginning of the Westward Movement as
man in a state of nature, a son of the wilderness guided by virtue and natural
wisdom. An enduring American icon, Daniel Boone (1734-1820) is the
wearer of many hats, including the coonskin cap depicted in Enid Yandel’s
popular sculpture of the frontier hero at the entrance to Cherokee park in
Louisville, Kentucky, one that in life he never wore. Like Walt Whitman’s
persona in “Leaves of Grass,” Boone “contains multitudes,” some of them
creating inconsistencies and contradictions—an indication of the multiple
roles the iconic Boone plays in American culture.

At root, Boone the pioneer should be viewed as a variant of Jean-Jacques
Rousseau’s eighteenth-century natural man, a Noble Savage, an idealization of
an uncivilized man, an emblem of the innate goodness of men freed from the
corrupting influences of civilization. This Boone of the wilds is fictionalized in
James Fenimore Cooper’s Natty Bumppo, a figure similarly unsullied by civili-
zation and its corrupting tendencies. In the five Leather-Stocking novels written
between 1823 and 1841, Bumppo, a Boone-like son of the wilderness, moves
through incarnations of Deerslayer and Pathfinder to full-fledged Pioneer. These
novels of search and rescue are the first of the popular genre of westerns. Though
their locus moves west, as did Boone’s, they might more accurately be called
eastern westerns, and to some degree they prescribe the conventions of the
modern genre of westerns—the laconic and lone hero who is a Euro-American
knight of the prairie, overcoming adversity in many forms, never really falling
for the allure of material riches or domesticity. Throughout the nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries lesser writers churned out pale imitations of wilderness
archetypes—of Davy Crockett, Kit Carson, and Simon Kenton, and of Boone
himself in books whose primary audience was young readers.

The popular image of Daniel Boone has been appropriated as a model for
American youth, especially through the outdoors movement whose publicist
was Dan Beard (1850-1941), a surveyor, writer, and illustrator who founded
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the Sons of Daniel Boone (1905), the earliest precursor of the Boy Scouts of
America. Beard, who grew up in Covington, Kentucky, on the banks of the
Ohio, eventually moved to New York and wrote more than a dozen handi-
craft books for boys “to encourage conservation, love of the outdoors, and
the pioneer spirit” (“Beard”). He went on to found the Boy Pioneers of
America, an organization that influenced the formation of the boy scout
movements in England and America. His books mirrored the times, com-
patible with Theodore Roosevelt’s popularization of fitness, the robust out-
door life as a means to develop character, and the dedication of national
parks to preserve the last wilderness lands of America. In his Winning of the
West books Roosevelt himself idolized Boone as an embodiment of the pio-
neer spirit. He recognized in Boone an exemplar of the rugged individual able
to survive the frontier’s harsh environment and draw moral nourishment
from it, an individual schooled in the ways of nature, possessing the values of
self-reliance and stewardship that nature came to represent for those who
challenged its despoilment during the high tide of American industrialization.

These forces and a revival of nationalism in American culture spawned
dozens of Boone biographies and popular adventure books for boys, in-
cluding Scouting with Daniel Boone (1914) by Everett Tomlinson, a fictional,
character-building book that was part of the Every Boy’s Library Series au-
thorized by the Boy Scouts of America. Other fictional renderings of Boone’s
life followed, including Stewart Edward White’s Daniel Boone: Wilderness
Scout (1922), with stunning color illustrations by James Daughtery, who
would later produce his own Boone book. In his introductory chapter White
outlines the connections between Boone and scouting:

If the Boy Scouts would know a man who in his attitude toward the life to
which he was called most nearly embodied the precepts of their laws let them
look on Daniel Boone. Gentle, kind, modest, peace-loving, absolutely fearless, a
master of Indian warfare, a mighty hunter, strong as a bear and active as the
panther, his life was lived in daily danger, almost perpetual hardship and
exposure; yet he died in his bed at nearly ninety years of age. (3)

More concerned with shaping an image than probing the complexities of
Boone’s character, White unquestioningly accepts the paradox of the peace-
lover who excels in violence, the gentle man hardened by necessity, the refined
man whose physical attributes are comparable to those of beasts. A slightly
different take on Boone is found in Daniel Henderson’s Boone of the Wilder-
ness: A Tale of Pioneer Adventure and Achievement in “The Dark and Bloody
Ground” (1921). Adopting the view of Boone as a bold bearer of civilization
rather than an escapee from it like Natty Bumppo, Henderson introduces his
book with a poem that accents Boone’s heroic mission to tame the wilds:

“You dare not cross the Cumberlands!” the voices said to him;
You may not tread the azure grass beyond the mountain’s rim!
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No white man’s foot may follow the deer and buffalo—
The red men guard the ranges!” but Boone replied, “I go!” (viii)

James Daughtery’s Daniel Boone (1939), whose bold and swirling litho-
graphs of Boone brought the Kentucky frontier alive for me in the public
library, addresses Boone in the invocation that begins his children’s biogra-
phy as “a living flame, ever young in the heart and bright dream of America
marching on” (7). Depicting Boone as a foot soldier in the march of Progress,
Nationalism, and Democracy, he called for transferring the spirit of the fron-
tier to a new generation of youth, ‘““That you may have the enduring courage
to cut a clean straight path for a free people through the wilderness against
oppression and aggression” (7). Written as clouds of impending war were
darkening Europe, Daughtery’s bravado today would spark the objections of
revisionists who would describe Boone less as a pioneer taking a first step in
the movement west than an accessory to those who participated in the ag-
gressive thrust of Manifest Destiny and the decimation of America’s native
peoples. Edna McGuire in her fictionalized biography Daniel Boone (1945) in
The American Adventure Series reaffirmed this view of Boone as a foot-
soldier in the advance column of democracy, describing him as a “freedom-
loving” and “home-seeking” pioneer who fought bravely in defense of his
home and faced the hardships of the frontier with “high courage” (prefatory
note). My own favorite early portrayal of Boone was Louisville-native John
Mason Brown’s Daniel Boone: The Opening of the Wilderness (1952) in the
popular Landmark series of American history, a series that fueled among
many of my generation a love of history.

Many books cast in this mold were written for adoption in the classroom,
as, for example, Frances M. Perry and Katherine Beebe’s Four American
Pioneers: A Book for Young Americans (1900), which also contained selec-
tive biographies of George Rogers Clark, David Crockett, and Kit Carson,
fellow travelers in the frontier caravan. Their presence in the public schools
accounts for the pervasiveness in American culture of Boone as an all-purpose
utility for American values.

Though the proliferation of such books began early in the twentieth cen-
tury, their predecessors appeared before the Civil War in Timothy Flint’s
Biographical Memoir of Daniel Boone, the First Settler of Kentucky (1833),
in which he was portrayed, in the words of Boone biographer John Mack
Faragher, as a “providential pathfinder for civilization” (322); in W. H.
Bogart’s Daniel Boone and the Hunters of Kentucky (1854); in George
Canning Hill’s Daniel Boone, the Pioneer of Kentucky (1860); and John
Peck’s Daniel Boone (1847) in the Library of American Biography. Such
nineteenth-century biographies created an appetite for the Boone adventure
books in the early twentieth, a growth industry that a century later shows few
signs of waning.

There are two central archetypes that these depictions of Boone seem to
reinforce. One focuses on place, an Adamic figure’s longed-for return to
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Eden, an unspoiled reserve where
nature predominates and man can
recover his lost innocence. The
world he is redeemed from is not
only the established civilization of
the Eastern colonies but the OId
World itself. A new man supplants
the guilt and moral jadedness of
eighteenth century Europe, what
R.W.B. Lewis describes as an
“American Adam.” The other, al-
most its opposite, is an archetypal
image of the Man Who Copes—
Boone as a kind of North-American
Robinson Crusoe, bold, self-reliant,
resourceful, more than equal to the
hardships posed by wilderness and
the red man who inhabits it. Re-
flecting conventional sentiment of
the time, this model finds fault with
the Native American’s stubborn defense of his homeland, identifying him as a
Manichean counterpart of the bringers of light and civilization, a devil.

To place Boone more accurately, he occupies a kind of no-man’s-land
between the wilderness that is and the settlement that will be, neither a builder
nor a farmer but a hunter, a Nimrod providentially equipped to explore the
vast cipher of the continent and mark a trail for others. This image of Boone
is embodied in George Caleb Bingham’s “Daniel Boone Escorting Settlers
through the Cumberland Gap” (1851-1852), a painting that depicts Moses-
like Boone with confident stride leading pioneer families through Cumber-
land Gap to the Promised Land. He is also the image of Jefferson’s sturdy
yeoman whose legions will transform the wilderness into farms and market
towns. Boone was, in fact, by profession a surveyor, a good one, who platted
thousands of acres for those who would become the yeoman farmers that
Jefferson envisioned populating the West. He was also a legislator and would-
be government contractor. For a time he also kept a tavern and trading post
at Limestone (Maysville, Kentucky), one of the primary points of debarkation
on the Ohio. Behind this romanticized leader is the provider, a man with a
family who increasingly felt the economic press of mouths to feed. An in-
ventory of Boone’s résumé should refer to these livelihoods in addition to his
popular pastimes as explorer and Indian fighter.

John Filson’s The Discovery, Settlement, and Present State of Kentucke
(1784), later published in French and German editions, is the first, perhaps
least accurate, and most memorable of these glorifications of the frontiers-
man’s life. John Filson (1753-1788), biographer, historian, cartographer,
explorer, was born in Pennsylvania, educated in Maryland, taught school in

An undated lithograph of Daniel Boone. Courtesy of
the Library of Congress.
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Pennsylvania during the Revolution, then in 1783 immigrated to Kentucky
where he practiced surveying, interviewed settlers, and began making the first
creditable map of Kentucky country. His Discovery, Settlement, and Present
State of Kentucke, the book he published in Delaware in 1784, had an ap-
pendix entitled “The Adventures of Colonel Daniel Boone.” He drafted the
manuscript, at least in part, to promote his speculation in land, and though
he surveyed a road from Lexington in central Kentucky to the mouth of the
Licking River and helped found Losantiville (the “city opposite the mouth of
the Licking River” that later became Cincinnati), his reach exceeded his luck,
for he disappeared while exploring the site and was believed to have been
killed by Indians. The Boone narrative, though written with ornate language
and elaborate locution alien to Boone himself, represents the birth of Daniel
Boone in the public consciousness, the first in a long list of books that have
had a perennial market in America and beyond.

Boone’s own narrative history of his life, started in old age after he had
emigrated to Missouri, was lost in a move when a canoe carrying his goods
capsized. Had it survived, some of the mythic scale of his life might have been
trimmed more modestly to size, the record set straight. Hyperbole was simply
not congruent with his character. What may have been the other great cor-
rective to the Boone myth, the book projected by Lyman S. Draper (1815-
1891), who faithfully collected Boone material for most of a lifetime, was still
unwritten at the time of the collector’s death. Because little that Boone said or
wrote has come down to us intact, much of the well we draw from is tainted
by hearsay, some of it well-intentioned apocrypha, some of it outright lies.
Compared to others who have been elevated to mythic status, Boone, the
most authoritative source of matters relating to his life, is virtually silent—
maybe in part achieving his mythic status because of that silence. Others
stepped in to fill the void. To this day, the name Boone guarantees robust
sales, a testimony to Boone’s place in the American pantheon. The cottage
industry of books in print about Boone at the time of this writing exceeds
100; who knows how many have been superseded and are out of print?

It is not so much the particulars of Daniel Boone’s life that raised him to the
rank of America’s quintessential pioneer as it is the larger-than-life image that
others have created in children’s histories, biographies, statues, painting,
engraving, movies, television serials, and the wholesale hagiography accorded
to those associated with the Westward Movement. After all, the lives of
James Harrod, founder of Kentucky’s first permanent settlement, and Simon
Kenton both equal Boone’s adventures and exploits and even surpass Boone’s
in terms of lasting accomplishments. Both of the settlements they founded,
Harrodsburg and Maysville, Kentucky, survive as modern-day communities,
unlike Boonesborough which is now a state park with a replica of the original
fort. General George Rogers Clark, founder of Louisville and conqueror of
the Northwest Territory during the Revolution, easily has cut a much wider
mark in American History. Other less well-known figures, including John
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Floyd, Benjamin Logan, even Boone’s own brother Squire Boone (1744-
1815), in many ways match or surpass Boone in their actual contributions.

Though I heard stories about the frontier hero from a time beyond memory,
my first printed encounter with Daniel Boone was in my fourth-grade reader,
Adventures in Pioneering by Mary Browning. Written to introduce children
to Kentucky history, Browning’s narrative presents the frontier through
“Grandma,” one of the first generation of pioneers who describes the exploits
of James Harrod and Daniel Boone to Jimmy Fisher and his sister Sally, her
grandchildren. Under the old oak tree she tells the “story” of Boone’s capture
at Blue Licks where he went with a party from Boonesborough to boil the
brackish water for salt. Captured alone during a snowstorm, he asks his
captors to adopt him. He then persuades the outnumbered saltmakers to
surrender in return for a promise of good treatment. After winning the
Shawnees’ confidence and learning of a plan to attack Boonesborough, he
escapes and brings the news back to the settlement. The children conclude
that he is the “bravest man in the world,” brave and clever.

