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In 1945 Richard Chase, then a candidate for a Ph.D. in literature at
Columbia University and later author of one of the grand interpretations
of American literature, asked the anthropologist Ruth Benedict to serve on
his dissertation committee. She was to be the outside, nonspecialist reader.
(Chase worked with William Y. Tindall and Emery Neff; Lionel Trilling
and Jacques Barzun also read the dissertation.) During the winter of
1945-46 Benedict was in Washington, D.C., working for the Office of War

‘Information. Chase wrote first fromm Massachusetts, then from Connecti-
cut, ‘“‘far from the madding Ph.D. scramble’” (12-15-45). The two
discussed his dissertation by mail—with special frankness and heat after
Ruth Benedict had tactfully resigned from the committee: ‘‘For I have
serious theoretical objections to the way the study shapes up, —and yet 1
don’t think you should spend any more time over this. Can’t you quietly
drop me out of the Committee because of ‘pressure of work’ and ‘absence
in Washington’?”’ (1-6-46).

The correspondence (selections presented below) suggests Chase’s
confrontation with the literary tradition he inherited. He came into a
discipline that was for the moment entranced with universal themes in art
and absolute criteria in criticism, standards that could be applied to any
literature. The exchange of letters also suggests a tension still evident in
American Studies: in simple terms the problem of culture, which is not,
however, a simple problem. American Studies veers between the tradi-
tional literary critic’s capital ‘‘C’’ and the anthropologist’s small ‘‘c’’
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culture—between Art and ways-of-life.! From the dissertation to his major
contribution to American Studies, The American Novel and Its Tradition
(1957),2 Chase explored the connections between art and culture. These
explorations led him to define a particular artistic genre for a specific
cultural context. For Chase, ‘‘romance’’ represented the art of American
culture.

First, he explored existing theories of art and the experiential sources of
imaginative insight, turning initially to myth critics who had energetically
posed the problem of primal themes and particular manifestations—the
relationship of ‘‘vision’’ to human preoccupations. In his dissertation
Richard Chase began an inquiry into myth, into mythic structures as a
powerful mode for voicing the human dilemma, and—by implication—
into myth as a link between ‘‘popular culture’’ and art. Grappling with
theories of myth, Chase found himself moving away from reigning critical
theory; his doubts.about method and viewpoint are evident in the intensity
of his responses to at least one dissertation advisor. Chase’s doubts would
form the basis of a distinctive approach to American Studies.

In 1945-46, however, Richard Chase had not fully articulated his
objections to available critical theory. The terms of his argument, and the
outcome in his later literary studies, begin to emerge in the letters to Ruth
Benedict. In those letters, Chase reveals his discomfort with the use of
myth as a critical category; from his perspective, the imposition of classic
definitions of myth denied the profound particularities of human experi-
ence, true source of ‘‘great art.”” Chase ultimately circumvented the
principles of postwar literary criticism by investigating distinct theories of
myth. He clarified myth, then substituted ‘‘romance.’’

In thus reconsidering the significance of myth, Chase necessarily
diverged from assumptions that became central to American Studies, first
that mythic structure incorporated specific historical circumstances, and,
second, that mythic content mirrored or revealed culture-character, and,
alternatively, created or preserved cultural traditions (the ‘‘traits’’ of
character). Each of these formulations assumes a correspondence between
myth and culture, as well as the location of core myths in ‘‘lasting’’
literature. Assumptions of such correspondence are still a part of American
Studies myth criticism.3

Over the years Richard Chase challenged these assumptions by
attempting to isolate both the qualities and the dynamics of the link
between myth and culture, specifically between traditional views of myth
and an American culture. For Chase, the traditional views were appropri-
ate neither to American literature nor to the American experience.

