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ABSTRACT

THE SHORT FICTION OF
WASHINGTON IRVING
By
Jill Wilson Cohn

This study examines the forms of fiction which
comprise the four major volumes of Irving's short works:

The Sketch Book, Bracebridge Hall, Tales of a Traveller,

and The Alhambra. Since there is so little pattern to

his development as a writer of short fiction, the dis-
sertation is not organized by volume, but rather by form:
the sketch, the tale, the short story, and the framing

story. It is the balance and integration of the fictional

elements--particularly the function of the narrator--which
distinguish these forms as Irving practiced them.

An Irving sketch, such as "The Wife," "West-
minster Abbey," or "The Stout Gentleman," has for its

primary focus a descriptive picture of life as seen by

the narrator. It may or may not involve some action or

some characterization. It centers, however, on the nar-

rator's observation of the external world and that world

at times may be static and at other times may involve
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action or apparent conflict. But the conflict is seldom

fully developed, the tension, if any, never matures, nor

is there a genuine resolution. The characters seldom are

developed or well-rounded, and the integration of char-

acter and plot is incomplete. The focus of the sketches

is divided between the narrator and the ostensible topic

of the selection.
An Irving tale is a hybrid form between a sketch

and a short story. Tales such as "Annette Delarbre,"

"The Student of Salamanca," and "Legend of the Arabian
Astrologer," might be viewed as unsuccessful short

stories. Unlike the sketch, many of the tales are told

by a narrator other than Crayon--a narrator who is

usually physically present in the tale. Like the

sketch, the characters are often one-dimensional, and

the action frequently is not dramatized. Like the short

story, the tale has a plot, characters, setting, conflict,

tension, and resolution--but usually these elements are

not functionally integrated. Many of the tales are too

long for optimum effect, and lack sufficient dramatic

focus. The "The Devil and Tom Walker," however, is a

tale that nearly becomes a short story.
Only three of Irving's works can be classified

as fully realized short stories: "Spectre Bridegroom,"

"Rip Van Winkle," and "The Legend of Sleepy Hollow."

They are characterized by a skillful integration of
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fictional elements, neatly balanced to produce a unified

effect on the reader. None of these stories is narrated
by Crayon and none has a narrator physically present in

the plot. In these stories Irving was not torn between

the events and the narrator's personal reaction to those

events. Instead he is able to concentrate on shaping

the elements of the story.

The framing story is a unique form which combines
short stories, tales, or sketches, one enclosing the
other in the fashion of a Chinese box. It is the most
complex form Irving practiced. Irving began using it
in a loose fashion, often simply having one narrator
introduce another narrator who tells a story. Sometimes
there is little attempt to functionally integrate the
introductory and concluding materials with the internal
tales. But in "Dolph Heyliger" and "Strange Stories"
Irving demonstrates his ability to structurally and
thematically integrate stories or tales so that one
tale complements and illuminates the others.

It is possible to discern some pattern in Irving's

practice of these four forms. The three short stories

are included in the first volume, The Sketch Book. By
the end of Bracebridge Hall, however, Irving demonstrates
his skill in handling the framing story of "Dolph Hey-

liger." The complex form must have intrigued him, for

each of the four parts of Tales of a Traveller is based
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on the structure of a framing story. This trend toward
more complex forms ends, however, with Tales of a Travel-

ler. The book was not well-received by the critics. In

his next collection, The Alhambra, Irving devotes less
attention to the structural unity of the legends. The
selections are loosely connected and often poorly con-

structed. After the publication of The Alhambra in 1832,
Irving gave most of his energy to longer non-fiction
works. Though he wrote some short fiction after 1832,
these later pieces do not demonstrate any further

structural development.
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PREFACE

Washington Irving was one of the most widely read
American authors of his time. His short fiction
undoubtedly had an influence on the writers and writ-
ing which followed him, particularly on the development
of the American short story. Irving scholars have
devoted considerable attention to his biography, to his
relationship to his cultural environment, to the thematic
concerns of his work, and to the sources of his fiction.
Since so little attention has been given to the inherent
technical qualities of his work, the intent of this dis-
sertation is to examine the formal structure of Irving's
short fiction. Until this is done, it is perhaps impos-
sible to fully understand how these early writings may

or may not have influenced later writers.
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INTRODUCTION

Washington Irving (1783-1859) was one of the first
American writers to achieve international recognition. He
began as a satirical essayist in the tradition of Addison

and Steele. His Jonathan Oldsyle, Salmagundi, and Knicker-

bocker History of New York are all in the eighteenth

century satirical tradition. His next major publication--

written under the pseudonym of Geoffrey Crayon--was The

Sketch Book, a collection of stories, tales, sketches,

and essays. Both Knickerbocker (1809) and The Sketch

Book (1819-1820) received loud critical acclaim, a major
achievement for Irving, considering the significant dif-
ferences in the style and form of the two books. The

period between 1809 and 1819 has been called a fallow

decade in Irving's life.l He published nothing and the

period defines a considerable change in his writing. On
the one side lies the 18th century: Salmagundi, Oldstyle,

and Knickerbocker, while on the other side lies The Sketch

Book, followed by Bracebridge Hall, Tales of a Traveller,

lFred Lewis Pattee, The Development of the American
Short Story (New York: Harper, 1923), p. 7.
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and later The Alhambra, all representative, in part, of