Grandma later resumes her story of Boone, recounting the siege of Boo-
nesborough in August of 1778 when Boone and his comrades withstood an
attack of 400 Indians. As might be expected, these accounts were sanitized,
sensitive to depictions of violence, and silent on the issues of empire and Indian
rights. Boone was portrayed as a peaceable man forced to defend himself and
his neighbors to make Kentucky safe for settlement. If he is not the bringer of
culture to the wilderness in the popular depictions, he is the safekeeper of
settlement, both the point man and bodyguard, so to speak, of civilization.

In the popular imagination, the bundle of virtues he possessed included
valor, foresight, resourcefulness, pureness of spirit, benevolence in peace, fe-
rocity in war—qualities that do not differ substantially from America’s most
hopeful assessment of itself. To a great degree, Boone is presented as a kind of
wilderness saint, a St. Francis with a flintlock, whose virtues are highlighted in
a series of parables and homilies, all sweetness and light, as he carves a
pathway to Paradise. This heroic view of Boone is reflected in William Ran-
ney’s painting ‘“‘Boone’s First View of Kentucky” (1849). It depicts Boone and
five companions in 1769, standing atop an eminence thereafter known as Pilot
Knob, gazing out at the “beautiful level of Kentucky.” An adaptation of this
critical moment, with its threshold of promise and unanticipated suffering, is
the subject of Gilbert White’s large lunette in the Kentucky statehouse. The
four panels on the monument at his gravesite above the Kentucky River are an
abbreviated and over-simplified synopsis of his life. In milky marble they
depict Boone grappling with a tomahawk-wielding Indian, Boone resting
beside a downed buck, Boone, his rifle at rest, instructing a behatted slave
whose eyes are respectfully downcast, and a woman (presumably Rebecca)
milking a cow. In this scene of home, Boone, as was so often the case, is absent.

The darker side of this bright vision of the opening of the West so em-
bedded in the folk imagination is personified by Simon Girty (1741-1818).

95



96

AMERICAN ICONS

What Boone is to the bright aspect of America’s playing out of Manifest
Destiny, Girty is to its dark side, the acknowledgement of the shadowy sub-
text of America’s conquest, for Girty is portrayed as a betrayer of his race.
This so-called “White Savage” is perceived as delighting in the torture and
annihilation of his white brothers. Allying himself with the British and Indians
during the Revolution, “The Great Renegade” operated over thirty years as
a kind of scout and provocateur in the Ohio River Valley. Son of an Irish
immigrant living on the Pennsylvania frontier, Girty was captured by Indians
as a teenager, learned several native languages, and through a complex series
of swervings in loyalty finally committed himself to resisting settlement in
the Kentucky country. He was active during the siege of Bryan’s Station as
well as the Battle of Blue Licks (1782), St. Clair’s Defeat (1791), and Fallen
Timbers (1794). If his path and Boone’s crossed, it was never closer than
shooting distance—both were at Blue Licks, the greatest defeat of Kentuck-
ians during the Indian Wars. Though history does not record a meeting be-
tween them, each was keenly aware of the other’s existence. Like Boone, Girty
was a man more complex than history has remembered him, on occasion
acting mercifully to secure the release of white captives, including his old
comrade Simon Kenton, whose life he saved twice (as Kenton later saved
Boone’s).

What earned Girty his badge of infamy was the burning at the stake of
William Crawford after the colonel’s capture near Sandusky Plains in Ohio,
following the defeat of Crawford’s forces during a punitive expedition against
the Ohio tribes. Another captive, Dr. John Knight, reported, probably with
some fabrication, that Girty took pleasure in the burning of his former ac-
quaintance and refused all aid to him, even a request to shoot him as relief
from his agony. Escaping, Knight lived to write an account of his captivity,
including damning remarks about Girty later confuted by other witnesses. As
a consequence of Knight’s accusations, Girty was regarded as a béte noire
during the nineteenth century, perhaps the most detested man in American
history. He entered American folklore and literature as a dark demon of the
wilderness, whose name mothers invoked to terrorize their disobedient chil-
dren. He was the subject of popular romances such as Simon Girty, the
Outlaw by Uriah Jones (1846), and mentioned in Stephen Vincent Benét’s
frequently anthologized short story, “The Devil and Daniel Webster,” in
which he is recruited as a member of the Devil’s jury:

...and there was Simon Girty, the renegade, who saw white men burned at the
stake and whooped with the Indians to see them burn. His eyes were green like
a catamount’s, and the stains on his hunting shirt did not come from the blood
of deer. (594)

In broad profile, Boone and Girty represent two sides of the American
psyche as described in an evolving mythos of light and dark, good and evil,
courage and cowardice.
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Any deeper probing of either Boone or Girty reveals that they were more
ambiguous and complex than textbooks or the popular imagination portrays
them. For example, Boone the Quaker pacifist was also touted as a great
Indian-fighter. During his long life Boone was in fact certain of killing only
two Indians. One was at Blue Licks shortly before his son Israel was killed.
The other killing he acknowledged was less justifiable, less often mentioned,
bordering on gratuitous homicide. According to his son Nathan in Draper’s
interviews, Boone, in the summer of 1770 near what would become Frank-
fort, shot a lone Indian who was fishing from a fallen tree by the Kentucky
River. Though Boone did not confess outright that he murdered him and
there may have been mitigating considerations of safety that justified his
doing so, in his later years he simply told his son Nathan that “While I was
looking at him he tumbled into the river and I saw no more of him”
(Hammon 111). About the same time, on the other hand, he met an aged
Indian who had been left to die by his comrades. Boone charitably killed a
deer, took only a small portion of it for himself, and presented the remainder
to the old Indian. In his In the American Grain (1925), William Carlos
Williams regards Boone not as the Indian’s nemesis but as his model: “To
Boone the Indian was his greatest master. Not for himself surely to be an
Indian, though they eagerly sought to adopt him into their tribes, but the
reverse: to be himself in a new world, Indianlike” (137).

Most of us interpret Boone according to our own predilections. Some re-
member him as Boone the Rescuer, referring to his pursuit of the band of
Shawnees that kidnapped his daughter Jemima and two other girls as they
dangled their feet from a canoe on the Kentucky River near Boonesborough
one Sunday afternoon in 1776. When the alarm was sounded, Boone was in
such haste to begin the pursuit that he left without moccasins on his feet. By
second-guessing the kidnappers’ route north and exercising extreme caution,
he succeeded in rescuing the girls. Others cite his deliverance of Boonesbor-
ough with his timely warning and heroic defense during the siege.

Still others are taken by his stoical acceptance of conditions over which he
had no control, as in his capture at Blue Licks in February of 1778, giving in
when resistance was senseless and then persuading the party of men that ac-
companied him to surrender without a fight when it was clear that the odds
were against them. After gaining the confidence of Blackfish, the Shawnee chief
who adopted him as son and renamed him Shel-Tow-Y (“Big Turtle,” said to be
a reference to his broadening girth during middle age), Boone lived quite con-
tentedly with his captors until he learned they were preparing to attack Boo-
nesborough, at which time he planned and cleverly executed his escape.

Skeptics cite inconsistencies in the stereotype of Boone as an unlettered son
of the wilderness—for example, his drawing on Jonathan’s Swift’s Gulliver’s
Travels to name an obscure creek Lulbegrud, a misspelling of Lorbrulgrud,
the capital of the Brobdingnags in a book that he had fetched to the wil-
derness and read aloud to his comrades during evenings by firelight. My own
favorite is the story told by a party of Long Hunters in the years before
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settlement. Trekking in the woods, they were mystified by an unidentifiable
caterwauling. Stealthily, they crept to a meadow where they found Boone on
his back singing as if there were not another person within all of Kentucky
(Faragher 85). This image of Boone, heedless, happy, self-sufficient, and
perfectly at one with nature, is endearing and indelible. As is his admission
when asked by Chester Harding, the portraitist who painted the only full-
figured image of Boone from life, if he had ever been lost in the vast spaces
of Kentucky. “No,” he said, “but I was once bewildered for three days”
(Bakeless 413).

As students of Boone have pointed out, Boone was far from being a happy
harbinger of settlement. Tragically, he lost his eldest son James during his first
attempt to bring his and other families to Kentucky. As the population of
Kentucky surged in the 1780s and Boone was legally out-maneuvered in
defending his thousands of acres of land claims, he wanted nothing more than
to move beyond the settlements. In his mind they came to represent the
depletion and senseless slaughter of game, the pettifogging of land grabbers
and opportunists, the whittling of the wilderness into consumable grids of
freeholds and farmland. According to his son Nathan, when his father left
Kentucky, “he did it with the intention of never stepping his feet upon
Kentucky soil again” (Hammon 111). This doesn’t square with Bingham’s
image of Boone proudly leading settlers into Kentucky to establish an agrarian
Land of Plenty. Nor does it conform to later studies that indicate only a small
number of those coming to Kentucky for land succeeded in owning any.
Toward the end of his life, “when he [Boone] saw strangers approaching the
house, he, anticipating their prying curiosity, would take his cane and walk
off to avoid them” (Hammon 138). Historians and those who dilute history
into folk traditions often paint in broad strokes, with greater emphasis on
emblem and grander purpose than accuracy and nuance. Quite simply, we
like our heroes pure, our culprits depraved.

Finally, Boone is the Great Survivor. He survived John Filson, his first
biographer, the person who more than any other fathered his legend and
granted him immortality. He outlasted most of his contemporary pathfinders
as well as his wife and at least two sons. In moving west, he withstood the
threats of the wilderness and its rapid eclipse in Kentucky at the dawn of
settlement and the industrial era. In some ways, he was a throwback to the
hunter stage of human development. A kind of crypto-pantheist, he survived
his Quaker upbringing and the churching of the frontier, unlike his brother
Squire who became a Baptist minister. In immigrating to Missouri, he nearly
outdistanced his own celebrity, encountering the next frontier and being
snagged only by the occasional Draper (not Audubon, who fabricated their
meeting). He died among his family, hunting wild game almost until the end.
Significantly, the last buffalo east of the Mississippi passed at the time of his
death. Though he lacked a camouflaged poncho and a radical credo, he was a
kind of eighteenth century survivalist, but a sanguine survivalist. Fixed as an
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American icon, he has in a sense survived his disparate myths, which con-
stantly are being reassessed and redefined in book after book.

As Boone biographer John Mack Faragher has pointed out, perhaps the
most lasting cultural legacy of Boone is as “an embodiment of American
possibility”” (341). The actual Boone, resembling but not living up to the
iconic Boone that holds so prominent a position in the American psyche,
dwells somewhere on the fringes of the printed texts, far from the smoke of his
neighbors’ chimneys in an undiscovered meadow of the imagination where
there is sufficient elbow room. As Boone himself said in relation to the many
extravagant stories that circulated about him, “Many heroic actions and
chivalrous adventures are related of me which exist only in the regions of
fancy. ... With me the world has taken great liberties, and yet I have been but
a common man” (Faragher 302).
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Boy Scout Knife

R. H. Miller

Boy Scout knife, like ladies’ hairpin, have many uses.
Charlie Chan’s Secret (1936)

In 1997, when the critic John Lahr interviewed the playwright David Mamet,
at the outset of their meeting Mamet presented him with a Boy Scout knife. It
must have been one of the very rare older models issued by the New York
Knife Company, as it carried only the motto “Be prepared” on one side (Lahr
70; “BSA Scout Knives”). In his account of that interview in The New Yorker
Lahr surmises presciently that the motto seems to have a double meaning,
signifying both “prowess and paranoia” (70). In the course of the interview
Lahr tried to puzzle out the meaning of the gift and finally concluded that in
some way it was connected to Mamet’s play The Cryptogram:

As T attempted to ask him unwelcome questions about his childhood, the
presence of the Boy Scout knife on the table reminded me of the knife that the
distraught ten-year-old boy John flashes in Mamet’s autobiographical master-
piece The Cryptogram—a play about the betrayal of the boy by his parents. He
is on the stairway looking down at the living room, where his mother,
abandoned by his father and unable to meet his emotional needs, sits in the
tortured last beat of the play. At whom, exactly, is the boy’s murderous energy
aimed, himself or others? His gesture foreshadows the life of the playwright,
who learned to turn aggression into art: the knife became a pen. (72)

Mamet’s (and Lahr’s) sensitivity to the layered meanings bound up in this
seemingly innocuous object is not unusual at all. Perhaps no other icon of
white middle-class male culture carries the talismanic significance of the Boy
Scout knife. It is a frequently recurring figure in our imaginative literature, in
fictional accounts, stories taken from real life, in stories from film and TV.
For the more than 100 million boys who have been in the scouting ranks since
its founding, the Boy Scout knife has served both as a useful tool and a
powerful symbol.
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The appearance of the Boy Scout knife follows close on the founding of the
organization itself. The Boy Scouts of America was established in 1910, only
a year after Lord Baden-Powell formed its parent organization, the British
Boy Scouts. The earliest Boy Scout knives came on the market in 1911,
manufactured by the New York Knife Company, which continued to produce
the knives until 1931. The knives were also issued by Imperial; Universal/
Landers, Ferry & Clark; Remington/PAL; Schrade; and Ulster, among others,
and beginning in 1946 by the Camillus Cutlery Company of Camillus, New
York, which is now the major purveyor of the product. Since 1911 many
variations of the knife have been manufactured—a Norman Rockwell knife, a
whittler, a woodsman, a two-blade, a three-blade, a four-blade, a deluxe five-
blade, and special knives for various special uses—but it is still the Camillus
four-bladed knife with its stainless steel blades, brown delrin plastic body,
Scout insignia, and key chain ring that remains the standard Boy Scout
knife. For the more patriotically minded, the Norman Rockwell version is still
available, with Rockwell’s various full-color portrayals of young Scouts
permanently preserved beneath a plastic overlay on its handle.