Chase had asked Ruth Benedict to be on his Ph.D. committee because,
in his literary studies, he regarded art in terms of its socio-historical
context.* He worked towards a notion of literature as the expression of a
whole culture and a culture with a distinct character. He chose Ruth
Benedict on the basis of her general anthropological writings, not for her
writings on myth (in the Journal of American Folklore, 1923; in the Encyclopedia
of Social Sciences, 1931 and 1933; in Zuni Mythology, 1935).5 In Patterns of
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Culture (1934), the anthropologist outlined and illustrated the idea of a
whole culture, greater than the sum of parts, with a unique and definable
‘““character.”’ Benedict emphasized that every culture expressed its charac-
ter, and did so variously—in religion, ritual, family and marriage
arrangements, economic and social organizations, and in myths and tales.®
The idea of a range of expressions Chase found both congenial and
troublesome. Myths and tales, Benedict added, constitute a special form of
expression, carrying a culture beyond the visible circumstances of day-to-
day life and beyond consciously constructed solutions to human problems.

Ruth Benedict made her clearest statement about myth in Zum
Mpythology. There she called myths ‘‘compensation’’: myths make up for
the inadequacies and failures in ordinary life. Myths, she also wrote,
express the wishes of a culture, and she meant something common-
sensical, not psychoanalytical: in myths people wish for a world they do not
have, and feel better for the wishing.

Given this, Benedict had to argue for specificity. Myths and tales must
be tied to specific circumstances in order to serve as compensation and
wish-fulfillment. Moreover, myths survive because they perform this
function, an intellecutal and an emotional satisfaction. Ruth Benedict went
beyond the standard interpretations of myth in her discipline to claim, in
effect, that myths are a form of autobiography: accumulated revelations of
an underlying, unique ‘‘personality.”’ Similar ideas appear in Chase’s
discussions of myth, literature and the American context—a similarity
obscured in the 1945-46 letters partly because Chase read Ruth Benedict as
an anthropologist—a student of culture—not as myth critic or student of
the imagination.

While writing his dissertation, Chase put off the analysis of myth in
context, an analysis his anthropologist reader tactfully insisted should be his
topic. He decided instead to tackle existing theories of myth, covering
material from philosophy, psychoanalysis and literary criticism. Chase’s
assessment of myth theory in the dissertation, and in Quest for Myth (1949, a
revised version of the dissertation)? underlay his later, and more signifi-
cant, conclusions about myth and literature in American culture. In the
end Richard Chase rejected ‘‘myth’’ as a tool of literary criticism and as a
framework for American literature. He rejected the traditional Jungian
and Frazerian assumptions of universal myths, death and rebirth, the
eternal return, the loss of paradise; he dismissed the literary critics who
adopted these assumptions.

Chase substituted ‘‘romance’’ to characterize American literature and
to pinpoint the relationship between literature and American socio-
historical conditions. For Chase romance, unlike myth, was an open form,
incorporating the problematics and tensions of American culture: a
‘“culture of contradictions,’”” he said in The American Novel. Romance,
unlike myth, arises out of the specific conditions of its creation, a
confrontation with diversity and multiplicity—the American experience of
chaotic, not stable, cultural elements. While Chase replaced ‘‘myth’’ with
‘“‘romance,’”’ he kept some of the qualities: romance, like myth, is
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fundamentally a simplifying mechanism, a pattern to dramatize and
maintain the oppositions within American culture. Romance contains the
disparateness characteristic of American culture. Romance does not
abolish contradictions but rather displays these contradictions and holds
them in balance. This theory comes quite close to Ruth Benedict’s
understanding of myth—holding a culture together by balancing inconsis-
tencies, by representing the conflicts in metaphor, by offering a ‘‘dream’’
to palliate reality—though neither Chase nor Benedict recognized the
closeness in 1945-46. Had Benedict lived to read The American Novel, with
its account of romance as expression of values in American society, she
would probably have accepted the thesis. She also would have seen her
prediction come true: his focus on the specific content of literature and on
the specific facts of history freed Chase from the constrictions and
universalizing tendency of myth criticism in American Studies.

