
Textes et contextes
ISSN : 1961-991X
 : Université Bourgogne Europe

20-1 | 2025 
Le domestique, lieu de production du politique / Le parlementarisme au prisme
du modèle de Westminster : continuité, rupture, évolution

At the Threshold: Aristocratic Houses in
Cooper and Poe
Sur le seuil : les maisons aristocratiques chez Cooper et Poe

Article publié le 15 juillet 2025.

Matthew Redmond

http://preo.ube.fr/textesetcontextes/index.php?id=5417

Le texte seul, hors citations, est utilisable sous Licence CC BY 4.0 (https://creativecom

mons.org/licenses/by/4.0/). Les autres éléments (illustrations, fichiers annexes
importés) sont susceptibles d’être soumis à des autorisations d’usage spécifiques.

Matthew Redmond, « At the Threshold: Aristocratic Houses in Cooper and Poe »,
Textes et contextes [], 20-1 | 2025, publié le 15 juillet 2025 et consulté le 19 avril
2026. Droits d'auteur : Le texte seul, hors citations, est utilisable sous Licence CC
BY 4.0 (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/). Les autres éléments (illustrations,
fichiers annexes importés) sont susceptibles d’être soumis à des autorisations
d’usage spécifiques.. URL : http://preo.ube.fr/textesetcontextes/index.php?
id=5417

La revue Textes et contextes autorise et encourage le dépôt de ce pdf dans des
archives ouvertes.

PREO est une plateforme de diffusion voie diamant.

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://preo.ube.fr/portail/
https://www.ouvrirlascience.fr/publication-dune-etude-sur-les-revues-diamant/


Le texte seul, hors citations, est utilisable sous Licence CC BY 4.0. Les autres éléments (illustrations,
fichiers annexes importés) sont susceptibles d’être soumis à des autorisations d’usage spécifiques.

At the Threshold: Aristocratic Houses in
Cooper and Poe
Sur le seuil : les maisons aristocratiques chez Cooper et Poe

Textes et contextes

Article publié le 15 juillet 2025.

20-1 | 2025 
Le domestique, lieu de production du politique / Le parlementarisme au prisme
du modèle de Westminster : continuité, rupture, évolution

Matthew Redmond

http://preo.ube.fr/textesetcontextes/index.php?id=5417

Le texte seul, hors citations, est utilisable sous Licence CC BY 4.0 (https://creativecom

mons.org/licenses/by/4.0/). Les autres éléments (illustrations, fichiers annexes
importés) sont susceptibles d’être soumis à des autorisations d’usage spécifiques.

1. Dust and Ghosts
2. Homemade Aristocracy
3. Gothic Infestation

1. Dust and Ghosts
In the first volume of Demo cracy in Amer ica (1835), Alexis de Toc‐ 
queville de votes sev eral elo quent pas sages to as sess ing how Amer ic‐ 
ans’ re la tion ship with their land and prop erty both re flects and per‐ 
petu ates the prin ciples of a demo cratic re pub lic. In this pro cess, he
de tails the legal sys tem of in her it ance that per vades much of the Old
World, ac cord ing to which prop erty is pre served, whole and in tact, to
be in her ited by a single male heir. This is sup posed by Toc queville to
have a pro found ef fect on the way that fam il ies are con sti tuted across
time.

1

In so ci et ies where the law of in her it ance is based on the right of pri‐ 
mo gen it ure, ter rit orial es tates are most often handed down from
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gen er a tion to gen er a tion without being di vided. As a res ult, the fam‐ 
ily spirit be comes, in a way, em bod ied in the es tate. The fam ily rep‐ 
res ents the es tate, the es tate the fam ily; it per petu ates their name,
their ori gin, their glory, their power, their vir tues. It is an im per ish‐ 
able test a ment to the past and a pre cious guar an tee of the fu ture.
(Toc queville 1981� 110). 1

In the United States, says Toc queville, things work dif fer ently. After
the Re volu tion ary War, pri mo gen it ure, and the gen er a tional con tinu‐ 
ity that it en ables, has given way to the law of part ible in her it ance, so
that every pro pri etor’s death trig gers “a re volu tion in prop erty” (Toc‐ 
queville 1981� 110). 2 Large es tates are di vided among sev eral in her it ors
time and again, “until noth ing can be seen but a shift ing, im palp able
dust, upon which demo cracy is foun ded.” (Toc queville 1981� 109). 3

This re peated di vid ing pre vents a small num ber of wealthy fam il ies
from ex ert ing out sized con trol over the re pub lic across many suc‐ 
cess ive gen er a tions—in short, from be com ing an Amer ican ar is to‐ 
cracy. Power in the United States, then, is not im mor tal; it is made to
ex pire with those who wield it.