In due time the Girl Scouts of America issued the Girl Scout knife, a green
plastic-bodied version of the Boy Scout knife; but, with all due respect, it has
not woven itself into the fabric of American life and culture as has the Boy
Scout knife. The fact points out all the more directly that the knife is a carrier
of deep, psychic male signification. Today the difference between the signif-
icance of the Boy Scout knife and the Girl Scout knife is instructive. On the
Internet search engine Google there are almost three times as many Web sites
noted for the Boy Scout knife as there are for the Girl Scout knife (about 1500
versus 500). The original Kutmaster Girl Scout knife was a worthy rival to the
Boy Scout knife, but today it has been replaced by a cheap-looking three-
blade utensil priced at $18.95 (compared to the robust Camillus Boy Scout
camp knife at $27.95). Clearly, for the young woman—the Brownie be-
coming a Girl Scout, the knife has been of little significance, other than as a
utilitarian object. Not surprisingly, about 30 percent of the “hits” for the
term ““Girl Scout knife” direct the searcher to pornographic Web sites. On the
Web the Boy Scout has retained his image as the boy-man, while the Girl Scout
has been appropriated as another sex ob-
ject alongside the gamine, cheerleader, and
dental hygienist. The Girl Scout knife
continues to be little more than a practical
tool, while the Boy Scout knife remains a
powerful icon of our culture.

On the other hand, the literature issued
by the BSA about the knife is careful to
deal exclusively with its utility. Boy’s Life,
the scouting magazine, contains numerous
stories and first-person accounts in which
Boy Scout knife. Courtesy of Shutterstock. the knife figures as a handy, indeed essen-
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tial scouting tool (Butterworth). Yet nowhere is it even suggested that the
knife might be used for some other purpose, let alone be a cultural signifier.

A boy’s acquisition of a weapon is a male rite of passage, highly charged
with cultural significance; and in the context of the urban-suburban world
that constitutes the social base of the Boy Scouts, a boy’s acquisition of such a
knife became a potent sign of the taking on of manhood. In rural America
such weapon bestowing usually occurs very early in a boy’s life and typically
involves not only the acquisition of a knife, but eventually a firearm, most
often a .22 caliber rifle, or at an earlier stage, a BB gun, preferably the Red
Ryder. Where urban parents cautiously bestow the BB gun on their boys
(“’You’ll shoot your eye out!”), they treat the Boy Scout knife as a more ac-
ceptable weapon, because it is associated with an organization that takes
upon itself the duty to teach knife safety and also to promote the moral and
spiritual initiation of young boys from age 11 upward (and now even younger)
into the Judeo-Christian masculine world. And, of course, the Boy Scout
knife’s potential as a weapon can be mitigated by its many utilitarian pur-
poses, although I have often wondered how many Scouts actually find those
other three blades useful.

Of some of the practical uses of the knife we have many accounts. Soldiers
in World War I and II were issued pocket knives made by the Camillus
Cutlery Company of New York, which were modeled on the traditional four-
bladed Boy Scout knife, but many soldiers also secretly carried with them into
battle their revered boyhood talisman, which served duty as a defensive
weapon, as a tool for cutting yourself loose from your tangled parachute
straps, for example, or for removing some souvenir of war that you decided
to carry home with you. Stories abound of rescues and clever uses inspired by
trusty Boy Scout knives. As evidence of its utility, in J. D. Salinger’s novella
Franny and Zooey, Mrs. Seymour Glass, the mother, wears a kimono around
the house, which has a pocket full of useful tools, one of which is a Boy Scout
knife that was a castoff of one of her sons. As testimonial to the object’s
potency as a symbol of patriotic fervor and manly achievement, what can be
more telling than the astronaut John Glenn’s carrying his son’s Boy Scout
knife with him on his first mission in space?

Like William Blake’s sick rose, the knife has its potent, evil side as well. The
Beat generation figures William Burroughs, Allen Ginsberg, and their friend
Lucien Carr were involved in a murderous episode that took place in New York
City, in Riverside Park, in 1944. In the late summer, the trio were involved in a
knifing, in which Carr stabbed to death one David Kammerer, a college teacher,
in order to stave off his homosexual advances. The weapon in question was of
course a Boy Scout knife. The crime seems to cry out for semiotic analysis. What
could be more signifying in the murder of a gay man than to use a talisman of an
organization that has since its inception been devoted to the cultivation of
muscular Christianity, to the values of the heterosexual male, that has spent
millions of dollars in legal costs to prevent gays from participating in scouting?
Carr was not charged because of his claim of self-defense.
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In a similar manner, the notorious boxer Rubin “Hurricane” Carter, at the
age of twelve, was arrested and incarcerated in the Jamesburg (New Jersey)
State Home for Boys for stabbing a man with a Boy Scout knife. Carter
claimed the man was a pedophile and was attempting to molest one of his
companions. Before his six-year sentence was up, he managed to escape from
the home. He joined the Army in 1954 and was never caught until his release
two years later, at which time he was returned to prison to serve the re-
maining ten months of his sentence. Carter figured as the subject of the film
The Hurricane (1999), starring Denzel Washington. The movie does not stint
in its portrayal of this episode, but the knife young Carter uses is a switch-
blade, not a Boy Scout knife. Was the director, or someone else, loath to sully
the image of the Boy Scout knife, to violate its cultural sanctity? And further,
although the event is not particularly notable, the appearance of a Boy Scout
knife in the hands of a young black surely must signify an unusual crossover
in cultural identity, for here we have a young black street urchin using a
“white boy’s” weapon. Perhaps on both counts the director, or the powers
that be, thought it dangerous to wade into those perilous cultural waters.

In another episode, we have the eerie account of a 14-year-old Scout by the
name of Thomas Sullivan, Jr., who strayed from the path of scouting and
delved into studying books on the occult and on Satanic practices. At least
that is the story the Jefferson County, New Jersey, county prosecutor pub-
lished to the world.

In 1988, on January 11, young Sullivan, in a murderous rage, stabbed his
mother twenty-seven times with his Boy Scout knife, and then tried to kill the
rest of his family by setting the family home on fire. When that stratagem
failed, he took his knife and committed suicide by cutting his wrists and
slashing his throat. Under ordinary circumstances the case would have drawn
little notice, but because of the involvement of the Boy Scout knife, it has
taken on mythic proportions, particularly because Sullivan was apparently
the epitome of the Good Boy Scout, a bright student and outstanding athlete.
The event represents an almost perfect inversion of the iconic import of the
knife. The son takes upon himself an Orestes-burdened revenge against the
mother, with a weapon that was most likely a gift from the father or both
parents to him, and all that is good and pure in it is converted into the
Satanic, the vengeful, the destructive.

Perhaps most revealing of the hidden sexual potency of this icon is a “Boy
Scout” modern variation of the old medieval tale of the loathly hag, which
figures prominently in Chaucer’s “Wife of Bath’s Tale.” The story goes that a
young man, in an attempt to secure the sexual favors of an attractive young
woman, promises her anything she wants if she will have sex with him. In turn,
she asks for a solid gold Boy Scout knife. The exchange is effected, and during
their postcoital conversation, the lad happens to notice her slip the knife into a
chest, which is filled almost to the brim with solid gold Boy Scout knives. When
the man asks her why she is collecting the knives, she replies, in these words or
similar, “Right now I’'m young and desirable, but some day I’ll be an old ugly
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crone. And I'll have these knives, and you know a Boy Scout will do anything for
a solid gold Boy Scout knife!” This phallic exchange that the future crone
delineates goes to the deeper signification of the knife as a penis form become
phallus, a body part that comes to signify sexual prowess, in the most perfect
male shape, an idealized penis, made of the most perfect element, gold, whose
symbolic meanings are unlimited. It is a tool, and it is also “a tool.”

One of the most intriguing uses of the iconic significance of the Boy Scout
knife in a literary setting occurs in Philip Roth’s 1971 political satire Our
Gang. President Trick E. Dixon, or “Tricky,” as he is styled, gives an address
to the nation in which he characterizes the Scouts as the unwitting dupes of
Curt Flood, the baseball player who challenged the reserve clause and paved
the way for a free-agent system, in an attempt to arouse public feelings
against the president. In a further stretch of the imagination, Tricky goes on
to characterize the Boy Scout knife as a weapon even more dangerous than
the Ttalian surplus military rifle used to assassinate the late President John
Charisma (read “Kennedy”’). What Tricky must have failed to realize is that
the Boy Scout knife is often viewed in the law as a benign instrument, not
necessarily a weapon. In fact, some lawyers advise that if you are planning to
arm yourself, carry a Boy Scout knife, because many judges treat it as a
utilitarian instrument, not as a concealed weapon.

Included in Tricky’s diatribe are specific data on the knife, its dimensions,
its materials, and the particular diabolical uses to which each of the four
blades might be put. On the can-opener blade he thunders,

You will observe that it is hook-shaped at the end, and measures one inch and
one-eighth. It is employed during the interrogation of prisoners primarily to
gouge out one or both of the eyes. It is also used on the soles of the feet, which
are sliced open, like so, with the point of the hook. Last, but not least, it is
sometimes inserted into the mouth of a prisoner who will not talk, in order to
slit the flesh at the upper part of the larynx, between the vocal cords. That
opening up there is called the glottis, and “bottle opener” is derived from
“glottal opener,” the pet name originally attached to the blade by its most cold-
blooded practitioners. (112)

Suffice it to say that the blade is known officially as the “can opener” and
that Tricky’s fanciful description is so absurd as to beggar the imagination.
Roth continues on to show the sharpness of the knife blade by using it to
shred a page of the Preamble to the American Constitution and the Bill of
Rights (114).

In fact, the absurdity of Tricky’s revelation is quite the point of Roth’s satirical
strategy, which is to take one of America’s most precious icons and, by a sten-
torian exaggeration, attempt to turn it into its “bizarro” opposite. In Tricky’s
opinion, it is precisely because the Boy Scout knife is such a symbol of honorable
American masculinity that it can be seen to be in fact the whited sepulcher of
American iconology, and in a twist of its meaning, can be turned into a terrorist
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weapon that exposes the machinations of this seemingly patriotic group of
youngsters. Roth’s ultimate satirical ploy is to expose Tricky for the duplicitous
person he is through his ridiculous suspicions, just as the McCarthyites in their
paranoid ranting tried to portray loyal Americans as Communist dupes.

I remember “the knife”” as an item both to be feared and revered, because
of its potency as a weapon and its power as an artifact of my culture. I think
my first scouting possession was indeed a Boy Scout knife, and it was given to
me at great expense because at the time my dad was out of work, and our
family was struggling to survive after WWII in a small apartment in Toledo,
Ohio. I was a member of a troop at Ashland Avenue Baptist Church, at the
corner of Woodruff and Ashland Avenues. Because I had three younger
brothers I was never allowed to open it at home (although I did, many times).
As my fortunes turned out, my knife got stolen at Scout camp. Later, during a
run of good times, when Dad was working, he replaced it. Then Dad hit
another dry spell. I left the troop under a cloud, because my parents couldn’t
afford the Scout uniform, and I was tired of being badgered by my troop
leader for not having one. But I had that knife, and I took it with me when we
moved back to the farm and the life I describe in my memoir, Deaf Hearing
Boy. Out in the wilderness of rural Ohio, however, I was forced to grow up
fast, and soon a rifle, and a shotgun, and a sheath knife replaced the pock-
etknife. What happened to my Boy Scout knife, I do not know. I suspect my
grandmother lifted it and added it to her hoard of my abandoned toys she
kept as a kind of secret trove, which we discovered after she died (Miller
142). In that hodgepodge of rusty toy farm implements, whistles, and plastic
cars, though, the knife was nowhere to be found.