In the 1945-46 letters the two disagree most strenuously about the role
of the individual artist. For Chase, the true expression of a culture
devolved on the individual, who not only saw its values but raised those
values to high significance. What emerges from these letters is the
undoubted importance of the artist in Chase’s thinking, an importance not
matched in anything Benedict wrote and a position she did not entirely
support. (Partly the difference was a matter of subject: Chase took as his
subject his own complex, heterogeneous, technological civilization. Ruth
Benedict’s writing on myth generally referred to simple, small, homoge-
neous—likeminded—societies: the demand on an individual artist where
values are shared is different from the demand in a new, changing,
complex society.) Benedict saw the individual ‘‘teller’’ as a conduit; Chase
saw the individual teller as a supreme visionary.

As a literary critic (not an anthropologist) Richard Chase exalted the
individual artist, the user of myth. Ruth Benedict did not: ‘‘folk tales are
in the last analysis individual creations determined by cultural condition-
ing.”’® In her letters to Chase she added that myths as literature ‘‘show
through a glass the experience and attitudes of their culture’’ (1-6-46). She
very nearly removed the artist, though not the art. Chase required the
artist; for myth to convey values it must be the work of an artist: ‘‘Is every
cliché (no opprobrium) of thought and feeling a myth? Is the same ‘coin’
always in the same degree mythical regardless of its function or the context
in which it is used?”’ (n.d. early January 1946). These and other remarks
anticipate Chase’s conviction that myth is the work of an individual
imagination.

Imagination is the key for both Richard Chase and Ruth Benedict.
Beneath the sharp disagreement in these letters, teacher and student share
a respect for and awe at the powers of the human imagination. For Chase
the artist worked out the culture’s imagination; the artist’s creations make
an impact on the perceptions and the fantasies of his fellow men. Shifting
from myth as literature to myth i literature, Chase consistently holds that
art resembles mana, a power in men’s lives stemming from the vision of
significance in these, ordinary, lives. For Ruth Benedict the individual
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mythmaker retells the creations of his culture, effective in voicing common
concerns and powerful in expressing familiar wishes.

But—and this explains why Ruth Benedict pushed the doctoral student
even as hard as she did—the anthropologist also appreciated the aesthetic
and visionary dimensions of myth. She appreciated the beauty and, from
the beauty, the power (mana) in a fantasy. Folklore (myth and tale) had the
power to change men’s minds and to alter their worlds. Richard Chase
agreed, and she urged him to concentrate on the ‘‘beauty’’ in order better
to delineate the power. She advised him to ‘‘stay being [her deletion] a
literary critic’’ (2-3-46). For all the self-confidence of his letters, Chase fell
a step behind his teacher in assessing the strength of his literary skills.

Richard Chase did, essentially, stay a literary critic. In the subsequent
decade and a half (he died in 1962; Benedict in 1948), Chase argued that
Americans produced a ‘‘great’’ literature not because American writers
incorporated and rephrased universal human themes but because Ameri-
can writers rephrased and rearranged the American experience—and did so
in a genre appropriate to that experience. Ruth Benedict called folklore a
culture’s autobiography, and in 1945-46 she urged Chase to study the
components and the qualities of such autobiographies. She urged him to
attend to the art involved in expressing culture values. Over the years
Chase followed Benedict’s advice and used his literary-critical skills to
outline a distinctive American imagination, an art that, incorporating
experience, not only expressed but might restructure a culture’s person-
ality.

The beginnings of Richard Chase’s contributions to American Studies
appear in the following letters, as the student of literature struggled against
the ‘‘student of man’’ on the way to reconciling the demands of Art with
the exigencies of a culture.

Colby College

To suggest the ambience of the thesis author/advisor relationship, we have chosen to
reproduce the letters photographically. The letters are from the collection of the Vassar College
Library and are used by permission of Vassar College and Mrs. Richard Chase. The January 6th
letter is a carbon, the second page of which is on a government form.—Ed.
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