3

If Toc queville’s points are al ways de cis ively made, the im agery that he
de ploys can some times feel un stable, am bigu ous, and even sub vers ive
of his ar gu ment. To say that shift ing dust («  une poussière mouv‐ 
ante ») forms the basis of demo cracy in the United States rather un‐ 
com fort ably evokes a par able from the Book of Mat thew: “And every
one that heareth these say ings of mine, and doeth them not, shall be
likened unto a fool ish man, which built his house upon the sand” (KJV
7�26). An ar is to cratic reader (like James Fen imore Cooper), less per‐ 
suaded than Toc queville of demo cracy’s in ali en able mer its, might
have pounced on this irony, con vinced that let ting large es tates sink
be neath such dust must rep res ent a fool ish over in dul gence in demo‐ 
cratic spirit. Mean while, read ers of a Gothic bent of mind (like Edgar
Allan Poe) could eas ily re gard a wealthy fam ily’s be com ing em bod ied
(«  se matérialise  ») by their im per ish able es tate («  un témoin
impérissable du passé  »), each rep res ent ing the other, not only as
some thing less than a sign of eternal power and glory, but as a fig ur‐ 
at ive in stance of some thing truly hor rific: de gen er a tion, mon strous
trans form a tion, or in cest.
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Dur ing the same dec ade that saw the pub lic a tion of Toc queville’s so‐ 
ci olo gical study, writers of nar rat ive fic tion, whether they read him or
not, ex amined for them selves what it would mean, and what it would
cost, for great houses to es tab lish them selves on U.S. soil. They ques‐ 
tioned, that is, whether a re pub lican demo cracy could sup port (or
sur vive) some ver sion of ar is to cracy, or whether its only hope was for
power ful fam il ies and their es tates to be razed al most to the ground
with every passing gen er a tion. In such fict ive thought ex per i ments,
the image of the house be comes cru cial. Houses built, in hab ited, sold,
aban doned, torn down, and re built all ex press dif fer ent nu ances of
the re pub lic’s fraught re la tion ship with the idea of dyn astic wealth
and power. I will focus on two fic tional nar rat ives, pub lished only
months apart: Cooper’s 1838 so ci ety ro mance Home as Found, and
Poe’s 1839 story “The Fall of the House of Usher.” For all their ob vi ous
dif fer ences, these two texts, read along side one an other, are diptych- 
like in their com ple ment ar ity, with one ex pos ing the other’s ideo lo‐ 
gical un der belly. Cooper’s sunny ro mance of so ci ety con tends that it
is not only pos sible, but ne ces sary to syn thes ize some form of ar is to‐ 
cracy that is com pat ible with the Amer ican ex per i ment; Poe’s pitch- 
black story sug gests that all such syn theses pro duce only in bred hor‐ 
rors that, left un checked by the laws de scribed in Toc queville, ul ti‐ 
mately col lapse on them selves.

5

2. Homemade Ar is to cracy
The story goes that James Fen imore Cooper was read ing aloud from
an Eng lish novel of man ners to amuse his ail ing wife, Susan, but
threw it aside when it be came un bear ably dull and de clared that he
could do a bet ter job him self. She dared him to try, and he wrote Pre‐ 
cau tion (1820), a novel set in Northamp ton shire and emu lat ing (so he
ima gined) the style of Aus ten. That Amer ica’s first in ter na tion ally suc‐ 
cess ful nov el ist launched his ca reer on a do mestic dare has be come a
staple of his lore, as has early crit ics’ luke warm re sponse and their
sug ges tion that he favor more ‘Amer ican’ sub jects in stead. ‘Amer ican
sub jects’ has al most al ways been taken to mean the Re volu tion ary
War, the tam ing of the fron tier, and other vari et ies of mas cu line
struggle, all of which Cooper star ted em bra cing from his second ef‐ 
fort, The Spy (1821). With this wrench ing shift in sub ject mat ter,
Cooper seemed to do more than dis card his own so ci ety novel as he
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had someone else’s; he seemed to re ject do mest icity as a lit er ary
theme, chart ing a rad ic ally dif fer ent course for his own ca reer and, by
ex ten sion, for Amer ican nar rat ive fic tion of his time.

Amer ic an ists through out the twen ti eth cen tury saw Cooper’s cor pus
lend ing it self only too gen er ously to the or ies of U.S. lit er at ure that
priv ileged re nun ci ation, ex plor a tion, and the blood i est forms of re‐ 
gen er a tion. To para phrase loosely Richard Slotkin’s in flu en tial as sess‐ 
ment, this ver sion of Cooper was im port ant chiefly for being the cre‐ 
ator of the fron ti ers man, a kind of am al gam, at once prom ising and
night mar ish, of European lit er ary genres, in di gen ous myth, and set‐ 
tler cul ture (Slotkin 2000� 493). But in track ing some of Cooper char‐ 
ac ters’ pro gress away from so- called civil iz a tion, schol ars have either
un der sold or over looked his fic tion’s deep in vest ment in the struggle
to achieve sta bil ity, so ci ety, and a per man ent sense of be long ing.
Whatever power ful al lure the image of Natty Bumppo dis ap pear ing
into un trod wil der ness may have pos sessed for Cooper, that image
had even tu ally to sub side and be re placed by one of so ci ety; and con‐ 
tem plat ing pre cisely how that re place ment will or should come about
is in teg ral to his pro ject as a chron icler of the United States. Par tic u‐ 
larly dur ing the 1830s, after re turn ing from his ex ten ded so journ in
Europe, Cooper set him self the grand task of using nar rat ive fic tion
to cre ate a stable image of the na tional char ac ter when it is at home.
The res ult of that ef fort was Home as Found, a so- called “silk- stocking
tale” (as op posed to the Leath er stock ing tales of fron tier ad ven ture)
in which the Effi ng ham fam ily, hav ing lived abroad for many years
and only re cently re turned to the United States, must ori ent them‐ 
selves as strangers in a strange land (Schu lenber ger 1955�50).