Practical tool, defensive weapon, exemplar of a utilitarian yet aesthetic
design, murder weapon—on a non-symbolic level the Boy Scout knife is an
artifact of great importance. As an American icon of middle-class male ac-
ceptance, of patriotism and all that it signifies, of passage into male adulthood
and as a marker of masculinity, of Judeo-Christian male do-goodism, patri-
otism, as a symbol of sexual coming of age and sexual power, of the potential
to signify the essence of aggression and rage in any red-blooded American
male, the Boy Scout knife is almost unrivaled in its ability to contain within
itself layer upon layer of signification.
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Capitol

Karelisa V. Hartigan

The Capitol, as most commonly seen, is $50. As the building imprinted on the
fifty dollar bill, it appears to be worth more than the White House, which
adorns the back of the twenty, the Treasury building on the ten, or the
Lincoln Memorial on the five, but less valuable, somehow, than the ineffable
Independence Hall in Philadelphia, which graces the hundred dollar note. But
as American cultural capital, this immediately recognizable sign of the
American government has accrued immense value, rich in associations and
resonance that inspire responses ranging from the unthinkingly emotional to
the acutely rational. References to “The Capitol” in Washington, D.C., are
ubiquitous in American culture, and they contribute meaning to texts ranging
from poems and novels, to plays, to movies, to advertising, to corporate logos,
to tourist souvenirs, to political campaign literature, to bumper stickers, and
to a host of other ephemera.

The towering dome of the United States Capitol has come to symbolize
American values: freedom, whose statue stands atop it, democracy, and the
American way of life. The Capitol, and its interior and exterior decoration,
reflect Americans’ view of themselves. The U.S. Capitol was designed to
promote a visual memory of the political actions that led to America’s cre-
ation. By consciously echoing the art and architecture of classical Rome, the
Capitol’s shape and art elevated the story of the America’s birth to a level of
new American myth.

“Capitol” comes from Capitolium, the ancient temple of Jupiter and its hill
overlooking the Roman Forum, the first of many terms and ideas borrowed
from classical Rome as the new American nation began to develop signs of its
authority. As the name Capitol came from ancient Rome, so did the idea for
its dome. Once Washington had been laid out as the site of the new nation’s
capital, architects and plans were solicited for the buildings of its government.
George Washington was interested in the design of the city; but Thomas
Jefferson was concerned with the design for the new Capitol, a building to
provide accommodation for the nation’s new bicameral legislature and to
offer an accessible public space. He favored the plan of William Thornton,
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one based on the Pantheon in Rome, and selected its architect, Benjamin H.
Latrobe. The Jefferson-Thornton-Latrobe building was completed in 1811.

In August 1814 the British attacked Washington and burned the new
Capitol. Rebuilding began the following year, but more than five decades
would pass before the Capitol achieved the form seared into the visual mem-
ory of virtually all Americans and many throughout the rest of the world.
When Latrobe resigned from the rebuilding in 1817, Charles Bulfinch took
over his work and retained, more or less, the design of the original Capitol.
Although hailed as an architectural wonder, the Capitol’s space was soon
discovered to be inadequate for its purposes. Redesign of the interior soon
began, and with the reconstruction Thomas Walter created a more impres-
sive dome. Completed in 1858, his cast iron creation towers above the
Capitol building we know today. Walter transformed the shape of Capitol
dome from that of the Pantheon to that of St. Peter’s. Thus America’s building
that perhaps best represents the separation of church and state traces its origin
to both pagan and Christian religion.

The dome of the United States Capitol has come to represent American
democracy. Steeped in classical tradition, America’s founding fathers looked
to the ancient world for inspiration. They found in Greek and Roman stat-
uary and architecture the ideas they wished to promote for their new nation.
The Pantheon, commissioned by the Roman emperor Hadrian as part of his
political statement about Rome’s position in the Mediterranean world, re-

The Capitol building. Courtesy of Shutterstock.
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mained intact and was widely admired. For political and aesthetic reasons, it
was the logical choice upon which to model the new nation’s most important
government building. America could acquire from the Pantheon an imme-
diate veneer of culture.

Domed structures have a long history as places of significance. The word
dome comes from both Greek and Latin, domus, house, a covered important
space. A dome covers a circular building, and the circle also has meaning: it is
inclusive, promoting a sense of equality among those gathered within it. The
covering dome is said to represent the sky above, the whole then being an
earthly pattern of the cosmos itself. A domed religious building was consid-
ered a Domus Dei, a House of God; the word survives into modern languages
in terms for a cathedral.

Circular structures were first used in the Greco-Roman world as tombs, the
last resting place of revered ancestors. The earliest Greeks buried their dead in
circular, or tholos, tombs; the Romans often emulated the shape for imperial
tombs. When the Capitol rotunda was first designed, the popular intent was
to bury Washington within it, and a crypt extends beneath its floor. Horatio
Greenough’s statue of Washington, modeled upon the statue of Zeus at
Olympia, one of the Wonders of the Ancient World, was commissioned to
stand above the tomb. But the statue sat within the Rotunda only two years
before being moved outside, and Washington remains buried at Mt. Vernon.

In the Athenian agora, the central place of Athenian democracy, annually
elected state officials met in a round building just below the area’s single hill.
But the agora tholos did not have a domed roof, so while the circular building
can be connected with early democracy, the idea of the dome derives directly
from the Romans. It was they who perfected the means to create the vault,
and how to admit light into it: an opening, the oculus or eye, at the center of
the Pantheon’s dome, admits light into the interior. When Thomas Walter
redesigned the Latrobe/Bulfinch dome, he did not keep the open oculus but
did maintain its concept. The dome’s cupola is really an enclosed eye, and
Constantino Brumidi’s encircling paintings emphasize the design.

The Capitol and its dome have come to represent democracy, and the
sculpture on the building and the art within it contribute to this representa-
tion. The paintings made for the Capitol and the sculptures commissioned for
it reflect the values of both politicians and citizens of the period 1815-18635.
This art sought to unify emerging beliefs into a single state-supported
ideology, to underscore the ideas that formed the states into a union, to create
in the Capitol a physical reflection of the new nation’s values and principles.

At first, the recently ended Revolutionary War provided the symbols for
such concepts as liberty, justice, and unity. John Trumbull’s paintings,
commissioned to hang within the Capitol’s Rotunda, are scenes from the
Revolution. Trumbull portrayed British and American generals at their mo-
ments of victory or defeat. Military art at that time focused upon the general,
not the common soldier; the idea that the true hero lay in the trenches did not
become popular until after World War II. Thus the four paintings displayed
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in the Capitol show the generals, and not those who died for them. Trumbull
portrayed noble men embarking upon noble venture in signing the Decla-
ration of Independence, facing defeat or accepting victory honorably in
the battles at Saratoga and Yorktown, and stepping aside with dignity in
Washington’s resigning rather than becoming king. These vast canvases,
representing the new nation’s freedom and political originality, are also pro-
jections of how America wanted to be viewed. The subjects were native and
did not try to achieve greatness through association with classical Rome.
Trumbull’s paintings—works on canvas, not in stone, it should be noted—
were to hang in the classically inspired Rotunda, but they initiated themes
that would continue to guide the creation of the Capitol and its decoration:
art and architecture blended old themes with new.

The Rotunda frieze, designed by Constantino Brumidi and painted by three
artists, consists of nineteen separate scenes, each representing a moment in
American history. Brumidi lived to paint the first eight of a planned sixteen
scenes, from “America and History” to “William Penn and the Indians.”
Filippo Costaggini took up the work and completed the designs for the re-
maining eight, a series ending with the “Discovery of Gold in California.”
These paintings did not fill the space, however, and a gap of over thirty feet
remained for nearly fifty years. Finally in 1951 Allyn Cox was commissioned
to paint three more panels, tracing American history from the Civil War to
the invention of the airplane. In the scenes’ final form, from the landing of
Columbus to the flight at Kitty Hawk, in 300 feet of fresco painted to re-
semble sculpture, the main emphasis is on the Revolutionary War and the
conquest of the Indians, events which dominated American ideas at the time
of the original designs. Only in the last scene do we see a reference to the
nation’s advances in technology. We must turn to the sculpture of the Capitol
for representation of America’s contributions to a better life.

When the legislative wings were built, appropriate pediment sculpture
was commissioned. Here again classical style blends with American themes
and ideology. Paul Wayland Bartlett’s The Apotheosis of Democracy on the
House wing reflects directly the sculpture on the temple of Zeus at Olympia
and that on the Madeleine in Paris. While pediment shape demands a central
figure surrounded by others who must gradually bend to the raked corners,
here subject matter clearly replicates ancient themes. The Zeus temple at
Olympia celebrates Apollo, deity of civilization, triumphant over the barba-
rous centaurs. The Madeleine pediment shows Christ giving pardon at the
Last Judgment. Bartlett’s Apotheosis personifies American democracy as a
goddess of peace. She is attired as the Roman Minerva, but has laid aside her
implements of war. The olive tree of Athena stands behind her, now the olive
of peace. Beneath her outstretched hand the child genius, free to develop,
cradles the torch of immortality. Flanking this democracy/peace personifi-
cation are figures representing sources of American wealth: iron and textile
industries fill the left frame; agriculture and animal husbandry stand on the
right.
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The pediment sculpture of the Senate wing portrays Progress of Civiliza-
tion. Thomas Crawford’s work presents a program similar to Bartlett’s.
America, again as a woman, stands at the center, with an eagle beside her, the
sun behind. The early days of American civilization are represented on the
right by a Native American chief, woman, child, and a grave. The diversity of
progress fills the left, including a soldier, merchant, and mechanic. No tomb
appears with the industrious citizens gathered to represent American prog-
ress: white American civilization triumphs over that of the Native American.

A simple design adorns the pediment of the Capitol’s east entrance. Luigi
Persico’s Genius of America comprises but three figures: America herself, in
the center, points to Justice with her scales on her right. Flanking America
on her left are an eagle and the figure of Hope. Three inscriptions augment
the trilogy: “USA” on America’s shield, “July 4, 1776 on her altar, and
“Constitution, 17 September 1787’ marked on Justice’s scroll. Hope lacks a
date: she looks to the future.

American political art created for the Capitol expresses a continual di-
chotomy between the classical tradition and a desire to be new. The tension
between antiquity and modernity is often not truly resolved but merely jux-
taposed, at times becoming an uneasy replica of the Etruscan chimera: a
blending of many elements into something new and strange. Brumidi’s fres-
coes for the Rotunda ceiling, those encircling the dome’s eye, might be called
chimerical.

The Apotheosis of George Washington unites the deities of ancient Rome
with the founders of the United States. The title of the frieze suggests a dei-
fication of a mortal, an idea borrowed from imperial Rome, where each
emperor was thought to become a god after his death—some believed in their
divinity while on earth. Washington, flanked by Liberty and Victory, is
portrayed as he was in Greenough’s statue: he sits enthroned like the Zeus at
Olympia, but here wears attire of his own period. Each scene has its guiding
classical deity. Minerva protects “Arts and Sciences” as Franklin, Morse, and
Fulton look up at her. In “Agriculture,” Ceres with a cornucopia sits upon a
McCormick Reaper. Vulcan takes the central position in ‘“Mechanics,”
Mercury guides “Commerce,” while Neptune overlooks the “Marine” scene.
Brumidi’s blatant association of the classical world with the new nation was
hailed by all as a triumphant illustration of American values.

Atop the Capitol’s dome stands the Statue of Freedom. Also the work of
Thomas Crawford, this bronze statue blends classical with Native American
images. Freedom, a woman, attired in Roman garb, holds or wears a variety
of symbolic items. The laurel victory wreath in her left hand recalls Apollo.
As Minerva held a shield, so Freedom grips one adorned with thirteen stripes.
Her Roman helmet, also borrowed from Minerva, features a crest of eagle
feathers, a reference to the Native American headdress.

The Capitol and its bicameral wings signify the ideals the American nation
wished to claim as its own. The classical influences in design and sculpture
offered instant culture to the new nation; the figures represented every man



112

AMERICAN ICONS

and woman who brought European civilization to the land. In form and art
the Capitol stands as a central icon for the United States.

The Capitol’s dome has been replicated across the country: a majority of
state capitols echo its form. While each reflects regional interests, almost all
include a dome. Most state capitol buildings had a dome in their original
design, but often had to wait until finances permitted construction; Okla-
homa’s capitol rotunda had to wait until 2001 for its grand dome.

The few capitols without the iconic dome emulate the rotunda in shape or
concept. Santa Fe, New Mexico, boasts a magnificent round structure re-
sembling a Roman amphitheater with walls of native adobe. Hawaii’s capi-
tol, reflective of the island’s geography and its history, is a square open to the
elements at the center, an echo of the Pantheon’s oculus or a Roman atrium.
The skyscraper inspired only three capitol buildings. Nebraska, North Da-
kota, and in recent years, Louisiana, built their government buildings high
into the sky. Nebraska was the first to abandon the familiar dome, although
its architect capped the skyscraper with a domed roof. Louisiana recently
replaced its government castle with the nation’s highest capitol tower, but,
again, topped with a dome. Only North Dakota rejected the dome entirely.
Its vertical mass towers above Bismark as a symbol of its efficient govern-
ment. Virginia’s Capitol also lacks a dome, but is a replica of the Maison
Carrée, the Roman temple of Augustus and Livia in Nimes.