19th century romanticism.2 The change in his writing is
perhaps a predictable response to the changing age in

which he lived. As Russel Nye in The Cultural Life of a

Nation points out:

The period 1776-1830 in America is a period of con-
tradictions, a period in which there were two (or
more) sides to every intellectual argument, a period
of transition and change in which o0ld and new answers
to major questions might exist side by side. It was,
intellectually speaking, more or less in balance--
the afterglow of the Enlightenment still shining, the
dawn of Romanticism just breaking. Eighteen-century
patterns of belief still persisted, yet at the same
time those patterns were being challenged, changed,
and eventually broken. Ideas once firmly nailed down

were working loose.3

Irving's move toward romanticism is evident in his increas-
ing interest in myths, legends, supernatural influences,
and the magic of the past. According to Robert Spiller,
Irving's readings introduced him to "the stream of mel-
ancholy which was the first phase of the romantic move-
ment in Germany and England."4 The past Irving sought

first, however, was not in Germany or Italy, but in

England.

2Ibid.

) 3Russel B. Nye, The Cultural Life of the New
Nation (New York: Harper, 1960), p. 9.

4Robert E. Spiller, The Cycle of American Liter-
ature (New York: The Free Press, 1955), p. 26.

ot
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Irving was caught up in the current, but the romantic
past to which he fled was something the British
writers could not recognize because it was so
familiar--the past of England itself, a past that
never was, with synthetic country houses and squires,
story-book rural customs, ancient abbeys, and country
churchyards. Suddenly the commonplace present was
shrouded in the same melancholy mist that gives
glamour to far-away places. The smells and sights
and voices of 01d England were all about, made
suddenly vivid by this appreciative American.
(Spiller, p. 26)

Irving's European visits were not restricted to England,
however; he also travelled on the continent. During his
three journeys, he spent a total of 23 years abroad. The
second visit--if it can be called that--lasted 17 years
(1815-1832). It was during this European venture that
Irving wrote the four volumes discussed in this disser-
tation. That Irving is an American writing in Europe
introduces another interesting contrast in his short
fiction. On the one hand, he is an American writer
seeking American materials. Yet he spent much of his
life in Europe writing about Britain, Germany, and
Spain. Though he is the first American writer to receive
international recognition, none of the collections
studied in this dissertation can be considered exclu-
sively American.

Yet out of these apparent contrasts or contra-
dictions in his works emerges Irving's uniqueness as a

writer. Darrel Abel suggests that Irving, like many
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writers, contrasted ideas in such a way as to create his

own unique internal tension, a tension which produces the

dynamic of his art.

In Irving's work the major term of the contrast was
"the accumulated treasures of age" represented by
Europe; the minor but still indispensable term was
the "youthful promise" of his native country.
Although Irving's orientation was more toward
"shadowy grandeurs" than toward "commonplace reali-
ties," his real subject was their encounter, the
moment of disappearance of the grandeurs into the
commonplace. His literary method was to combine
something old and something new, something bor-
rowed, something blue. The blue was the tint of
the blue distance, the sentimental haze which hung
over the region where the generalized background of
reality melted into the indistinct foreground of
fantasy. For Irving too, wrote of a frontier--
between the here and now and the faraway and long
ago. Both in time and place he pictured this
borderland between the natural and supernatural,
the old and new, the fact and the idea. Nebulosity
was his element. But his interest in this middle
distance was not in trying to penetrate it and make
out its very nature--but in keeping his distance
from it and relishing its mystery.

This mixture of old and new is apparent not only
in the themes and topics of Irving's work, but also in

the forms he uses. Sometimes he relies on relatively

traditional forms such as the essay or sketch. Other
times his sketches and tales verge on becoming that
uniquely American form--the short story. Once in a

while, as in "Rip Van Winkle," Irving creates a well-

conceived, carefully structured short story--no minor

5Darrel Abel, American Literature: Colonial and
Early National Writing, Vol. 1 (Woodbury, New York:
Barron's, 1963), pp. 329-30.
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achievement, and an achievement which prompts us to more
closely examine his other short fiction.
Of course, tales and stories have been told since

the dawn of history, but the short story as a form is

relatively young. It is the literary form which has been

shaped and developed primarily by American writers. Very
little has been written on the development of the American
short story, but most critics agree that it "begins with

Washington Irving."6 This study of Irving certainly

supports that assertion. Though it is not possible to
trace a definite chronological development in Irving's
short fiction--it does not evolve neatly from essay to
sketch to tale to short story, then to framing story--
still, the beginnings of the American short story are
evident in his short fiction.

This dissertation examines the forms of fiction
which comprise the four major volumes of Irving's short

works: The Sketch Book, Bracebridge Hall, Tales of a

Traveller, and The Alhambra. Since there is so little

pattern to his development as a writer of short fiction,
the dissertation is not organized chronologically, but
rather by form: the sketch, the tale, the short story,
and the framing story. Each of these forms will be dis-

cussed later in more detail, but it may be useful here

6Pattee, p. 1.



to ]
eacl
but

pra

Iry

ane



to briefly mention the distinguishing characteristics of
each. These are not intended as comprehensive definitions,
but simply definitions which apply to the form as Irving
practiced it.