7

The reader of Home as Found strains to ima gine a novel lighter on in‐ 
cid ent. Even as char ac ters move rest lessly from one draw ing room,
nat ural won der, or town to an other, the plot gen er ally stands still.
This, it seems, is all ac cord ing to plan. As Cooper ex plains in his fore‐ 
word to the first edi tion, his primary pur pose in writ ing this work, a
dir ect se quel to Home ward Bound, was to “de lin eate or din ary Amer‐ 
ican life,” in which en deavor he claims that no Amer ican novel or play
has yet en joyed suc cess (Cooper 1871� 2). Cooper’s at tempt ex plores
the ef forts of the Effi ng ham fam ily, newly landed in New York, to ac‐ 
quaint them selves with—or else re con cile them selves to—the so ci ety
in which they now move and have their being. This re quires un der ‐
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stand ing how people in the United States dif fer from Europeans,
which makes people- watching one of the Effi ng hams’ most pro duct‐ 
ive pur suits, es pe cially when con duc ted in the places where those
people live. Partly for this reason, large swaths of Home as Found read
like a field guide to Amer ican char ac ter types, and so it has been
read. 4 Mean while, at the level of plot, the novel seems as static as the
many town houses, coun try es tates, and other struc tures that
Cooper’s nar rator in sists on de scrib ing in some depth.

On closer in spec tion, how ever, houses in this novel are not so static
after all, or else their fix ity lasts only a short time. In Chapter One,
Cooper in tro duces Aristabu lus Bragg, a dis arm ingly for ward land
agent who vis its the Effi ng hams to dis cuss their many sump tu ous
hold ings. The nar rator de scribes him as “an epi tome of all that is
good and all that is bad, in a very large class of his fel low cit izens,”
and one feels un mis tak ably Cooper’s ef fort to es tab lish him as the
novel’s pree m in ent comic of fer ing (Cooper 1871� 17). Bragg rep res ents
the love of pro gress that su per sedes any con sid er a tion of such
factors as tra di tion, sen ti ment, or no bil ity. His lack of any re gard for
the past is nowhere more poin tedly ar tic u lated than in dis cuss ing his
own home. “The house I was born in was pulled down, shortly after
my birth,” he ex plains, “as in deed has been its suc cessor, so I can tell
you noth ing on that head; and as for al tars, there are none in my per‐ 
sua sion” (Cooper 1871� 33). Bragg feels no at tach ment to any liv ing
space, nor can he un der stand any one else feel ing such, a point made
abund antly clear when he as serts that John Effi ng ham should have
had his New York house torn down some time ago: “Had the ma ter i als
been dis posed of, they would have sold well, and by run ning a street
through the prop erty, a pretty sum might have been real ized”
(Cooper 1871� 33). When Effi ng ham po litely but fri gidly ob serves that
such a de cision would have left him home less, Bragg treats this con‐ 
sid er a tion as barely more than a wrinkle on the face of Amer ican
profit and pro gress: “It would have been no great mat ter to get an‐ 
other on cheaper land. The old res id ence would have made a good
fact ory, or an inn” (Cooper 1871� 33). Houses, for Bragg, are raised up
to be pulled down, and noth ing must be al lowed to out last its use ful‐ 
ness, no mat ter what sen ti mental value it has ac crued. To prove his
point, Bragg shows his com pan ions to an auc tion site where they
learn about a hundred- year-old dairy that was sold two years ago for
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five thou sand dol lars: “The next spring Mr. Feeler sold it to John
Search, as keen a one as we have, for twenty- five thou sand. Search
sold it, at private sale, to Nathan Rise for fifty thou sand, the next
week, and Rise had par ted with it, to a com pany, be fore the pur chase,
for a hun dred and twelve thou sand cash” (Cooper 1871� 115). “Search,”
“Rise”: even the buy ers’ sur names de note where their pri or it ies lie.
This met eoric es cal a tion in value, it turns out, is based on its prox im‐ 
ity to a town that does not exist yet and pos sibly never will. An empty
dream of the fu ture, Cooper la ments, is worth more in these United
States than a con crete past.