Americans love to take well-known, easily recognizable images and re-
produce them on souvenirs or use them in advertisements. The Capitol’s
dome adorns everything from candles to tote bags. One can buy replicas of
the building or just its dome at tourist shops in Washington or on the Web.
Numerous products, from crackers to comedy groups, from biscuits to wall
paper, have used the towering dome as their logo. Although there are other
monuments on the Washington Mall, it is the Capitol that most frequently
appears to identify the place in films or TV shows set in the city and news-
casts from it. The Washington Monument, a replica of an ancient obelisk,
stands taller, but the Capitol has become the logo of the city, and hence the
nation.

The buildings of the Washington Mall collectively commemorate both
America’s tripartite government structure and many, but not all, of its wars.
It is also the place where democracy is celebrated and practiced. The ico-
nography of the Mall reflects American values; its monuments remind, and
instruct, both visitors and workers about these values. The Capitol, anchoring
the east end of the Mall, leads the way in proclaiming America’s history and
the nature of its people: from its dome and its sculpture the nation’s self-
image is asserted. From ground level one cannot read the inscription on
Freedom’s base atop the Capitol, e pluribus unum, but every American knows
the Latin phrase symbolizes the nation’s unity. The towering circle of the
Capitol dome expresses that idea in its form; it is the nation’s most perfect
domus, its most splendid house.
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Johnny Carson

David Lavery

By defying the TV reductionism that renders all things knowable and
ultimately trivial, Carson made himself into one of the medium’s only
characters worth watching, night after night....[W]e knew Johnny
Carson like we knew ourselves. Which is to say we hardly knew him at all.

Steven D. Stark, Glued to the Set

In the early 1990s, in a series of Saturday Night Live skits, Dana Carvey and
Phil Hartman parodied their fellow NBC late night program, the long-run-
ning Tonight Show (1954-). As Johnny Carson, the show’s host from 1963 to
1993, Carvey reduced the talk show legend to a series of familiar ticks and
the constantly repeated, applicable to everything, exclamation “That’s wild
stuff’; mimicking sidekick-announcer Ed McMahon, Hartman was all bois-
terous laughs and endlessly repeated ‘“Heigh-0’s.”” For critic Ken Tucker, the
parodies, “at once mean and respectfully accurate,” spelled cultural doom for
the King of Late Night: “Carvey was pointing out the way Carson had be-
come increasingly out of it, seemingly unaware of the pop culture around
him” (*Still Crazy After All These Years”).

In a May 1991 installment of the recurring sketch, Carvey answered Ed’s
“Here’s Johnny” summons and emerged from behind the curtain not in his
usual dapper sport coat and slacks, not with short, graying hair, not to
perform his usual golf-swing-punctuated monologue and announce “We’ll be
right back,” but as “Carsenio,” a bleached-blonde, flat-topped, Caucasian-
version of African-American comedian Arsenio Hall, the late night syndicated
host whose fist-pumping, hipper humor and more contemporary guests had
begun to woo away the younger end of Carson’s demographic.

The sight of the Carvey version of the King of Late Night stooping to
emulate his distant rival could only provoke sadness, not laughter, in the
longtime Tonight Show watcher. The spectacle of Carson trying to be the
“terminally charmless” Jay Leno, his successor as Tonight Show host (Shales),
or Carson-as-Letterman, the loser in the “network battle for the night” that
erupted after Johnny’s retirement (Carter), would be just as distressing. The
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Johnny Carson who had become an American icon, “NBC’s answer to
foreplay” (Tynan 315), “history’s most effective contraceptive” (“Johnny
Carson”), and “the greeter and spokesman for the United States” (Letterman,
quoted by Zehme), while remaining an essentially private, reclusive individ-
ual—“the Garbo of Comedy, the Salinger of Television” (Zehme)—that
Carson never really changed. “The idea that one man, basically unscripted,
could last on TV for 30 years,” a former NBC executive would maintain, ““it’s
a freak of television” (quoted in Zoglin).

When Shakespeare left the theater for good, he put the London stage behind
him completely and remained content to be a retired impresario back home in
Stratford; when Carson, the most watched performer in the history of en-
tertainment, his show the biggest money-maker the medium had ever known,
left television after his 4,530th show, he returned home to Malibu pretty
much never to be seen again. “Like sun and moon and oxygen,” Bill Zehme,
contemplating his disappearance, would write movingly in 2002, “he was
always there, reliable and dependable, for thirty years. Then he wasn’t any-
more. And he didn’t just simply leave: he vanished completely; he evaporated
into cathode snow; he took the powder of all powders.” In January 2005 the
news broke that Carson, who had spent almost his entire career on NBC, was
occasionally providing jokes for David Letterman’s Late Show monologue on
rival CBS. Soon after, on January 23, 2005, came the shocking news that
Johnny Carson was dead from emphysema, having passed away while these
pages were being written. Judging by some of the hagiographies that appeared
in the media after his death, critic David Edelstein would justifiably complain,
“You’d think that Carson was some sort of egoless saint of television.”

More than just a celebrity (defined by Boorstin as someone merely ‘“known
for his well-knownness” [57]), the “Greatest Generation” Carson (Shales)
once represented something distinctly American. “More people look at John-
ny,” an NBC press agent once bragged about its prize commodity, “than look
at the moon” (“Johnny”). But what did they see? As television scholar Jimmie
Reeves once observed, Carson was never a simple star in the firmament: “It’s
[Carson’s] elusivity that keeps him fresh. ... We can put ourselves into him.
He’s familiar enough to be recognizable, yet unique enough to be interesting.
There’s more to Johnny Carson than meets the eye” (quoted in Stark 184).

In private, Johnny Carson was, by all reports, a loner, uncomfortable in
social situations, seemingly ill-suited to the life of celebrity. The screenwriter
George Axelrod once observed that “Socially, [Carson] doesn’t exist. The
reason is that there are no television cameras in living rooms. If human beings
had little red lights in the middle of their foreheads, Carson would be the
greatest conversationalist on earth” (quoted in Tynan 312). (The camera,
Tynan quipped, ““act[ed] on him like an addictive and galvanic drug” [311].)

Critics like Richard Poirier have documented the pronounced tendency of
key figures in American literature, culture, and politics to create imaginary
public personas often at odds with their private selves. Though Carson’s long-
time producer Fred de Cordova once insisted that while “George Burns and
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Jack Benny assumed a fagade,” his star
was himself, “not a character named
Johnny Carson” (quoted by Stark
185); was it not in fact his “negative
capability” that enabled him to be-
come not only Carnac the Magnificent
and Aunt Blabby, Art Fern and Floyd
R. Turbo, but also his greatest crea-
tion: Carson the congenial conversa-
tionalist?

A year after Carsenio made his Sai-
urday Night Live appearance, Carson
ended his run just short of three de-
cades behind the desk. His final two
shows, cultural spectacles comparable
to the series finales of M*A*S*H,
Seinfeld, and Friends, drew huge audi-
ences (50 million watched the last one,
a guestless retrospective clip show, on

Johnny Carson, 1965. Courtesy of the Library of May 21, 1992), but it was the penul-

Congress.

timate one, in which Bette Midler

crooned “One More for My Baby (and
One More for the Road)” to an obviously moved Carson, that everyone
remembers, producing as it did what David Bianculli called ““a perfect mo-
ment of television, a guaranteed tearjerker, and a fitting finale (even if it was a
day early) to one of the most durable and impressive careers in show busi-
ness” (342). Television scholar David Marc would see in Carson’s retirement
the end of an era: “For 30 years, prime time was bracketed by two men:
Walter Cronkite, who gave the news in his daily report, and Johnny Carson,
who reviewed the news in his daily monologue. ... Johnny, like Walter, is part
of the lost world of three-channel culture” (quoted in Tucker, “Johnny’s Last
Laugh”).

Though he came to be a Hollywood gatekeeper with the power to make or
break careers—scores of comics, from Roseanne Barr to Jerry Seinfeld
credited him with their first big break—Carson never shed his image as a
Midwestern boy (born in Iowa, he grew up in Nebraska). Watch Johnny
Goes Home on The Ultimate Collection DVDs, narrated by and starring
Carson as he wanders about Norfolk, Nebraska, even sitting down for a
refresher penmanship lesson by his then-elderly grade-school teacher, and
it becomes apparent that Johnny had not succeeded, nor perhaps even at-
tempted, to take the farm out of the boy. If fellow Nebraskan talk show host
Dick Cavett would discern in his one-time boss and later rival “that won-
derful naughty-fraternity-boy quality .. .he never outgrows” (quoted in Zo-
glin), Carson’s impish taste for the risqué, his adeptness at double-entendre,
were equally apparent to any alert viewer.
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Carson’s distinct style emerges in Edelstein’s discerning obituary of him:

When Carson succeeded Steve Allen and Jack Paar as host of...the Tonight
Show, the shift in tone was radical. Although Allen was underappreciated as a
satirist, he had a fundamentally earnest presence, and Paar was, if anything,
overearnest (to the point of bathos). But Carson was cutting: there was always a
chill behind the twinkle. If he cultivated the look of a boyish Midwesterner .. .,
he could turn into a bad boy (or a smutty-minded boy) in an instant.

Although no one seems able to confirm (and Carson himself denied it) that
he once responded to a Persian-cat-toting Zsa Zsa Gabor’s invitation “to pet
my pussy?”’ with “Sure, if you move that damn cat out of the way!” (Cox 77),
he very definitely did tell the voluptuous Dolly Parton that he would “give
about a year’s pay to take a peek under there” (Cox 84). Who can forget his
wide-eyed response, captured in close-up, when the late Madeline Kahn re-
sponded to his inquiry about her phobias with “I do not like balls coming
toward me.” Carson’s use of “the camera as a silent conspirator,” Kenneth
Tynan once observed, was his “most original contribution to TV technique.”
But it was not his only one.

Writing in USA Today, Wes Gehring would offer an astute analysis of
Carson’s comic style:

[Blecause Carson was such a student of laughter, he often existed as a pluralist
comedian, gifting audiences periodically with such signature expressions as
Oliver Hardy’s embarrassed tie-fiddling look, Stan Laurel’s teary elongated
face, Benny’s direct address (staring at the camera) deadpan, and a Groucho
Marx eyebrow twitch after a mildly suggestive double entendre. What
made these and other assorted funny footnotes all Carson was the ease with
which he segued through such shtick. It was a tour de silly each night of the
week. (68)

He was a superb physical comedian, as good at pratfalls as a Chevy Chase,
willing to get down on all fours, pretending to be a dog gobbling the Alpo a
real dog had rejected, saving Ed McMahon’s live ad. Wonderfully uneasy
with the parade of animals the San Diego Zoo brought to the show, he could
secure uproarious laughter from a face-off with an orangutan, a marmoset
urinating on his head, a boa constrictor’s tail surprisingly emerging between
his legs.

Virtually every recognizable figure from entertainment and politics, both
fellow icons and lesser lights, from Martin Luther King, Jr., to Dean Martin,
Richard Nixon to Bob Hope, Shelley Winters to Carl Sagan, Bill Clinton to
Tiny Tim, sat down beside him. “It is still the most exciting moment in show
business to walk out from that curtain and sit in this chair,” Tom Hanks has
confessed (Zoglin). He was absolutely wonderful with children and the el-
derly; and with ordinary Americans (deemed ““civilians” by the show’s staff),
he could be the perfect host, hardly ever condescending, though often playful
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(that time, for example, when he pretended to eat one of the prized potato
chips in which a woman had found a variety of animal and human faces).

With Dragnet’s Jack Webb, he could do tongue-twisting verbal humor
about copper clappers and kleptomaniacs, or, portraying President Reagan,
revisit Abbott and Costello’s “Who’s On First” routine with Hu, Watt, and
Yasser Arafat replacing Who, What, and friends. The Ultimate Collection
Carson DVDs are full of such moments of clever, imaginative, often literate
comedy. In one particularly memorable skit, Carson, dressed in Renaissance
garb, plays Hamlet, reciting, or so it seems, the famous “To be or not to be”
and “Alas, Poor Yorick” soliloquies; but Shakespeare’s powerful words turn
out to be mere product placement for a shameless series of commercials:
“sleep no more” inspires a plug for Sominex; ‘“The heartache, and the
thousand natural shocks / That flesh is heir to” (emphasis added) leads to an
ad for Aamco; “ay, there’s the rub,” turns out to be, of course, a set-up for
promotion of Mentholatum Deep Heat Rub. Yorick, in turn, is warned not to
leave Denmark without his American Express Card.

But it was, of course, Carson’s monologues that were his comic signature.
Whether his one-liners produced laughs or bombed (he was a master at
transforming even his failures into hilarity), his opening litany of jokes, al-
most certain to include gags about Ed’s drinking, bandleader Doc Sever-
insen’s wardrobe (or substitute Tommy Newsom’s drabness), and his own
former wives, was often the highlight of the show and sometimes the only
part of the show for which sleepy Americans could stay conscious. Carson
“dealt with topical events as reliably as Walter Cronkite,” Bianculli has
observed, “and the impact of his monologue made Carson the TV equivalent
of Will Rogers: one joke could make all the difference in indicating whether
someone (or something) was up or down, in or out” (341). It should not
surprise us that Carson’s monologue came to possess such influence, for, as
Stark notes, “like an anchorman (or a president), Carson was one of the few
performers whom TV etiquette allowed to address the camera directly—the
culture’s ultimate sign of respect and authority” (183).