Though the essay is not included in this study,
it may be helpful to begin by noting the structure of an
Irving essay. Nearly all Irving's writing is personal
and his essays are no exception. However, his essays
emphasize intellectual ideas or concepts rather than
personal experience. Though he may include a story or
experience, he uses it only as an example. The narrator's
intellectual opinion is the central concern in an essay,
and any story or tale which is employed is present only
to reinforce the opinion or illustrate the topic in
some way.

The forms of the sketch, tale, and short story
are not easily defined. One of the most important char-
acteristics which distinguishes these forms, however,
is the function of the narrator in each. William Hedges
in his study of Washington Irving gives some attention
to Irving's sketches.

As yet no one has seriously attempted to define the
sketch or explain its relationship to the short
story. A typical critic says of the sketch, "dif-
ferentiating it from the tale," that it depends on
"its emphasis upon atmosphere and scene, its sub-~
ordination of action and adventure." But as a
genre developed by Irving and perhaps perfected by

Hawthorne, the sketch is surely more than simply a
"romantic means of catching the atmosphere of remote

)
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places." It is fundamentally the expression of a
Crayon-like narrator. It consists of brief obser-
vations by a narrator speaking (sometimes literally)
from an isolated chamber.’

Indeed an Irving sketch has for its primary focus a

descriptive picture of life as seen by the narrator. It

may or may not involve some action or some characterization.

It centers, however, on the narrator's observation of the
external world and that world at times may be static and
at other times may involve action or apparent conflict,
But the conflict is seldom fully developed, the tension,
if there is any, never matures, nor is there a genuine
resolution. The characters seldom are developed or well-
rounded. And the integration of character and plot is
not complete. 1In Irving's sketches the essential quality
rests with the narrator and his relationship to the
external world.

Hedges accurately labels Irving's narrator as the
"alienated observer." He maintains that it is Crayon's
loneliness which "tends to make his surroundings reflect
his own image" (p. 147). He goes on to say:

Picturesqueness also distinguishes the sketch, which
is based less on belief in the objective reality of

an observed scene than on the associations read into
it by a spectator. Although it is visual, exploiting

what can be seen and taking as its point of departure
a physical setting, the sketch makes no attempt to

7William L. Hedges, Washington Irving: An American

Study, 1802-1832, The Goucher College Series (Baltimore:
Johns Hopkins Press, 1965), p. 146.

|
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distinguish sharply between nature or the landscape

as a thing in itself and nature as experience

molded by the observer's imagination. (Hedges, p. 147)

An Irving tale is a kind of hybrid form between a
sketch and a short story, though the tale might best be
described as an embryonic or underdeveloped short story.
Unlike the sketch, many of the tales are told by a nar-
rator other than Crayon--a narrator who is usually physi-
cally removed from the story. Like the sketch, the char-
acters in a tale are often flat or one-dimensional, and
the action frequently is not dramatized. Like the short
story, the tale has a plot, characters, setting, conflict,
tension, resolution--but usually these elements are not
functionally integrated. Many of the tales are too long
for optimum effect and lack sufficient dramatic focus.
Only a few of Irving's works can be classified

as short stories. "Rip Van Winkle," "The Legend of
Sleepy Hollow," and "The Spectre Bridegroom" are perhaps
his only successful short stories. They are characterized
by a skillful integration of fictional elements, all of
which are neatly balanced to produce a unified effect on
the reader. What is perhaps most significant about these
stories is that none of them is narrated by Crayon and
in none is the narrator physically present. "Rip Van
Winkle" and "The Legend of Sleepy Hollow" are both "found
among the papers of the late Diedrich Knickerbocker" and

"The Spectre Bridegroom" is narrated by "a corpulent old







Swiss, who had the look of a veteran traveller."* In
these stories, then, Irving was not torn between the
events and the narrator's personal reaction to those
events. Instead he is able to concentrate on the story
itself--and at his best he was able to create what have
become classics in American fiction.

The framing story is a unique form which combines
short stories, tales, or sketches, one enclosing the
other in Chinese box fashion. Irving began using it
in a loose fashion, often simply having one narrator
introduce another narrator who tells a story. Sometimes
there is little attempt to functionally integrate the
introductory and concluding materials with the internal
story. But at its best as in "Dolph Heyliger," or
"Strange Stories," the framing story can structurally
and thematically integrate stories or tales so that one
story complements and illuminates the others.

Before introducing the four volumes examined in
this dissertation, it will be helpful to briefly discuss
Irving's literary theory. Irving devoted little time to
discussing his theories of writing and he seldom offered
specific comments about his own works. There is ample
evidence in his writing that he was a skillful craftsman
S e S

*This and all subsequent quotations from Irving,
gnless otherwise noted, are taken from The Works of Wash-
ington Irving, New Edition, Revised, 21 Vols. New York:

G. P. Putnam, 1860-1861. Citations to the guotations are
given parenthetically in the text.
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with language, mood, color, description, and sometimes
with characterization. But there is no obvious indication
in his work--fiction or journals--that he attempted to
evolve a literary theory of form. He never indicates
that he is specifically interested in perfecting new or
better forms of fiction. 1In the much quoted passage from
his letter to Henry Brevoort, Irving says that he regards
a story "merely as a frame on which to stretch my
materials." He was, he said, more interested in "the
play of thought, and sentiment and language; the weaving
in of characters, lightly yet expressively delineated;
the familiar and faithful exhibition of scenes in common
life; and the half-concealed vein of humor that is often
playing through the whole."8 He also mentions in that
letter that he is concerned with the way a story is told.
Irving has been attacked for writing simply for the
public--books that would sell--rather than being a
devoted craftsman concerned with the intellectual and
formal characteristics of his writing. It is true that
the conscious craftsmanship of the artist is not evident
as often as it might be. In Irving's short fiction it is
difficult to distinguish what happens or develops by the
conscious control of the author, and what happens uncon-

sciously or by accident. Sometimes one wonders if Irving

8Washington Irving, The Letters of Washington Irv-

ing to Henry Brevoort, Vol. 2 (New York: G. P. Putnam's
Sonis,_191_r5 . Pp. 185-86.
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was aware of the structural weakness of a piece. But in
other instances it would be unfair to say that he was not
consciously concerned with form. One cannot read the
intricate organization of a framing story such as "Dolph
Heyliger" or "Strange Stories" and assume that Irving
was unaware or unskilled in crafting the structure of

his work.

The selections discussed in this dissertation are
taken from four volumes of Irving's short fiction which
were published between 1819 and 1832. The Sketch Book
is the first and most familiar of these. Published in
1819-1820 during Irving's second trip abroad, the col-
lection was an immediate and overwhelming success in
America and was accepted at once in England.9 Irving
was pleased that Coleman gave the book a favorable
review in the New York Evening Post (August 3, 1819).lo
But that the English responded favorably was even more
rewarding for an American writer. Jeffrey praised The

Sketch Book in the Edinburgh Review:

We are now tempted to notice it as a very remarkable
publication, and to predict that it will form an era
in the literature of the nation to which it belongs.ll

9Stanley T. Williams, The Life of Washington Irving,
Vol. 1 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1935), p. 190.

loLetters to Brevoort, 2, pp. 117-18.

11Francis Jeffrey, rev. of Sketch Book, Edinburgh
Review, 34 (1820), p. 160.
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Some critics discovered that passages of the collection
are virtually translations from the German, but Irving
has not been strongly condemned for this. Some modern
critics, in fact, are quite generous in dealing with
Irving's borrowings. In his discussion of The Sketch
Book Stanley Williams maintains that "the point is not
that Irving often, as in 'Rip Van Winkle,' copies other
writings too exactly, but that, once more, he united
ingeniously his reading with his own personal exper-
ience" (p. 184). Abel agrees with this opinion and
excuses Irving's translations in "The Legend of Sleepy
Hollow":
So close were some passages . . . to its German
original that Irving has been accused of plagiarism.
Although technically he may be guilty of this, it is
the same way in which the Elizabethans were--he
freely and without acknowledgement helped himself
to what suited him, but assimilated it to his own
distinctive style. (p. 332)
This distinctive style, of course, is the outstanding
feature of The Sketch Book. Originality was not Irving's
goal as he makes clear in the opening selection of Brace-
bridge Hall:

I am aware that I often travel over beaten ground,
and treat of subjects that have already been dis-
cussed by abler pens. Indeed, various authors have
been mentioned as my models, to whom I should feel
flattered if I thought I bore the slightest resem-—
blance; but in truth I write after no model that I
am conscious of, and I write with no idea of imi-
tation or competition. ( p. 10)
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Nor does Irving pretend to write about significant topics.
Geoffrey Crayon, in the opening selection of The Sketch
Book says that the collection is intended as a tourist's
sketches of his travels.

As it is the fashion for modern tourists to travel
pencil in hand, and bring home their portfolios
filled with sketches, I am disposed to get up a
few for the entertainment of my friends. When,
however, I look over the hints and memorandums I
have taken down for the purpose, my heart almost
fails me at finding how my idle humor has led me
aside from the great objects studied by every reg-
ular traveller who would make a book. I fear I
shall give equal disappointment with an unlucky
landscape painter, who had travelled on the con-
tinent, but, following the bent of his vagrant
inclination, had sketched in nooks, and corners,
and by-places. His sketch-book was accordingly
crowded with cottages, and landscapes, and obscure
ruins; but he had neglected to paint St. Peter's,
or the Coliseum; the cascade of Terni, or the

bay of Naples; and had not a single glacier or
volcano in his whole collection. (p. 16)

Thus, in characteristic Crayon fashion, the narrator
excuses the lack of significant or weighty topics in his
writing.

The arrangement of the selections in The Sketch
Book does not follow any overall pattern. The first
American edition was published in seven parts. Though
the list of selections in each number, as Williams
states, does help us "to conjecture concerning the
actual dates of composition of various essays" (p. 426),
the arrangement of the original numbers do little to dis-
tinguish a structure for the later collection. Some

selections are structurally or thematically related.
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The Christmas pieces of Number VI, of course, are
obviously connected. "The Inn Kitchen" acts as an
introduction to "The Spectre Bridegroom." "The Country
Church," "The Widow and Her Son," and "A Sunday in London"
are thematically linked as are the two selections about
Indians which were omitted in the original American
edition. But as a volume, The Sketch Book lacks an
obvious thematic or structural unity. Spiller maintains
that the collection has "no continuity of subject matter,
no central purpose, no unity other than that of tone"

(p. 26). Williams finds The Sketch Book lacking in form
and in consistency.