If Bragg is to be be lieved, the United States lives in a con stant state of
ar chi tec tural fer ment a tion: houses rise and fall, wood turns li quid
and dis solves, only to con geal again in dif fer ent struc tures with the
next swell of en ter prise. And while Cooper en cour ages read ers to
laugh at Bragg and his all- forgetting lust after pro gress, his opin ions
still rep res ent some thing that Cooper re garded as a real and press ing
prob lem for the Amer ican re pub lic. On re turn ing to the United States
in 1833, Cooper was dis mayed by the fever of land spec u la tion and
ag gress ive ‘go- aheadism’ that had taken hold in Tem pleton and else‐ 
where. To him, the rising gen er a tion was hope lessly ab sorbed in
schemes of pur chase and sale, their Eng lish hav ing de graded into a
smat ter ing of stock phrases and cap it al ist cant (Sun dquist 1977� 263).
Among fic tion writers, he was not alone. In deed, we can situ ate
Cooper’s re flec tions in a chorus of sim ilar as ser tions about the nature
of prop erty in the United States. When Wil liam Aus tin, in his 1820
fable “Peter Rugg, the Miss ing Man,” tries to ex press the mut ab il ity of
Amer ican life with a single image, he chooses the auc tion of Rugg’s
old home. The fast- talking auc tion eer of that story—with whom
Cooper’s Bragg would un doubtedly find much to dis cuss—can not be
bothered to check that his latest prop erty’s former oc cu pant is ac tu‐ 
ally dead and gone; for him, the past is sig ni fic ant only as a rhet or ical
flour ish to help sell real es tate. But an auc tion is not ne ces sary to
drive home how er rat ic ally houses rise, fall, and change hands in the
United States. Even the premise of Home ward Bound and Home as
Found subtly un der scores this fact. Read ers may glance at the novel
and as sume that John and Ed ward Effi ng ham are dir ect des cend ants
of Oliver Effi ng ham, the young hero of The Pi on eers who, with Natty
Bumppo’s sup port, un cov ers the mys tery of his birth and mar ries
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Eliza beth Temple. But, as Joy Kas son was the first to ob serve in print,
they can not be: John and Ed ward were born in 1787, roughly seven
years be fore Oliver mar ries Eliza beth Temple; and, as first cous ins,
John and Ed ward must be the sons of sib lings, whereas Oliver Effi ng‐ 
ham is an only child. We must con clude John and Ed ward are dis tant
re la tions from an other branch of the Effi ng ham fam ily, and that
Oliver must have died child less at around thirty- five years old, for the
prop erty in New York to have been handed down as it was (Kas son
1977� 55). Pos sibly without the reader’s even no ti cing, Cooper has
thwarted Oliver Effi ng ham’s happy end ing, robbed him of his pos ter‐ 
ity, and re leg ated his blood line to a half- remembered past. Even as it
seems to es tab lish con tinu ity with a pre vi ous Cooper novel, Home
asFound ac tu ally achieves a rather vi ol ent dis con tinu ity that be comes
per cept ible through the novel’s focus on in her it ance.

Such dis con tinu it ies are a fea ture, not a bug, of the demo cratic re‐ 
pub lic that Cooper’s novel de picts. Ac cord ing to Toc queville, “the
very germ of ar is to cracy” never flour ished in those parts of the New
World where it was even planted, in clud ing New York, be cause the
sus pen sion of en tail made the dif fu sion of wealth and prop erty the
law of the land (Toc queville 1981� 107). 5 Cooper satir ic ally pushes Toc‐ 
queville’s point still fur ther by sug gest ing that the sus pen sion of en‐ 
tail might be just the be gin ning. Mid way through his novel, dur ing a
dis cus sion about fam ily legacies, the du bi ous Stead fast Dodge con‐ 
grat u lates him self and his coun try men on “hav ing got mat ters so
now, that a man can no longer in dulge in the ar is to cratic and selfish
de sire to make a will” (Cooper 1871� 454). Cooper’s nar rator, after cla‐ 
ri fy ing that even Dodge him self does not know what he means by this
re mark, of fers a lengthy and caustic re but tal.

11

The in sti tu tions of Amer ica, like every thing human, have their bad as
well as their good side; and while we firmly be lieve in the re l at ive su‐ 
peri or ity of the lat ter, as com pared with other sys tems, we should fail
of ac com plish ing the end set be fore us in this work, did we not ex‐ 
hibit, in strong col ours, one of the most prom in ent con sequences
that has at ten ded the en tire de struc tion of fac ti tious per sonal dis‐ 
tinc tions in the coun try, which has cer tainly aided in bring ing out in
bolder re lief than com mon, the pre val ent dis pos i tion in man to covet
that which is the pos ses sion of an other, and to decry mer its that are
un at tain able (Cooper 1871� 455).
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It is a mo ment of nar rat orial in ter ven tion that be trays the re ac tion ary
polit ics un der gird ing Cooper’s study of U.S. char ac ter. The nar rator’s
de fense of “per sonal dis tinc tions” and “mer its” casts those who de‐ 
plore them as mo tiv ated by only the most selfish con sid er a tions. Ac‐ 
cord ing to the nar rator, who ever does not in herit prop erty will likely
covet it, and it is that cov et ous ness, not a spirit of ideal ism, that
drives their cri tique of fam il ies more power ful than them selves. The
reader is ex pec ted to re ject Bragg’s concept of ar is to cracy as ab surd,
and to re cog nize the mak ing of a will as an ex er cise neither “ar is to‐ 
cratic” nor “selfish,” but one com pat ible with the val ues of a re pub‐ 
lican na tion. With this rhet oric, Cooper de plores the ethos of free cir‐ 
cu la tion, ar guing in stead that some prop erty should des cend in pre‐ 
dict able and lin ear fash ion through the suc cess ive gen er a tions of a
single fam ily. If this lin ear des cent would res ult in a kind of Amer ican
ar is to cracy, the cent ral char ac ters in Home as Found see that as no
bad thing.