In perhaps the most discerning piece ever written on Carson, Kenneth
Tynan articulates the dilemma that faced Carson both the performer and the
icon:

Singers, actors, and dancers all have multiple choices: they can exercise their
talents in the theatre, on TV, or in the movies. But a talk-show host can only
become a more successful talk-show host. There is no place in the other media
for the gifts that distinguish him—most specifically, for the gift of re-inventing
himself, night after night, without rehearsal or repetition. Carson, in other
words, is a grand master of the one show-business art that leads nowhere.
He has painted himself not into a corner but onto the top of a mountain. (353—

54)

If television had a Mount Rushmore, Johnny would be on it.
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Johnny Cash

Don Cusic

During his lifetime, Johnny Cash did just about everything he could to de-
stroy his career. He became wasted on drugs, unreliable, surly, and diffident.
And yet, when he died in September 2003, he was widely considered one of the
most important—if not #he most important—artist in the history of country
music.

Johnny Cash came to symbolize country music, or at least country as those
both inside and outside the world of country music see the genre. He grew up
poor and rural—an essential element in creating a country music icon. He
was deeply religious, fell into an addiction to drugs, then was redeemed by a
“good woman,” and along the way recorded hit songs and concept albums.
In some of his hit songs and concept albums he aligned himself with the
cowboy and American West—which has long been part of the image of
country music. Cash starred in his own network TV show, appeared in sev-
eral movies, sang on some soundtracks, and in his later years became “cool”
to young people by being produced by a rap and alternative record producer.

Johnny Cash was a man who conveyed deep thoughts in a deep voice; he
wrote anthems for youth when country music and the youth culture were at
odds. He was a patriot and veteran who dared question the Vietnam War,
and he spoke up for the downtrodden—Native Americans and prisoners—
during the 1960s. It’s a classic rags to riches tale, the story of somebody
growing up a poor nobody and dying an important figure in country music
and popular culture. Is it any wonder that Johnny Cash is not just a person
but an icon in country music?

J. R. Cash (he did not become “John” until he entered the military, and
became ““‘Johnny” when Sam Phillips released his first record on Sun) was
born during the Great Depression (February 26, 1932) and grew up in the
northeast corner of Arkansas where his parents, Ray and Carrie Cash, were
tenant farmers. Every evening young J. R. Cash sat at the kitchen and listened
to the radio, but that radio wasn’t just music for idle time; it gave him
inspiration and relief from the daily grind of farming, a dream and vision
he would pursue.
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After graduating from high school in 1950, Cash made the trek that so
many southern boys made—to the car manufacturing plants in Michigan—
and obtained a job at the Fisher Body factory in Pontiac. He worked there for
two weeks, then went back home and enlisted in the Air Force. Cash was sent
to Landsberg, Germany, where he was a radio operator. But, more impor-
tantly, there Johnny Cash bought a guitar, learned how to play it, and made
his first steps towards being a performer. In the summer of 1954, Cash was
discharged from the Air Force; he returned to Arkansas and married a young
lady he had met during basic training in Texas.

During the first twenty-two years of Johnny Cash’s life, he was shaped by
several factors. First, his rural upbringing in Arkansas on a cotton farm had
given him the kind of background that served as a common thread for country
boys in the Depression. The radio brought him country music and allowed
him to hear songs and singers he wouldn’t have been able to hear before, and
so shaped his musical tastes. His family was very religious and the early
exposure to church gave him a deep, abiding faith that was always a part of
him. And the personal tragedy of his brother’s death left a huge emotional
gap in his life.

Jack Cash, two years older than John, was fourteen when he was pulled
into a table saw while cutting fence posts at a sawmill. Cash said that the
memory of his brother was always with him during his entire life.

Living in Memphis, Cash met Luther Perkins and Marshall Grant, two
mechanics who worked at a Chevrolet dealership. The three young men, all
acoustic guitar players, began practicing together. One night Cash suggested
Perkins and Grant each play different instruments; Perkins began to play lead
guitar and Grant picked up the bass. Thus, Cash’s original back-up group the
Tennessee Two was born.

John Cash was aware of Sun Records in Memphis; by this time Elvis’s first
recordings had been released and there were articles in the paper about the
label. Cash began to stop by Sun Records in hopes of meeting Sam Phillips.
After a number of times when Phillips wasn’t in or was in a meeting or oth-
erwise occupied, Cash finally saw him, introduced himself, and asked for an
audition. Phillips invited him in and Cash sang a number of songs for Phillips.
Probably during this meeting, in late 1954, Phillips recorded two songs with
just Cash and his guitar. Later, Cash came back with Luther Perkins and
Marshall Grant and they auditioned. At this point the group viewed itself as a
gospel group and Cash wanted to do gospel material, but Phillips was re-
luctant to record gospel because Sun couldn’t sell it; the future for the record
company was in what became known as rockabilly. Cash quickly realized
this, and during this audition, probably in early 1955, Sam Phillips recorded
them doing several songs, including “Folsom Prison Blues” and “Hey Por-
ter.” In February 1955, Cash, Grant and Perkins went into the studio and
recorded ‘“Wide Open Road,” “Cry, Cry, Cry” (which he had written since
the last session), and “Hey Porter’’; the last two would be his first single
release from Sun with “Cry, Cry, Cry” entering the Billboard country chart.
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Cash spent that summer performing wherever he could in and around
Memphis; he played in movie theaters during intermissions, in school audi-
toriums, and in the Overton Park shell in Memphis on a show with Elvis
Presley. A small taste of “road fever” was all it took for Cash to want to
perform live all over the country.

A second single, “Folsom Prison Blues” (backed with “So Doggone Lone-
some”’), was released in December 1955 and both songs entered the Billboard
charts. The third single for Johnny Cash on Sun Records would be the one
that would catapult him to stardom; “I Walk the Line” was recorded on April
2, 1956, and released in May; it entered the Billboard charts the following
month, moved to number one and stayed on the charts for forty-three weeks,
selling well over a million singles. This song hit during the same period when
Elvis was achieving superstardom; Presley would sell over 10 million records
in 1956, be seen on national television, appear in his first movie, and his
music would become the source of sermons by preachers and admonitions by
teachers and parents.

The success of Elvis was, in part, responsible for the success of Johnny
Cash. Elvis was the first Sun artist to hit big and his success created interest in
the small label; so when Sam Phillips sold Elvis’ contract to RCA in the fall of
1955 for $40,000, part of that money went into promoting Johnny Cash,
whose second single was released at the end of that year.

Musically, Cash was influenced by Elvis’ guitar playing, the full, strong
rhythm, and used it himself. Elvis would move over into pop and then “rock
and roll,” the category created after the success of artists like the Sun group.
Cash would remain in country music, although some of his records crossed
over into the pop charts. The reasons are fairly simple: Elvis’s talent lent itself
to rock and roll; Cash’s did not. Cash had a strong, unique voice but it is
rooted in country and he could never be a screamer or shouter. The sound of
Cash and the Tennessee Two was unique and different, but limited. As
Marshall Grant observed, “We didn’t work to get that boom-chicka-boom
sound. That’s all we could play.”

After “I Walk the Line,” Cash had a series of hit records for Sun. But in
July 1958 Cash made his last recording session for Sun, then began recording
for the major label Columbia Records. The second single released by Co-
lumbia was the western story-song, “Don’t Take Your Guns to Town,”” which
reached number one on the charts. You cannot become a country music icon
without hit songs on the radio. An artist has to reach the masses and be
accepted as a “star” before a legend can take root and grow.

Cash’s drug addiction during the 1957-1967 period has been written about
in detail. He began taking amphetamines in 1957 as a way of coping with the
demands of the long nights traveling on the road; tranquilizers became ne-
cessary in order to get some rest. In 1967 Cash isolated himself in his home
and, with the help of June Carter, went through the withdrawal process to
overcome his addiction.
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Cash married June Carter in March
1968; the following year they had a
son, John Carter Cash. And the career
of Johnny Cash shifted into overdrive
with a string of million selling albums,
beginning with his Johnny Cash at
Folsom Prison release, his network TV
show on ABC, and then his movie
Gospel Road, filmed in Israel. To some
it seemed that overnight Johnny Cash
had arrived, but they were misled.

During the ten-year period that was
Cash’s personal night of the soul, he
also put together one of the best tra-
veling groups in country music, which
included Carl Perkins, the Carter Fa-
mily, and the Statler Brothers. He also
recorded a number of important al-
bums and had successful singles during
this period, so it was an incredibly pro-
ductive time for him. And, despite his
bouts with drugs, he also managed to
write some important and memorable
songs.

There were two musical revolutions in the 1950s; the rock revolution and
the folk revolution. The two musical revolutions tugged at country music
from two different directions; rock pulled artists and sales away from
country, while folk music eventually brought some sales and credibility to
country. Interestingly, as many of Cash’s contemporaries moved toward
rock, Cash moved towards the folk roots of country. He had an interest in
folk music, performed and recorded a number of folk ballads, and audiences
increasingly saw him as a folk performer. Because folk music was viewed as
more “intellectual,” Cash got respect and attention from the college audi-
ence, which was normally not receptive to country.

The folk movement was interested in issues; Cash become known for his
focus on Indians and prisoners initially during this period, and this gave
credibility to his music and set him apart from other country singers. In
March 1959 Cash recorded a number of songs, including “I Got Stripes,”
“Five Feet High and Rising,” and “Old Apache Squaw.” These songs came
out on an album, Songs of Our Soil, which was his first “concept” album.

Cash developed the idea of a “concept” album further when he recorded
Ride This Train, early in 1960. The folk movement was a lyric-dominated
music interested in issues and topics more deeply than a hit song. In the
summer of 1962 Cash recorded another concept album, Blood, Sweat, Toil

Johnny Cash, 1970. Courtesy of Photofest.
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and Tears. Cash did not write any of these songs except “Legend of John
Henry’s Hammer,” where he took the basic folk song of “John Henry” and
turned it into a dramatic eight-minute masterpiece.

In 1963 Johnny Cash began a string of top single hits for Columbia, beginning
with “Ring of Fire,” written by June Carter and Merle Kilgore, and “The
Matador,” written by Cash and June Carter, both that year; “Understand Your
Man,” “The Ballad of Ira Hayes” and “Bad News” in 1964; “Orange Blossom
Special,” “The Sons of Katie Elder” (the title track from the movie of the same
name), and “Happy To Be With You” in 1965; and “The One On the Right Is
On the Left” in 1966. His album Ring of Fire was a huge success, and it
contained songs such as the TV theme song ‘“The Rebel—Johnny Yuma” and
the title track (neither of which he wrote) in addition to the self-penned “I’d Still
Be There” (written with Johnny Horton), “What Do I Care,” I Still Miss
Someone,” “Forty Shades of Green,” ““The Big Battle” and “Tennessee Flat-top
Box.” This was his strongest album so far and Cash was a commercial as well as
critical success; this album was Cash’s first to go “gold” (sales of half a million
units).

The widespread interest in cowboys may have spurred Cash’s interest in
Indians. He was part Cherokee, so there was a natural interest; but the 1950s
and 1960s also saw Indians and the Old West reexamined through a number
of movies. Johnny Cash had written “Old Apache Squaw” and it was released
on the album Songs of Our Soil. But Cash’s interest in Indians was spurred
further when he heard Indian songwriter Peter LaFarge performing in 1963 in
Greenwich Village at the Gaslight Club. On this same evening, Cash first met
Bob Dylan.

“The Ballad of Ira Hayes” tells the story of an Arizona Pima Indian who
was one of those who raised the flag at Iwo Jima, immortalized in a photo-
graph and a monument at Arlington National Cemetery. But when Hayes
returned home he faced discrimination, humiliation, and poverty. An alco-
holic, Hayes died a tragic death, drowned in a ditch. Cash recorded “The
Ballad of Ira Hayes,” a protest song in the era of protests. After this single,
Cash recorded the album that would become Bitter Tears.

Cash’s reasons for recording a concept album about Indians—indeed, it
was an angry album as much about civil rights and protest as about Indians
per se—were artistic as well as commercial.

Johnny Cash’s interest in the West and cowboys, which he originally ex-
pressed in songs like “Give My Love to Rose” and “Don’t Take Your Guns to
Town” led to a double album of cowboy songs, Johnny Cash Sings the
Ballads of the True West that was recorded in March 1965. This album
includes a number of old cowboy classics, such as “The Streets of Laredo,” I
Ride an Old Paint,” “Bury Me Not on the Lone Prairie,” and “Green Grow
the Lilacs” as well as some original songs. Cash adds some narration on the
album in addition to the songs, further showing the diversity of the West.

After Columbia released the double album of True West they edited the
album down to a single album entitled Mean As Hell and released that as
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well. And so 1965 ended with Johnny Cash’s image firmly established as a
folk singer of the mythical West.