Test The Sketch Book, as it stands among the sets of
English classics. Test it not, as did the first
American critics, by single essays or groups of
essays, nor, like the first English readers, by

the two separate collections, but as one book, the
first serious writing of Washington Irving. It

will then appear to be a miscellaneous and, espe-
cially, an uneven work. As literature, at least a
half-dozen essays are worthless; twice that number
bear the stigma of mediocrity. With its prolix
prefaces and appendices, the book overflows, lacking
form, into a delta, with sands of sentiment and pools
of quiet thought. In these last Irving is persuasive,
but sand predominates. His tone is too varied, ill-
sustained. (p. 185)

Despite the lack of a coherent structure as an
entire volume, however, it is possible to categorize the
individual selections according to their forms. The
§£§E§§_§gg£ contains essays, sketches, tales, and short
stories. Some selections spill out into more than one

category, of course. What is both interesting and
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frustrating to the student of Irving is that here in this
early volume of his fiction appear some of his best and
some of his worst writings. Except for the framing story,
Irving's writing structurally progresses little beyond

The Sketch Book. The framing story is not introduced

until Bracebridge Hall, but The Sketch Book does contain

some of Irving's finest sketches, and the three stories
that can most accurately be called short stories. No
wonder the critics were eager for the next product of
Irving's pen and no wonder he was apprehensive about his
ability to fulfill the expectations of his public.

His apprehension is quite clearly articulated in
the opening selection of his next collection, Bracebridge
Hall (1822). He begins "The Author" by mentioning the
favorable reception of The Sketch Book which he says was
"far beyond my most sanguine expectations" (p. 1). He
attributes much of the success of these collections to
the fact that little was expected from an American
author.

I would willingly attribute this to their intrinsic
merits; but, in spite of the vanity of authorshlp{

I cannot but be sensible that their success hgs, in

a great measure, been owing to a less flattering
cause. It has been a matter of marvel, to my Egro—
pean readers, that a man from the wilds gf America
should express himself in tolerable English. (p. 1)

Perhaps in answer to some of the criticism of
The Sketch Book Irving gives Bracebridge Hall more overall

unity. Set in rural England, the volume contains a series
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of sketches, tales, and a framing story which are unified
by a common setting and plot. Crayon is visiting friends
at a country manor house, the same house he visits for
the holidays in the Christmas sketches of The Sketch
Book. Frank Bracebridge, his Father the Squire, Master
Simon, a niece Julia, and her fiance the Captain compose
the central family circle at Bracebridge Hall. The unity
is maintained in several ways. The impending marriage

of Julia and the Captain provides a sketchy but consistent
plot, the rural area surrounding the Hall unifies the
setting, and there is a consistency in the thematic con-
trasts: rural life vs. city life; aristocracy vs. the
common man, traditional customs vs. modern ways; and a
variety of explorations of marriage at different social
levels.

Despite Irving's anxiety Bracebridge Hall was
well-received, though not so widely acclaimed as The
Sketch Book. Jeffrey's comments in the Edinburgh Review
indicate that he much enjoyed the volume. Yet he does
mention the drawing room gossip about Bracebridge Hall

which complained that,

. . . in comparison with The Sketch Book, %t is
rather monotonous and languid; that tﬁe;e is too
little variety of characters for two thick volumes;
and that the said few characters come on so often, and
stay so long, that the gentlest reader at last detects
himself rejoicing at being done with them.

lerancis Jeffrey, rev. of Bracebridge Hall, Edin-
burgh Review, 37 (1822), p. 337.
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Jeffrey continues by saying he disagrees with this opinion.
Other reviewers, however, did maintain that Bracebridge
Hall was not so good as The Sketch Book.
Modern readers are more impatient with Bracebridge

Hall. Stanley Williams calls the collection insipid and
maintains that for today's readers Bracebridge Hall is
"defunct." Comparing it to the robust Sketch Book,
Williams finds Bracebridge Hall filled with a "bloodless
assembly of lovers, mistresses, huntsmen, servants, and
antiquarians idling in castles and forests" (p. 208).
What won fame for Irving, Williams continues, was his
style, which was much admired in his day:

That Irving was a master of this obsolete, sweet

rhetoric seems today hardly a positive virtue.

Such is, however, the difference in the two

epochs. To appreciate Irving's reputation in

1822 we must observe that he satisfied the cri-

teria of the circle which rejoiced in the "ele-

gance" of sentence and paragraph. Geoffrey Crayon

was a master of a fashionable type of prose. (p. 210)