13

Those cent ral char ac ters, the novel’s own germ of ar is to cracy that
Cooper would plant on in hos pit able ground, are the Effi ng hams; and
it is cer tainly ap par ent from the nov els’ first sev eral chapters that
ming ling with “the gen eral mass” is not an ex per i ence for which they
have any ap pet ite. As for the de struc tion of “the last trace of hered it‐ 
ary ranks and dis tinc tions” that Toc queville de scribes, the ar is to cratic
Cooper puts cer tain very cagey re marks in Eve’s mouth dur ing a
chapter where she con verses with Eng lish fam ily friend Sir George
Tem plemore, who ex pects (na ively, in Eve’s view) that Amer ican ways
should be totally un like European ones in every re spect.

14

There are two great causes of dis tinc tion every where, wealth and
merit. Now, if a race of Amer ic ans con tinue con spicu ous in their own
so ci ety, through either or both of these causes, for a suc ces sion of
gen er a tions, why have they not the same claims to be con sidered
mem bers of old fam il ies, as Europeans under the same cir cum ‐
stances? (Cooper 1871� 42)

Tem plemore, an Eng lish man, can not find fault with this logic, as
Cooper pre sum ably ex pects that his reader will not. Eve’s talk of
“gen er a tional suc ces sion” con trasts sharply with the out look of
someone like Bragg, for whom the passing of every gen er a tion
provides li cense for the next one to shape the re pub lic how ever they
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see fit. With this and sim ilar ex changes, Home as Found, though not
un con genial to demo cracy, non ethe less sig nals an in vest ment in re‐ 
cov er ing some ver sion of ar is to cracy for the United States—one un‐ 
coupled from as so ci ations with the al leged cor rup tion and dec ad ence
of the Old World. Power ful old fam il ies liv ing “cat tishly” in the old
houses they know best is an idea for which Cooper has ample sym‐ 
pathy, even as he re cog nizes the po ten tial of such fam il ies to abuse
their po s i tion and be come over grown.

This is per haps the most rig or ously pur sued ob ject ive of Home as
Found: test ing what a U.S. ar is to cracy might look like and how its
mem bers might eth ic ally com port them selves in this mod ern na tion.
In its early chapters, the novel sends the cos mo pol itan Eve and her
more thor oughly Amer ican friend Grace on a tour of fash ion able New
York homes. These houses, Grace warns, lack the “ante- chambers”
and “vast suites of rooms” that Eve has come to ex pect from her ex‐ 
per i ence in Europe—amen it ies that Eve re jects as be long ing to a
European past rather than an Amer ican fu ture. The mes sage is clear:
a sens ible Amer ican upper class will not ex pect their sig ni fic ance to
be pro claimed by es tates as gran di ose as the ones in Europe. Just as
“[i]t is not ne ces sary” in Eve’s phras ing, “to enter a house of four or
five win dows in front, to see it is not a house of twenty or thirty,” so
the Amer ican ar is to crat will cut a fig ure per cept ibly dif fer ent, less or‐ 
nate and im pos ing, than their coun ter parts across the At lantic
(Cooper 1871� 71). This dis cus sion of houses only in creases the in tens‐ 
ity of our focus on the novel’s most cru cial ques tion, one an nounced
by its title: what kind of home will the Effi ng hams make for them‐ 
selves in the New World? Cooper trans ports his fam ily from their
New York prop erty to a re cently (and some what clum sily) ren ov ated
coun try house. Even tu ally, the Effi ng hams find them selves em broiled
in a dis pute over Three- Mile Point, a re gion of the Os t ego that leg ally
be longs to them but has been taken over by the pub lic dur ing their
long ab sence abroad. The fam ily’s awk ward struggle to re claim this
land for their private use screams of Cooper’s grow ing frus tra tion
with a demo cratic re pub lic too apt to for get who its most im port ant
fam il ies are. It is the same deeply per sonal frus tra tion that we heard
in Eve’s in sist ence that even in an ever- mutating re pub lic some fam il‐ 
ies will (and should) rise to the top and stay there. As a mem ber of
one such fam ily, Cooper felt this very strongly. 6
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But while the Effi ng ham fam ily—or at least this par tic u lar branch—
seems to find their de sired hap pi ness in the end, Home as Found dis‐ 
cretely gives us li cense to won der whether the home chosen by these
char ac ters is the best pos sible one. The last re cor ded con ver sa tion
between Paul and Eve, in the final pages of the novel, con cerns a mis‐ 
un der stand ing that arose between them dur ing their jour ney to
Amer ica aboard the Mon tauk. To allay his wife’s con fu sion, Paul must
ex plain to her that “[t]he etiquette of a ves sel of war is rigid cer tainly,
and wisely so … Among us sail ors, it is the in ferior who goes first into
a boat, and who quits it last” (Cooper 1871� 583). In the end, these two
youth ful char ac ters, des pite hav ing found their per man ent home on
U.S, soil, have not fully left the ship that brought them there. In
Cooper’s mind, per haps, the ship is a dif fi cult dwell ing to im prove
upon, com bin ing ri gid ity and fluid ity, con stancy and change, more
suc cess fully than any home on land. The Effi ng hams’ mo bile home,
the ship that brought them to Amer ica, is per haps also the home that
best rep res ents its val ues.