Many people saw Johnny Cash as larger than life; he probably saw himself
the same way. In his songs, albums, and life he always projected a sense of
vision, a sense of “calling” and a higher purpose to his life and work. He had
never been just another artist looking for the next hit or a singer just trying to
get to the next gig. If Johnny Cash achieved the status of a great man it was
because he aspired to become a great man. He set high standards for him-
self—in his life and his work—and worked hard to fulfill them. Although he
may have fallen short of greatness at times in his life and work, his vision was
always there and he was able to continue his journey having learned his
lessons. Few people carry the ambition and resolve to become a great man in
their lives; Johnny Cash was one of them.

On June 7, 1969, The Jobnny Cash Show became a weekly TV show on
ABC-TV. The hour-long show was originally a summer series, broadcast on
Saturday nights. In the fall of 1969 the show was moved to Wednesday
evenings, where it continued its run until May 1971. This popular television
program brought Johnny Cash into American homes each week and multi-
plied his fame. Again, he used this platform to do more than entertain; he had
a “Ride This Train” segment which combined history and geography, he
featured gospel music, and he featured performers such as Bob Dylan and
Kris Kristofferson. With this TV show, Johnny Cash went from being a su-
perstar in country music to an American icon and a figure in country music of
almost mythic proportions.

In addition to his TV show Cash made other notable appearances; in 1969
he toured Vietnam, singing for the troops, and in 1970 he performed at the
White House for President Richard Nixon. It was a busy time for Cash, who
spent these two years in heavy public demand. This high-profile time yielded
great rewards in terms of personal bookings and also fueled his creative
juices. Cash always thrived on activity and seemed to be at his most creative
when he was busiest and shouldering major responsibilities.

In March 1970 Cash recorded “What Is Truth,” which connected him to
the youth of the nation and once again made him a spokesman for the out-
cast—in this case, the long-haired youth of the day who represented a cultural
gap and great division between the generations. But although this was a hit
single, it would not be released on an album.

The fame from the TV show seemed to increase Cash’s self-confidence and
awareness of himself. In February 1971 he recorded ‘“Man in Black” which
stated, in essence, that he was on the side of the downtrodden. In this song he
states he wears black for the poor, hopeless, prisoners, and those who have
never heard the message of Jesus, concluding that he’d love to wear bright
colors but “Tll try to carry off a little darkness on my back,” and so he’ll be a
man who wears black.

After his TV show ended in March 1971, Cash embarked on a project that
had deep significance for him, the movie Gospel Road, which he financed
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himself. Gospel Road consumed a great deal of Cash’s time and energy and
strengthened his marriage and working relationship with June Carter.

Johnny Cash wrote all of the songs on his album Ragged Old Flag, which
came out in 1974. The album came at a time when America was getting out of
Vietnam, only to become embroiled in the Watergate scandal of President
Richard Nixon. So when Johnny Cash recorded “Ragged Old Flag,” he con-
fronted that sense of shame and countered with an unabashedly patriotic song.

Creatively, the 1980s were a long dry spell for Johnny Cash. Although
he collected honors and awards and was seen as a “senior spokesman” for
country music, he didn’t seem to have a spot in the contemporary country
music world. The excitement of new audiences and big sales left some of the
old timers in the dust; for someone like Johnny Cash it was a frustrating,
disappointing period.

Then, in 1994 he released an album Cash: American Recordings on the new
American Recordings label produced by alternative producer Rick Rubin. The
album was done with just Cash and his guitar and summed up Cash’s career
pretty well. There were folk songs (“Tennessee Stud” and “Delia’s Gone”), a
humorous song (“The Man Who Couldn’t Cry”), a cowboy song (““Oh Bury
Me Not™), a gospel song (“Why Me, Lord”), songs with a haunting personal
vision (““The Beast In Me” and “Bird on a Wire”), and four songs he wrote.
The self-penned songs tell stories and encompass Cash’s spiritual vision. There
was nothing new on this album except the audience; young people suddenly
discovered Johnny Cash and found him both profound and “cool.” It was a
surprising rebirth for a man whose audiences and fans now included people
younger than some of his grandchildren.

The American Recordings album validated Cash’s status and stature as an
American icon and gained him a new, young audience. After the first album,
three others followed.

In May 2003, June Carter Cash went into the hospital for heart surgery and
fell into a coma; she died on May 15. During the four months between her
death and his, Cash recorded about fifty songs. In September he was set to fly
to Los Angeles to record some more songs with Rick Rubin, but failing health
forced him to enter the hospital, where he died on September 12.

It took a long hard life to write the songs that Johnny Cash wrote, and a
good, sweet life to sing them. Johnny Cash lived both. The songs he wrote
reflect both the hardness and the sweetness of his life, the sinner and the saint,
the success and the failures, the strengths and weaknesses, all wrapped up in
the greatness that called itself Johnny Cash.
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Cell Phone

John P. Ferré

At the start of the twentieth century, when Guglielmo Marconi was refining
his wireless telegraph for ship-to-ship and ship-to-shore communication, the
English engineer William Ayrton prophesied an entirely different use of the
new medium. He envisioned private conversations conveyed electronically
across the world:

If a person wanted to call a friend he knew not where, he would call in a loud,
electro-magnetic voice, heard by him who had the electro-magnetic ear, silent to
him who had it not. “Where are you?” he would say. A small reply would come,
“I am at the bottom of a coal mine, or crossing the Andes, or in the middle of the
Pacific.” Let them think of what that meant, of the calling which went on every
day from room to room of a house, and then think of that calling extending from
pole to pole; not a noisy babble, but a call audible to him who wanted to hear
and absolutely silent to him who did not. (quoted in Czitrom 67)

The mobile telephones Ayrton foresaw were reliable, secure, and useful, very
much like the cell phones we have today.

Cell phones became commercially viable in 1983 when Motorola in-
troduced the DynaTAC, but mobility had long before been a goal for wireless
communications. Although radio had always been mobile at sea, the first
mobile land use for radio began in 1921, when the Detroit Police Department
instituted a one-way radio messaging service. Twenty years later, Motorola
installed the first two-way radio in a police cruiser. The development of the cell
phone finally liberated Americans from phones tethered to walls at work and
home. The desire for cell phones was so great that twenty years after Motorola
introduced them to American consumers, 60 percent of Americans had one.

But however quickly Americans incorporated cell phones into their lives,
they did so with mixed emotions. The cell phone quickly came to represent
disparate values. Advocates recognized in the cell phone safety and con-
nectedness; detractors, by contrast, saw physical dangers and the erosion of
considerateness. Whether the cell phone represented social advancement or
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nuisance depended upon who was asked. An icon of mobility, the cell phone
was also a Rorschach Test for attitudes toward social life at the turn of the
twenty-first century.

ADVOCATES

Safety is the primary reason that people buy cell phones. People want
instantaneous communication in an emergency both for themselves and their
families. Indeed, having peace of mind and keeping track of their children
motivates many parents to give cell phones to their children. More than half
of children from 11 to 17 years old have a cell phone, and nearly half of
children from 8 to 10 years old have one. To encourage even more parents to
buy cell phones for their children, companies have devised family plans that
include free calls between family members.

While emergencies account for a small percentage of the cell phone calls that
are actually made, the Cellular Telecommunications & Internet Association
reports that 200,000 calls for help are made on cell phones every day. These
calls can be as mundane as a call for a tow truck or a ride, or they can be for
police, firefighters, or EMS. Some cell phone calls have been so dramatic that
they have made the news, as was the case of a hunter lost in a northern Min-
nesota forest in freezing temperatures who was rescued by sheriff’s deputies
after he called 911 on his cell phone, or the rescue of a mountain climber who
managed to call 911 after being snowbound for three nights on Mount Shasta
in northern California. Safety is such an important dimension of cell phones
that the Federal Communications Commission mandated that by 2006 emer-
gency dispatchers be able to use the global positioning chips in cell phones to
pinpoint the location of almost any 911 call. Cell phones can also be set up in
an emergency message network to receive instant messages about emergencies
and response plans, an arrangement used mostly by government agencies,
schools, and transport companies.

Of course, cell phones mean much more than safety. Surveys of cell phone
buyers suggest that, after safety, socializing, convenience, and business are the
most important reasons for having a cell phone. Cell phones, in other words,
signify easy accessibility to friends, family, and business associates. Those
who have not bought cell phones tend not only to be unable to afford the
payments, but they also tend to be much older than cell phone users, leading
one researcher to observe that non-use of cell phones amounts to “a process
of social exclusion” (Wei 715). The irony here is that unlike traditional land
telephone service, which includes a listing in a telephone directory, cell
phones, which signify accessibility, are not listed; and cell phone users are
often reluctant to share their numbers with very many people.

The ultimate confluence between personal connectedness and emergency
use occurred on September 11, 2001, in a flurry of highly publicized cell
phone calls during the terrorist attacks of that day. Some of the calls occurred
between the terrorists, as they coordinated their attack from aboard the
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planes they would soon hijack. After the
planes were hijacked, some passengers on
each of the four hijacked planes managed
to phone home to report what was going
on and to say goodbye to their loved
ones. The call that became iconic was
made on United Airlines Flight 93 by
Todd Beamer, who used an air phone to
provide an operator with information
about the hijacking. After saying the
Lord’s Prayer with her, he kept the con-
nection open while he and other passen-

Camera phone with picture of a camera phone. gers prepared to attack the hijackers.

Courtesy of Shutterstock.

“Are you ready guys?” Beamer asked.
“Let’s roll” (Dutton 237-45).

The phrase “Let’s roll” immediately came to represent the bravery of
Americans who would fight to the end to protect Americans from terror-
ists. The phrase quickly appeared on a variety of patriotic consumer items.
There were “Let’s Roll Flight 93 lapel pins, “Let’s Roll” ball caps, and “Let’s
Roll” bumper stickers. Rock musician Neil Young wrote a song called
“Let’s Roll,” and Beamer’s wife Lisa later wrote a book entitled Let’s Roll!
Ordinary People, Extraordinary Courage, which she also narrated as an
audio CD.

Cell phones were again in the news after the 9/11 attacks when the Wa-
shington Post reported that Americans had nearly captured the Al Qaeda
mastermind, Osama bin Laden. In late 2001, U.S. intelligence agencies were
following bin Laden’s satellite phone signal in the Tora Bora mountains of
Afghanistan, but before U.S. forces could close in on him, bin Laden gave his
phone to a bodyguard, who led the American pursuers away from him.

DETRACTORS

In every generation since electricity was first harnessed, there have been
people who feared exposure to it would cause physical harm. As telegraph
wires were strung between poles throughout the country in the nineteenth
century, some people would walk well out of their way to avoid getting
too near to them. In My Life and Hard Times, James Thurber told of his
grandmother who feared that electricity was leaking throughout the house
from empty sockets in rooms where the wall switch had been left on. Mothers
warned their children in the 1960s not to sit too close to the television.

Cell phones are the most recent in a line of electronic technologies that
have been seen as potentially dangerous. Some people have worried that
holding a device that emits radio-frequency radiation to one’s ear could, over
time, be as dangerous as prolonged exposure to the ionizing radiation pro-
duced by x-ray machines and radioactive materials. This was the claim of
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David Reynard of Madeira Beach, Florida, who sued NEC Corporation in
1993 after his 33-year-old wife died from a brain tumor. After Reynard
appeared on CNN’s Larry King Live, where he recalled that “she held it
against her head, and she talked on it all the time,” fears that cell phones
could cause brain cancer proliferated. Reynard repeated his story for various
news media, including ABC’s 20/20, even after his lawsuit was dismissed for
lack of evidence. Despite Reynard’s lack of success in court, Christopher
Newman, a 41-year-old neurologist from Baltimore, Maryland, sued seven
cell phone companies, including Motorola, in 2000, claiming that six years
of cell phone use had produced his malignant brain tumor. A federal judge
dismissed Newman’s $800 million lawsuit due to lack of evidence. She also
dismissed five class-action lawsuits that claimed cell phone manufacturers
were negligent because they did not provide headsets to protect users from
cell phone radiation (Parascandola 338).

Advertisements show people using cell phones at home, outside, and in stores,
but never behind the wheel of a car. That’s because of a persistent suspicion that
talking on the phone while driving causes accidents. This suspicion is supported
by some anecdotal and scientific evidence. A court in Hawaii ordered a teacher
who struck a pedestrian as she finished a cell phone conversation to pay $7.5
million in damages. An Arkansas lumber company settled a case for $16.2
million after a company salesman who was making a sales call struck a woman,
who was left disabled from the accident. A widely cited 1997 article in the New
England Journal of Medicine reported that drivers are four times more likely to
have a collision when using a cell phone (Glazer 203-11).