Composed of essays, sketches, tales, and a framing

story Bracebridge Hall is often tedious for the modern
reader. Except for a few superior selections such as
"The Stout Gentleman" and "Dolph Heyliger," there is
little to match the quality of "Westminster Abbey," "The
Legend of Sleepy Hollow," or "Rip Van Winkle." In fact,
there are no short stories in Bracebridge Hall and the
sketches tend to be mediocre. Yet the volume does con-
tain "Dolph Heyliger," a skillfully crafted framing story

which has no counterpart in The Sketch Book. Bracebridge
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Hall as a whole is interesting as a record of Irving's
progress as a writer. His use of the narrator is par-
ticularly significant. In Bracebridge Hall the movement
from sketch to tale to framing story parallels the
increasing physical withdrawal of the narrator; indeed at
times even his editorial presence is removed from the
selection. Crayon's physical, emotional, and philosoph-
ical presence is obvious in the sketch "St. Mark's Eve,"
but Crayon is completely removed from the tales "Annette
Delarbre" and "The Student of Salamanca." "Annette" is
written by a parson and narrated by Lady Lillycraft and
"The Student" is narrated by the Captain who says it was
written by one of his friends "Charles Lightly, of the
Dragoons" (p. 151). Of course, as in all the framing
stories, the presence of Crayon is several times removed
in "Dolph Heyliger." Yet despite the flexibility in
Irving's use of the narrator, the volume has a structural
consistency. Contrary to The Sketch Book, all the
selections in Bracebridge Hall, whether or not they
are directly narrated by Crayon, are at least structur-
ally integrated into the overall organization of the col-
lection.

The framing device must have intrigued Irving, for
the entire organization of his next collection is based on
the framing story. Each of the four parts of Tales of a

Traveller (1824) is structured as a framing story within
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which there are several selections. Each part has for
its foundation a story, a setting, and a group of char-
acters which enclose other stories, settings, and char-
acters. Sometimes the stories, in Chinese box fashion,
become three or four times removed from the original
narrator.

Of all Irving's collections, Tales of a Traveller
was the most unfavorably received, and perhaps the most
misunderstood. It was severely criticized for its paucity
of German materials, its lack of originality, and its
vulgarity. Irving wrote it while he was travelling in
Germany and the public expected the volume to be a German
Sketch Book. Yet there is little German material in the
book and most of it is restricted to Part I. The review

in Blackwood's Magazine maintains that "there is nothing
13
"

German here at all. The reviewers' comments about
Irving's lack of originality and power of mind were most
cutting and must have caused Irving considerable pain,

especially since The Sketch Book and Bracebridge Hall

are full of defensive statements and excuses on these
very topics. In America the Gazette maintained that
"very few living authors are in such favour with so
large a public, as Mr. Irving; but of these few, not one

has achieved this success without exhibiting more

13Anonymous review, "Letters of Timothy Tickler,
Esq., No. XVIII," Blackwood's Magazine, 16 (Sept.,. 1824),
P. 295.
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power,--a stronger and wider grasp of mind."14 Blackwood's

was even more severe on Tales of a Traveller.

We hardly know how to speak of this sad affair--
when we think of what Irving might have done--
without losing our temper. It is bad enough--
base enough to steal that, which would make us
wealthy for ever: but--like the plundering
Arab--to steal rubbish--anything--from anybody--
everybody--would indicate a hopeless moral temper-
ament: a standard of self-estimation beneath
everything.--No wonder that people have begun to
question his originality.l

The final comments of this review were intended to
encourage Irving.

We rejoice in your failure, now, because we believe
that it will drive you into a style of original
composition, far more worthy of yourself--Go to
work. Lose no time. Your foundation, will be the
stronger for this uproar. You cannot write a novel;
a poem; a love tale; or a tragedy. But you can
write another Sketch-Book--worth all that you have
ever written: 1f you will draw only from your-
self. (p. 67)

For the contemporary reader the vulgarity was the most
upsetting aspect of Tales of a Traveller. Most critics
severely attacked the book for its lack of decorum. The
comments in the previously cited Blackwood's review were
typical:
Irving is greatly to blame--quite unpardonable, for
two or three droll indecencies, which everybody, of

course, remembers, in these Tales. . . . He knew
that any book with his name to it, would be permitted

. 14Anonymous review, Tales of a Traveller, Part I,
in The United States Literary Gazette, I, No. 11 (Sept. 15,
1824), p. 1e1.

15Anonymous review, "American Writers, No. IV,"

Blackwood's Magazine, 17 (Jan., 1825), p. 66.
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by fathers, husbands, brothers, to pass without
examination: that it would be read aloud, in
family circles, all over our country.--We shall
not readily pardon him, therefore, much as we
love him, for having written several passages,
which are so equivocal, that no woman could bear
to read any one of them aloud--. (p. 67)

Modern readers are not disturbed by the books "obscenity"
but they find little to praise in the Tales. Abel calls
it "a batch of hack-work" (p. 333) and Stanley Williams
finds it full of weaknesses:

For, next to his miscellaneous writings, Tales of a
Traveller is perhaps the most slovenly of all Irv-
Ing's books. Each of the four parts has faults
unpardonable today. Both the ghost stories and the
robber tales, designed for a public in love with
German romantics and Gothic prestidigitators, are
obsolete, as dead as the fashions which begot them.
In Parts I and III we yawn over the machinery of
haunted Chateaux, sinister storms, mysterious foot-
steps, and hidden panels. Spirits sigh in the
darkness; portraits wink; furniture dances; and
brooding, sensitive heroes woo melancholy maidens--
in vain. (p. 274)