17

Des pite its pro fessed focus on every day Amer ican life, Cooper’s novel
proves at least as pre oc cu pied with longer timespans. Through the
Effi ng ham fam ily’s ef forts to re- settle in their ori ginal coun try, made
un fa mil iar to them by years of European liv ing, Cooper mounts an ar‐ 
gu ment for the trans form a tion, rather than the dis posal, of ar is to‐ 
cracy. The United States, ac cord ing to his novel, needs great houses
and great fam il ies to oc cupy them, even if both dif fer starkly from
their European coun ter parts. He con cludes that great houses and
fam ily lines are not only pos sible in a demo cratic re pub lic, but ne ces‐ 
sary for its flour ish ing.

18

3. Gothic In fest a tion
Leslie Fiedler, in Love and Death in the Amer ican Novel, fam ously ar‐ 
gued that Amer ican lit er at ure is “al most es sen tially” Gothic lit er at ure
(1960�28). “Until the Gothic had been dis covered,” says Fiedler, “the
ser i ous Amer ican novel could not begin; and as long as that novel
lasts, the Gothic can not die” (1960� 143). Not with stand ing the nar row‐ 
ness of Fiedler’s canon, it re mains dif fi cult not to be swayed by his in‐ 
sist ence that “our greatest writers sought out Gothic themes” (1960�
142). As Jef frey An drew Wein stock has poin ted out, this as ser tion be ‐

19



At the Threshold: Aristocratic Houses in Cooper and Poe

Le texte seul, hors citations, est utilisable sous Licence CC BY 4.0. Les autres éléments (illustrations,
fichiers annexes importés) sont susceptibles d’être soumis à des autorisations d’usage spécifiques.

comes only more per suas ive when our scope widens to in clude
writers such as Toni Mor rison, Gloria Naylor, Louise Er drich, Anne
Rice, and Joyce Carol Oates (2017�1). As more, and more di verse, U.S.
writers enter the crit ic ally ac cep ted ambit of Amer ican Goth i cism,
the range of forms, genres, set tings, themes, and char ac ters as so ci‐ 
ated with this mode con tin ues to ex pand with no outer limit.

On its sur face, Home as Found is not a work equipped to sup port
Fiedler’s thesis. If it takes very ser i ously its mis sion of de fin ing and
char ac ter iz ing every day Amer ican life, that does not make it likely to
qual ify as a “ser i ous” novel in his as sess ment. It is also a re mark ably
un- Gothic piece of nar rat ive fic tion, even by sil ver fork stand ards.
Nowhere in Cooper’s book do we find the quint es sen tially “Gothic
themes” iden ti fied by Fiedler and his suc cessors: an ob ses sion with
power im bal ances, pro hib i tion and trans gres sion, for bid den secrets,
and the crush ing bur den of a long past fraught with crimes fi nally
pun ished in the present (Wein stock 2017� 5). Cooper’s novel of every‐ 
day Amer ican life seems not so much ob li vi ous to Goth i cism as will‐ 
fully de fi ant of it: a novel de term ined to think only of the fu ture, and
only in terms of gen er a tion and prosper ity, how ever elu sive it may
judge them to be. In deed, Gothic ele ments are so com pletely ab sent
from Home as Found that their ab sence risks be com ing a con spicu ous
pres ence. The Gothic, after all, is not eas ily do mest ic ated or guarded
against; it haunts the fu ture as well as the past. To re read Cooper’s
novel through “The Fall of the House of Usher” is to render vis ible a
dark pres ence that hides under the floor boards of Home as Found and
threatens to cor rode its mostly prom ising pic ture of U.S. fu tur ity.
After all, if Cooper shows us a fam ily strug gling to put down roots in
Amer ican soil, Poe’s story re volves around a massive ar is to cratic tree
grown rot ten to its core. The Ush ers’ es tate, scler otic and os si fied
after cen tur ies of ar is to cratic cor rup tion, while os tens ibly a rem nant
of the past, is also a specter of the Effi ng hams’ pos sible fu ture.

20

What ex actly is wrong with the Usher fam ily? Their symp toms have
been vari ously dia gnosed. Both Ed ward Hun ger ford and Ed ward Zi m‐ 
mer man re gister the tale’s in vest ment in phren o logy, an in vest ment
that the former in ter prets in “die getic and cul tural” terms and the lat‐ 
ter as a sen dup of eighteenth- century fears of ex cess ive sens ib il ity
(Hun ger ford 1930� 209-31; Zi m mer man 2007� 53). David W. But ler
finds Ro d er ick suf fer ing from the cluster of com plaints that
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nineteenth- century medi cine la belled ‘hy po chon dria,’ be fore sug gest‐ 
ing that Poe sat ir izes the ex er cise of re du cing “ex traordin ary ex per i‐ 
ences” with med ical think ing (But ler 1976�1). David Roche, also de tect‐ 
ing a satire on med ical know ledge, of fers a post struc tur al ist read ing
that looks past signs of con tam in a tion and ex poses “the con tam in at‐ 
ing ef fects of the sig ni fi ers” (Roche 2009�26). Most re cently of all,
Zachary Tavlin has pushed the phren o logy con nec tion fur ther by
link ing it with ar chi tec ture, res ult ing in a concept of “ar chi tec tural
phren o logy … that joins seem ingly dis par ate scales of human thought
and activ ity in order to dia gnose our con di tion within a uni verse vi ol‐ 
ently op posed to the con tinu ation of our men tal, cor por eal, and com‐ 
munal iden ti fic a tions” (Tavlin 2017� 125).