In light of such evidence, every state in the country has considered cell
phone legislation, and some have gone so far as to outlaw the use of hand-
held cell phones while driving. Tens of thousands of drivers have put bumper
stickers on their cars that read “Drive Now, Talk Later,” promoted on the
popular radio program Car Talk. Others have shown their irritation by dis-
playing bumper stickers that command drivers to “Hang Up And Drive,” or
that growl, “If that phone was up your ass, maybe you could drive better.”
Undeterred by evidence or sentiment, most drivers who have cell phones
continue to use them on the road. Fortunately, automobile accidents have not
kept pace with the growth in cell phone use.

One of the primary complaints about cell phones has been the rudeness of
some cell phone users. Before cell phones became ubiquitous in airports, stores,
walkways, and waiting rooms, people who wanted to make phone calls from
public places had to use pay phones, which were located in booths beside
heavily trafficked areas. The booths allowed maximum privacy, because pass-
ersby could not hear the caller, and the caller was not bothered by passersby.

Cell phones, by contrast, sometimes sacrifice privacy for convenience and
mobility. Most cell phone conversations take place in private—at home, on
park benches away from others, alone in cars—out of earshot of others. But
when phone calls occur close to others, people get angry. Phones ring in movie
theaters, churches, concert halls, and classrooms, breaking the concentration
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of those who are otherwise uninvolved in the calls. To reduce the occurrence
of such cell phone interruptions, local ordinances have been passed banning
cell phone use in areas of public assembly. A ringing phone in a library or
museum in New York can cost its owner $50.

As irritating as these interruptions can be, they end as soon as the owner of
the phone can turn it off by reaching into a pocket or a purse. Not so with
conversations. The most vituperative complaints about rude cell phone use
come from people who have become a captive audience to one side of an
interminable phone conversation. Writing in the Christian Science Monitor,
essayist Mary Pat Kane described a train trip along the Hudson River from
Albany to New York that was ruined by one man’s multiple phone calls.
“Like so many cell-phone people he was garrulous and loud,” she recalled.
“He commandeered our section of the train as his personal office, yet I wasn’t
on salary and he sure didn’t offer to pay for my train ticket” (15). For a
private, two-way communication device, the cell phone has demonstrated a
remarkable capacity to influence the dynamics of public places.

CONCLUSION

The cell phone of the early twenty-first century was the fulfillment of a
dream from the early twentieth. Like all electronic media of communication,
the cell phone attempted to render geography irrelevant by separating com-
munication from transportation in a novel way. To a large degree, this
purpose was fulfilled, which accounts for the high degree of cell phone
adoption. Cell phone users are generally pleased with their ability to be
connected with others anywhere. No longer do they have to wait by a phone
or get to a phone for emergencies or for everyday conversations with family,
friends, and business associates.

But however much the cell phone allowed people to transcend geographical
barriers, it did not remove geography altogether. Cell phone conversations
are not totally ethereal. They still take place in public thoroughfares, turning
some drivers into menaces and some callers into boors. The cell phone ex-
tends our range of speech and hearing, but its earthbound features have led to
problems that its developers could hardly have foreseen. As cell phone
technology continues to merge with other technologies of sound and sight, it
will overcome geographical hindrances in new ways, but its limitations will
continue to vex us in ways we cannot predict.
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Ray Charles

Reginald Martin

Much has been made lately of the influences Ray Charles had on multiple
genres of music: jazz, blues, country, even classical (emblemized by his live
performance of “Ave Maria” at the Boston Pops with Sarah Vaughan in
1984), and rightfully so. He stands, as Michael Lydon observes, with Louis
Armstrong, Duke Ellington, “and a handful of others among the presiding
geniuses of twentieth-century popular music,” but with a difference in the
breadth of his music: “Listening in the dark, he soaked up sounds and styles
from every idiom, and from them wrought a personal idiom more vital than
many of its sources” (Lydon 396-70). What is so often overlooked in both
print and film biographies is the incredible emancipating influence Charles’
music had on American sexuality. From the very first, his polyrhythmic beats,
his metaphor-filled lyrics, and his church-derived, throaty, sexual growl
provoked one to feel Charles’ words beyond the surface narrative. An easy
way to view his influence on opening sexual venues through his music is to
focus on the sequential singles that Charles, himself, chose to release.

From 1950 to 1965 are pivotal years in sexual development for Charles’s
fans, and also in the development of Charles” own on-going sexual narrative;
it should be noted that during this period radio was still segregated, so his
music and lyrics for the most part were allowed only on black stations with
primarily black programming. Thus, in many of the key erotic songs, in-
group metaphors were used to enhance their sexual meanings. For example,
in the case of Little Richard’s now-familiar rock number “Tutti Frutti,” Little
Richard early on performed the chorus using the words “Tutti Frutti, loose
booty,” and the song was considered “very raucous and sexual...too sug-
gestive for white audiences; so the words were “cleaned up” when Little
Richard recorded them as “Tutti Frutti, aw Rudi” (Songfacts). Later, main-
stream America became exposed to the original songs in concerts, then on the
air, via court-legislated integration; and, due mostly to the pioneering work of
jazz writers examining early rhythm and blues and rock and roll records (Nat
Hentoff is a good example in his 1965 Jazz Country), mainstream America
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could understand and appreciate the in-group lyrics due to cross-referenced
explications from the music writers focusing on “jazz” phrasings.

The period of 1950-19635 really brackets most of Charles’s most erotic
deliveries. Interestingly, in his representations during this time, erotic love can
be bad or good. The number one hit, “Hit the Road Jack” (1962) clearly
points out that all flames are flickering; and “Busted” (1966) holds out no
promise of sex for the broke man, as it ties together financial achievement and
the delights that must be afforded. But Charles’s 1954 song of the benefits of
eroticism, especially of female ardor, ‘I Got a Woman” was so vivid it tested
the metaphor boundaries of black-owned stations. The title came to Charles
while he was singing along with a gospel tune, on a long late-night drive with
his band, and the song developed in a dialogue of playful boasting with trum-
peter Renald Richard. Charles sang it in gospel style like a rejoicing preacher,
changing “spiritual joy into sexual delight” (Lydon 112-13). In Oral History
Interview with Nat D. Williams: Topic: Beale Street and the Fabulous World
of Entertainment (1976), Ronald Anderson Walter notes that the lyrics were
too hot even for the first black-owned radio station in the South, WDIA of
Memphis. When Charles sang of his woman’s eagerness for loving him in the
early morning, with active tender care, alarm bells rang for even those gate-
keepers on the margins of society. Nat D. Williams, the biggest disc jockey of
the time for the entire South, knew Ray Charles and begged him to temper the
words a bit more. Thankfully, this request was never granted.

The easy substitution of the stipulative sign “love” for the intended sign
“sex”” was one that from the beginning black radio found easy to program,
and, generally, no one complained when “love” was made in this dyadic
exchange. Even for lyrics as outrageous as those of Little Richard (Richard
Penniman), the radio could always handle the stipulation, while never quite
the thing itself. When Penniman screamed, “Good golly Miss Molly” and
told what Molly liked to do, “ball” could be euphemized into a metaphor to
mean frenetic dancing. The audience was jubilant and the radio stations and
Little Richard were happy with their popularity and profits. Thus, when Ray
Charles sang in “Hallelujah T Love Her So” (1953) about the coming of
darkness when he is alone with his lover and stirred to cry “Hallelujah,”
“love” again candy-coated the raw passion that not even black radio could
play.

In the same way that a simple action verb can be switched, so can nouns; in
many of the songs of the 1950s, and especially in the lyrics of Charles,
purposely misplaced nouns give themselves away by their incongruence with
the preceding verbs. A prime example is the lyric praising nighttime as “The
Right Time” (1956); Charles adapted this blues song into a duet to sing with
the Raelet chorus member who was his new mistress (Lydon 149): for two
lines the singer extols how his baby “rocks” him, and then invites her to begin
again, by asking her to hold his “hand.” The incongruence is obvious to
anyone, but contained in euphemistic metaphors of dancing for sex; and the
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song passed the censors’ rules right up
to the time that Charles could be
played on Top 40 radio, around
1965—also the year of the federal
Civil Rights Act. This song gained
more fame from the 1986 Cosby Show
episode #203, in which Cliff’s parents’
anniversary celebration turns into a
lip-sync rendition by the whole Hux-
table family of “The Right Time.”
Ray’s penultimate erotic song closes
out the decade of the 1950s, once
again turning to condensed metaphors
in the lyrics and up-tempo phrasing in
the music. Interestingly, when this
song was performed in two extremely
popular TV specials of the 1960s, one
with Bing Crosby and the other with
Andy Williams, the tempo was slowed

Ray Charles, 1960. Courtesy of the Library of  down considerably by the hosts, the

Congress.

censors, or both. Charles can be seen

clearly straining to tone down the

subliminal message carried by the
beat. Also, interestingly, both Crosby and Williams chose to sit on the piano
bench with Charles, again disallowing the movement of any body parts. Had
there ever been a song before like 1959’s “What’d I Say?”” With its driving
bass piano beat and the response of the polyrhythmic drums, no one could sit
still to listen to it. When hot, barely metaphorical lyrics were added to the
gospel beat, they made the song both irrepressible and aggressively erotic,
joining the singer’s demonstration of stamina and his suggestions of what a
girl could do with him throughout the night.

In 1960, Charles recorded the classic “Basin Street Blues” written by
Spencer Williams. For anyone who didn’t know before that this song was
about heated interracial sex, Charles’s gravelly rendering, traveling from
baritone to soprano range, leaves no doubt; slowing the tempo slightly from
its classic beat, Charles makes you understand why Basin Street holds a
special meeting for black and white folks, nicer than anyone can know until
actually coming to New Orleans. Clearly sung to reach the underground
audience of blacks who were sexually involved with whites, Charles’s version
pulls one into the idea that only in New Orleans, the place of dreams, where
race is almost indefinable by its natives, can one really enjoy what is usually
taboo. Further, in the second stanza, Charles suggests that the whole taboo of
cross-racial sexual exchange is what will enhance the act: in the physical
embraces, and spell of the music, the ordinary staples (white rice, black and
red beans) become unsurpassably better. Because this song was primarily



RAY CHARLES

played on “‘race” stations, it had to pass less censor scrutiny than if it had
been played and delivered as Charles delivers it on a Top 40 station. After one
listen, the insider listener would get its message about encountering sex
outside the standard way.

The recording Charles made with Betty Carter in 1961 of “Baby, It’s Cold
Outside” can be considered “the definitive version of Frank Loesser’s witty
interlocked lyric” (Lydon 201). The rap dialogue and the enticement are
made everything to the erotic mood, and the weather report is nothing but
background. Taking the call and response technique directly from West Af-
rican forms, Charles croons about the cold outside over and over, no matter
the many protestations from the female respondent that she has to leave,
ultimately making the female respondent croon along with him, having finally
been brought to her erotic senses by the male narrator’s apparently sensible
advances. When it is mentioned that a bit of spirits will help to keep her
warm, the foreplay is complete and the female respondent realizes, hey, it
does make more sense to stay in and be warmed in every way.

“Unchain My Heart,” a hit single for Charles in 1961, is an up-tempo,
lamenting ballad played as a love song. However, for the intent listener to
Charles’s version, it is clear that the “chains” bind more than the narrator’s
heart: the social chains of sexual rules restrain the narrator’s pulsing sexu-
ality, keeping him from the love and lover he desires most; indeed, they try to
limit even the physical desires and prowess of the narrator. Think of the
image of “chains” to a segregated audience in 1965 and all of the social/
sexual limitations such a symbol would connote, and you begin to get the
picture the lyric would address, in confessing to be caught under the lover’s
spell and without any chance of loving her, unless he is freed. To be set free to
do as he pleases sexually is something the male listener of the time could
relate to freedoms of all sorts, and the record understandably went to number
2 on the R&B charts while at the same time becoming a staple of civil rights
workers, who would slightly change the words to a more purely social
meaning (See Tom Dent’s Southern Journey: A Return to the Civil Rights
Movement, 2001).

Finally, it is not coincidence that Charles’ sexual period basically ends when
he is allowed full radio airplay. Yet it is not cultural censorship that changes
his themes from eroticism to love, standards, and the American way. It is
Charles, himself, who has changed and grown, in different ways that are no
better, but certainly not worse, than the themes of his earlier period. While
new standards included on Modern Sounds in Country and Western Music
(1962) came at a time when censorship on radio lists had become so porous as
to be non-existent, and received cross-format airplay all over the world, one
gets the feeling that this change in themes is organic, nothing forced by outside
influences or infantile attempts to “cross over’” to a mainstream audience.
Charles, moreover, was not above inserting sexuality here and there in his later
periods, with Willie Nelson in the early 1980s in ““Seven Spanish Angels,” and
into the new millennium with his rendition of “Crazy Love” from the 2004
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Genius Loves Company CD. But after 1965, Eros has become a gateway to
other things, not more important than them, and still a constant in the per-
ception of Charles. As one biographer, David Ritz, notes in Brother Ray: Ray
Charles’ Own Story (2004), even at the end, the fans wanted the erotic from
Charles, a man in his seventies, and demanded every old song at each concert.
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Julia Child

Sara Lewis Dunne

Joseph V. Amondio, writing in the New York Times Magazine, says that
Americans have pretty much had it with celebrity chefs, but Julia Child