What is indeed unfortunate is that so few critics now or
them acknowledge the structural achievements of the Tales.
The Gazette makes a passing reference to the form, but
it is obvious that the complexity of the structure was
not recognized.
We like the model of these tales very much. Like
"Bracebridge Hall," they consist of distinct stories
strung together on a slender narrative that runs
almost unperceived through the number, and is of

little other use than to introduce and connect the
episodes.16

lsAnonymous review, Tales of a Traveller, Parts III
and IV, in The United States Literary Gazette, I, No. 15
(Nov. 15, 1824), p. 229.
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William Hedges is one of the few modern critics to
acknowledge the structural concerns of the Tales. He

points out that Tales of a Traveller "is the work of

a short-story writer who had not quite discovered his
form, even though he had already, partly by chance,
written two or three stories that are destined to
survive" (p. 194). Hedges also notes Irving's letter
to Brevoort which discusses his concern with style and
form. In response to the bad reviews Irving writes, "I
fancy much of what I value myself upon in writing,
escapes the observation of the great mass of my
readers: who are intent more upon the story than
the way in which it is tcld."l7
Indeed, "the way in which it is told" is the
delightful, and too often overlooked achievement, in
the Tales. Each of the four parts has an independent
structure which integrates several individual selections.
Part I, "Strange Stories," is narrated by the nervous
gentleman, who previously narrated "The Stout Gentleman"
in Bracebridge Hall. Though ostensibly the section deals
with ghost stories, what Irving is in fact doing is bur-
lesquing some of the traditional devices of the ghost
story. One review attacked the tone of these stories.

They are old stories, and I am sorry to add, they
are not improved by their new dress. The tone

17Letters to Brevoort, 2, p. 185.
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in which Mr. Irving does them up, is quite wrong.
A ghost story ought to be a ghost story.
Obviously, this critic misunderstands what Irving is

doing in Part I.

Part II, "Buckthorne" is the revised aborted
novel which Irving had originally written for Bracebridge
Hall, though it was finally omitted. It is a long, rather
tedious autobiographical story of a young Englishman's
adventures as an adolescent. Because it is not one of
the better examples of Irving's framing stories, and it
does not contribute anything new to our knowledge of
Irving's skill, it is not considered in this study.

Part III, "The Italian Banditti" is narrated by
Geoffrey Crayon. As in Part I the framing story is
closely integrated with the sketches and tales enclosed
by it. This time the concern is not with the super-
natural, but with the threat and terror of being attacked
and raped by highway robbers in Italy. The entire section,
and the young Italian's story in particular, are unchar-
acteristically direct in dealing with sexual violence.
It was this section, of course, that drew most of the
rage of the critics who were offended by the tale of
the young robber,

. . . where a scene the most revolting to humanity

is twice unnecessarily forced on the reader's
imagination. We say unnecessarily, for how much

18"Letters of Timothy Tickler," p. 295.
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more truly tragical, as well as more decent, would
that tale have been, if the scene where Rosetta is
left alone with the Captain had been omitted; and
the "lot" had fallen on the unhappy lover who was
so soon to be her executioner.
Modern readers are not nearly so offended by the young
robber's tale. Today's readers, in fact, can much more
easily recognize that the sexual concerns of Part III
are essential--both thematically and structurally--to
the success of the entire section.

Part IV, "The Money Diggers" is not as structurally
unified as the previous sections. The framing device is
not skillfully employed for the individual selections are
not carefully integrated with the framing story. Of the
five selections in Part IV only the last two "Wolfert
Webber, or Golden Dreams" and "The Adventure of the
Black Fisherman" are directly connected to each other.
The opening two selections "Hell-Gate" and "Kidd the
Pirate" serve as introductions both to the thematic
concerns and the framing structure of the entire
section. "The Devil and Tom Walker" though thematically
related is structurally independent of the other selections.
Perhaps the most glaring weakness in the structure of
Part IV is that Irving fails to return to the framing
story at the end of the section. The major difference
in form which distinguishes Part IV from Part I or III

is that in Part I and III it is almost impossible to

19Gazette, I, No. 15, p. 229.
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fully discuss an individual selection without discussing
the section as a whole. In Part IV, however, since the
selections are not skillfully woven into the frame, it is
possible to treat some of the selections, such as "The
Devil and Tom Walker," independent of the framing story.
The critical response to Tales of a Traveller
undoubtedly influenced the writing of Irving's next col-
lection, The Alhambra (1832). Irving brooded over the
reviews of the Tales and became increasingly anxious
both to sustain his reputation and to secure an income.zq
The Alhambra resolved some of these difficulties. Unlike
the Tales which was attacked for the lack of German
materials, The Alhambra is composed entirely of Spanish
materials inspired by Irving's visit to Spain in 1828-
29.21 The volume contains a series of loosely connected
sketches and tales about the Alhambra and the surrounding
countryside. The collection opens with "The Journey"
which relates Irving's trip through Spain to Granada.
The remainder of the volume is devoted to his sojourn
at the Alhambra during which he attempts to recapture
the romantic traditions and the past glory of the area.

Indeed the geographic location, the emphasis on romanticism

and the thematic concern with Boabdil (the legendary

20Hedges, p. 236.

21For an explanation of the preparation of The
Alhambra, see Williams, I, p. 373.
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Moorish hero) provide the major unity of the collection.
The romanticism of The Alhambra is perhaps its most dis-
tinctive characteristic. Fred Pattee feels that Irving
completely surrendered to romanticism in this collection:

The book is an Arabesque, as redolent of the Orient
as the tales of Scheherezade. No more travesty, no
more romance tempered with rollicking humor verging
at times upon coarseness, as in "The Bold Dragoon."
His surrender was complete: "For my part, I gave
myself up, during my sojourn in the Alhambra, to all
the romantic and fabulous traditions connected with
the pile. I lived in the midst of an Arabian tale,
and shut my eyes, as much as possible, to everything
that called me back to everyday life." As a result
no other American has caught so richly and so com-
pletely the full spirit of the Oriental story-world.