Ex amin ing with Poe’s nar rator the re la tion ship between the Usher
clan and their crum bling house, we find that an other ex plan a tion vo‐ 
lun teers it self. Even be fore re new ing his ac quaint ance with Ro d er ick,
the nar rator re marks that the Usher fam ily “had put forth, at no
period, any en dur ing branch; in other words, that the en tire fam ily
lay in the dir ect line of des cent, and had al ways, with very tri fling and
very tem por ary vari ation, so lain.” If this was not un set tling enough,
Poe’s nar rator also de tects an other kind of im proper and ex cess ive
fa mili ar ity cul tiv ated by the Ush ers.

22

It was this de fi ciency, I con sidered, while run ning over in thought the
per fect keep ing of the char ac ter of the premises with the ac cred ited
char ac ter of the people, and while spec u lat ing upon the pos sible in‐ 
flu ence which the one, in the long lapse of cen tur ies, might have ex‐ 
er cised upon the other—it was this de fi ciency, per haps, of col lat eral
issue, and the con sequent un devi at ing trans mis sion, from sire to son,
of the pat ri mony with the name, which had, at length, so iden ti fied
the two as to merge the ori ginal title of the es tate in the quaint and
equi vocal ap pel la tion of the ‘House of Usher’—an ap pel la tion which
seemed to in clude, in the minds of the peas antry who used it, both
the fam ily and the fam ily man sion. (Poe 2007� 1554)

23

The Ush ers’ “de fi ciency,” it would seem, can be traced to the stiflingly
close re la tion ship between the fam ily and their im pos ing es tate. This
pas sage points to a dif fer ent vi ol a tion of nature: an in ces tu ous link
between the an cient house and its long, nar row line of oc cu pants.
The re semb lance between them proves how ex cess ively close this
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frat ern iz a tion has been. Amer ic ans are not sup posed to look so much
like their houses as this. As his gaze wanders across the es tate’s im‐ 
pos ing façade, the nar rator no tices “a wild in con sist ency between its
still per fect ad apt a tion of parts, and the crum bling con di tion of the
in di vidual stones” (Poe 2007� 1554). Evid ently the pre ser va tion of the
Usher line comes at a dev ast at ing price to the in di vidu als who com‐ 
prise that line. The col lect ive leeches off the in di vidual, mak ing ill ness
the fam ily’s true in her it ance. Each in di vidual in her itor is an other
brick strain ing under the un sup port able weight of dyn astic suc ces‐ 
sion. Hav ing some how es caped the trans form at ive ef fects on in her it‐ 
ance de scribed by Toc queville, the Ush ers are sickly sur viv als of a by‐
gone era coded European. Re call the con fla tion that Demo cracy in
Amer ica at trib utes to European ar is to cracy: “the fam ily rep res ents
the es tate, the es tate the fam ily.” Poe’s story presses on this con struc‐ 
tion until the bound ary of mere rep res ent at ive ness col lapses, leav ing
us with some thing far more bizarre: a fam ily some how in bred with
their es tate, the two parties ut terly in sep ar able and shar ing far too
strong a re semb lance with one an other.

What does the Ush ers’ con di tion sug gest about that of the Effi ng‐ 
hams, and vice versa? Read ing Home as Found along side “Usher,” we
may re cog nize Poe’s in bred, suf foc ated clan and Cooper’s vig or ous
Amer ican ar is to cracy as two sides of the same coin. Cooper tries to
thread the life line of his novel’s cent ral fam ily, the Effi ng hams,
through the eye of a needle: to de pict them hold ing con tinu ity and
trans form a tion in bal ance, look ing to a pros per ous fu ture without
sac ri fi cing the past or present. Not every one has found this labor
con vin cing. Eric Sun dquist sees the Effi ng hams as an ob ject of satire
in this book—far less ludicrous than Bragg in Cooper’s eyes, cer tainly,
but prob lem atic non ethe less. Ac cord ing to Sun dquist, “ar is to cratic
in cest and in breed ing is the last, and most ex treme, bul wark against
the mob rule which Cooper found threat en ing him self and his coun‐ 
try” (1977� 263). If the Effi ng hams seem noth ing like the Ush ers, the
only miss ing in gredi ent may be time. Eve, after all, mar ries Paul
Powis, who turns out to be yet an other Effi ng ham. In their pro fes‐ 
sions of love, one hears at least the pos sib il ity of fam ily branches be‐ 
com ing ever more tightly in ter laced with them selves in the ful ness of
time—a house fall ing in ward gen er a tions from now, dying of the fail‐ 
ure to grow. Given enough gen er a tions spent in self- imposed con ‐
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fine ment, could their fam ily be bur ied alive by the walls of their es‐ 
tate? Cooper’s om ni scient nar rator de tects no crack in the found a‐ 
tion of the home to which Eve and Paul will re tire as a mar ried
couple. Then again, the crack in the Ush ers’ house was once al most
im per cept ible. Mean while, in a kind of reverse- foreshadowing, Home
as Found at tunes the reader’s eye sight to some past prom ise in the
life of Poe’s ar is to cratic fam ily that in breed ing and ali en a tion have
since blot ted out. We may won der from what height, in the “long
lapse of cen tur ies” to which the nar rator con tinu ally al ludes, the
Usher fam ily has ac tu ally fallen. Per haps one very near the moral and
so ci etal high ground on which the Effi ng hams stand at the close of
Home as Found, hav ing foun ded their new home on prin ciples of Old- 
World power and hered it ary priv ilege, and in the pro cess re moved
them selves from a rising tide of city fin an ci ers, land spec u lat ors, and
devil- may-care cap it al ists. If so, it is all down hill from there.