(p. 17)

William Hedges also emphasizes the book's romantic quality
though he does not agree with the claim that Irving did
indeed surrender himself as completely as his statement
indicates. As Hedges points out the romantic qualities
and the unity of the book are greatly improved in the
revised edition:
By adding and rearranging material, Irving managed
in the revised edition of The Alhambra to intensify
the suggestion, already apparent in parts of the
original, that his temporary withdrawal from the

"dusty world" was a kind of enchantment. His imagi-
nation seems to transform landscapes and interiors

into settings for romances and Arabian tales. Trans-

ports of joy lift him out of the present and carry
him back into a timeless fictitious past, although
he likes to think that he is only playing with
illusions, temporarily keeping the everyday world
at a safe distance. He still has one eye on a
present which lives in the shadow of the past he
now inhabits. (pp. 263-64)

nother improvement evident in the revised edition is

rving's emphasis on Boabdil. Hedges finds the 1850
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edition a better book "because it is unified around the
author's often poignant identification with Boabdil"
(p. 266).

Despite these unifying qualities, The Alhambra
in many ways is structurally inferior to Tales of a
Traveller. Except for those selections which act as
introductions to others, Irving makes little attempt to
formally connect selections. The volume is a series of
pieces loosely strung together. Even within individual
selections the structure is often deficient. There is
certainly no selection which could be classified as a
successful short story. Most of the pieces are either
sketches or tales--though some are essays and one or two
can be loosely classified as framing stories. In the
sketches, Irving describes the Alhambra and his response
to it. The tales are based on the legends associated
with the area. Usually several legends are combined
into one tale, but too often the integration is poorly
done. The structural weaknesses of The Alhambra are
indeed disappointing to the reader who has examined the

structural accomplishments in Tales of a Traveller.

Irving's contemporaries, however, responded
favorably to The Alhambra. The Americans liked it
because it allowed them to "dwell in Europe," and

because it increased "the elegance of American taste."22
g

22

Williams, II, p. 318.
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In England "the reviewers hailed him as a kind of literary
prodigal son; he had at last followed their advice and
returned to the type of writing which had brought him
fame a decade earlier" (Williams, II, p. 318). Modern
critics are not lavish with their praise though Darrel
Abel calls The Alhambra one of Irving's best books
(p. 335). Stanley Williams agrees that "in some respects
[the book] excells all other writings of Irving, especially
in its brilliance of coloring and warmth of tone." Wil-
liams, however, goes on to point out the book's weaknesses
too:
The fault, nevertheless, of The Alhambra is pre-
cisely this evenness of tone. No section is so

insipid as "The Pride of the Village" nor so

puerile as parts of Bracebridge Hall. On the
other hand, none rises, as does "Westminster

Abbey" in The Sketch Book into distinguished
writing. (I, p. 376)

Once again in The Alhambra the role of the narrator
is important. Though the original publication indicated
that Crayon was the author, the book was never closely
associated with Crayon as the earlier collections. It
soon appeared under Irving's own name, and in the revised
edition The Alhambra is credited to Irving while the
three previous collections are credited to Crayon (Hedges,
P. 265). Though at first glance this may appear to be
simply a technical difference, the implications are more

significant. For the first time the actual physical

resence of Irving himself in the book is acknowledged.
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There is no longer any guise of a narrator whose apparent
concern is to describe English life but who is actually
revealing much of his own character. This time it is
Irving himself giving us his response to Spain.

Even more significant is the obvious similarities
between Irving as narrator and Crayon as narrator. The
Alhambra dispels any possibility that Crayon is a persona
in the modern sense of the word. The narrator of The
Alhambra exhibits all the characteristics of Crayon. He
is a traveller who often enjoys solitude yet feels lonely
and separated from others. He closely observes people
and places, often noting social differences. He is a
man who dwells on the glory of the past, who withdraws
into the world of imagination and dream, who explores
history, legend, and the supernatural. He is unsure of
his own abilities, apologizes for the lack of "weight"
in his writing, and often attempts to compensate for
this lack by footnoting unnecessarily. Indeed all the
characteristics of Crayon are evident in the narrator of
The Alhambra--Irving himself.

A reading of these four collections indicates that
Irving's use of narrators is his most characteristic trait
as a writer of short fiction. He relied heavily on
assumed names under which he published most of his works.

George Hellman has observed that Irving was 50 years old
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before a piece of his writing appeared under his own
name.23 Geoffrey Crayon and Diedrich Knickerbocker are
his two best known pseudonyms though he had several
others. In his framing stories, as will be demonstrated
in Chapter IV, he relied on several narrators. Yet there
is a marked similarity in the personalities of all these
narrators who are physically present in the selection.
Irving's narrators refer to themselves as observers of
human nature--of the people and places around them.

They habitually draw moral generalizations and abstractions
from what they observe--which is to say that both their
philosophy and pleasure is often derived vicariously
rather than directly. When the narrator is physically
pres