At the nexus of these two house- obsessed fic tions, then, is a throb‐ 
bing anxi ety about how U.S. so ci ety, like a great house it self, is best
main tained over the long term. For both Cooper and Poe, there is a
kind of ill ness that arises from too much in vest ment in the past and
too little ad apt a tion to the cir cum stances of an ever- changing na tion.
Like mold, this ill ness pol lutes old homes and in fects old fam il ies,
leav ing them brittle and sus cept ible to col lapse. If Cooper re serves
more hope than Poe for a le git im ate Amer ican ar is to cracy than Poe,
he non ethe less leaves un answered the ques tion of how a fam ily like
the Effi ng hams—proud, in su lar, not nat ur ally dis posed to form any
rap port with people of lesser status—can avoid de gen er at ing into the
kind of fam ily hor ror that Poe’s Gothic hor ror story de picts. Read in
one an other’s light, Home as Found be comes a Gothic novel- in-
waiting—the healthy glow of the Effi ng hams’ faces be tray ing signs of
the Ush ers’ pale com plex ion—while “Usher” reads as the epi logue of a
gen er a tional saga of decay.
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1  «  Chez les peuples où la loi des suc ces sions est fondée sur le droit de
primogéniture, les do maines ter rit ori aux pas sent le plus souvent de
générations en générations sans se di viser. Il résulte de là que l’es prit de fa‐ 
mille se matérialise en quelque sorte dans la terre. La fa mille représente la
terre, la terre la fa mille; elle perpétue son nom, son ori gine, sa gloire, sa
puis sance, ses vertus. C’est un témoin impérissable du passé, et un gage
précieux de l’ex ist ence à venir » (Toc queville 1981� 110).

2  « une révolution de la propriété » (Toc queville 1981� 110).

3  « …jusqu’à ce qu’il ne présente plus à la vue qu’une poussière mouv ante et
im palp able, sur laquelle s’as soit la démocratie » (Toc queville 1981� 109).

4  Don ald Kay iden ti fies the Rep res ent at ive Amer ican, the Ig nor ant Amer‐ 
ican, the Dis sat is fied Amer ican, and the Ideal Amer ican as the four cat egor‐ 
ies that emerge from Cooper’s nov el istic study of U.S. cul ture. Aristabu lus
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Bragg, who fig ures sig ni fic antly in this essay, is his Rep res ent at ive Amer ican,
while Eve Effi ng ham stands for the Ideal Amer ican.

5  « le germe même de l’ar is to cratie » (Toc queville 1981� 107).

6  Schol ars and bio graph ers have routinely noted that Cooper him self was
in volved in a nearly identical con tro versy with the pub lic con cern ing the
pos ses sion of Cooper stown. Sun dquist ex plains that “Judge Cooper’s will
had left the land in his son’s trust, des ig nat ing that it re mains the mu tual
prop erty of the Cooper fam ily until 1850, when it would pass solely to the
young est des cend ant bear ing the name of Cooper.” In fight ing to re gain
defin it ive own er ship of the prop erty, Cooper clearly saw him self tak ing a
prin cipled stand against “the ra pa cious demo cratic fever sweep ing the na‐ 
tion.” (Sun dquist 1977� 264-5)

English
This art icle reads two U.S. nar rat ive fic tions of the 1830s along side one an‐ 
other, find ing in them com ple ment ary com ment ar ies on the nature of
power, tra di tion, and free dom in a young re pub lic. Both James Fen imore
Cooper’s novel Home as Found and Edgar Allan Poe’s story “The Fall of the
House of Usher” use the image of the house to con sider what kind of elite
fam il ies should exist in a na tion that prides it self on demo cratic freedoms.
By closely ob serving how the fic tional houses in these works are built,
main tained, oc cu pied, sold, torn down, and re built, we dis cover a new
cross- section of the dis course sur round ing the United States’ co lo nial her‐ 
it age and its re pub lican fu ture.

Français
Cet ar ticle met en pa ral lèle deux fic tions nar ra tives état su niennes des an‐ 
nées 1830, et y trouve des re marques com plé men taires sur la na ture du
pou voir, de la tra di tion, et de la li ber té dans une jeune ré pu blique. Le roman
Home as Found de James Fe ni more Co oper et la nou velle “The Fall of the
House of Usher” d’Edgar Allan Poe uti lisent tous les deux l'image de la mai‐ 
son pour ré flé chir au type de fa milles des élites qui de vraient exis ter dans
une na tion qui se vante de ses li ber tés dé mo cra tiques. En ob ser vant de près
com ment les mai sons fic tives dans ces œuvres sont construites, en tre te‐ 
nues, oc cu pées, ven dues, dé mo lies, et re cons truites, nous dé cou vrons une
nou velle pers pec tive sur le dis cours en tou rant l'hé ri tage co lo nial des États- 
Unis et son ave nir ré pu bli cain.
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