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Charles Sealsfield and the Frontier Thesis

When Frederick Jackson Turner in his posthumous study—The United 
Stales, 1830-1850: The Nations and its Sections (1935)—began to discuss 
American literature in the Age of Jackson, he noted a name that was 
doubtless unfamiliar to most of his readers; "Charles Sealsfield, a German 
writer living in the New Southwest, portrayed the pioneer life of that 
region in his Cabin books."' Unfortunately we are not informed how 
Turner profited from Sealsfield's "Cabin books" or if he read more of 
Sealsfield's works, since he never mentions Sealsfield again—at least not 
in his published letters.^ Nevertheless the fact that of all the writers who 
wrote about the Southwest (e.g., Timothy Flint) Turner found it 
noteworthy to mention Sealsfield perhaps suggests that Turner shared a 
certain affinity with this German-American writer, who for most 
Americans had become a forgotten name. At least from our perspective, 
reviewing the work of both these writers, the affinity seems unmistakable.

Of course, as has been amply documented, the frontier thesis has had 
a long history of precursors. In retrospect it appears as if an entire 
cultural narrative had been repeatedly searching for legitimacy, until 
Frederick Jackson Turner came along and gave it a formal scholarly 
sanction.^ It is well documented that the narratives of the West and 
westward expansion had played a fundamental role in the discovery and 
development of the United States and were continually interpreted in 
fiction and other forms of literature up until the time of Turner's 
writings.* Otherwise it would be difficult to understand the enthusiastic 
reception of such programmatic pronouncements as "Tlie true point of 
view in the history of this nation is not the Atlantic coast, it is the Great 
West" or "In the crucible of the frontier the immigrants were 
Americanized, liberated, and fused into a mixed race, English in neither 
nationality nor characteristics."® Yet it is more as an expression of a grand 
cultural saga partaking of a multitude of narratives that the frontier thesis 
seems interesting to us today. Traditionally, when Americans find their 
national identity being threatened, they retreat not only into the past, into 
history, but also into space, into the frontier.® James Fenimore Cooper is
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]X?rhaps the first American novelist to employ this theme in his works. In 
attempting to define the essence of the young American commonwealth, 
he chose to portray in his most significant fiction (the Leather-Stocking 
Tales) its ideological and political conflicts most vividly in the forests and 
prairies of North America.^ Nearly three generations later, Frederick 
Jackson Turner, responding to what Richard Hofstadter has called "the 
psychic crisis" of the 1890s, attempted to locate American identity in the 
Mississippi Valley, in the West, in what a later historian was to define as 
the Garden of the World.*

It is almost transcending the bounds of good taste to repeat the 
platitude that if the frontier did not exist, it would have to be invented. 
Of course we know today that the ideas of existence and invention are too 
closely intertwined to admit of any clear demarcation. It is only 
interesting and surprising at first glance that the frontier and the frontier 
thesis received a most remarkable expression at the hands of a runaway 
Moravian monk. Bom and raised in an obscure town in the Austro- 
Hungarian empire, achieving a notable success for a boy from the 
provinces by becoming the secretary of the monastic order of the Knights 
of the Red Cross in Prague, Charles Sealsfield appeared to fulfill an 
American rags-to-riches story in the most archconservative of European 
countries. However this apparent success story had a bizarre twist that 
was not contained in the original formula. In the year 1823 the Austrian 
police began searching for a certain Karl Anton Postl, a high monastic 
official, who was said to have disappeared without a trace. This same Karl 
Anton Postl arrived in New Orleans in the same year with a new name, 
a new passport, and a new profession. It is here that Sealsfield probably 
discovered in the frontier a vital metaphor to explain his own life.

That Sealsfield could appropriate the frontier and the West in his 
own writings is further proof that the frontier was not only an American 
narrative, but was thriving in Europe as well. Especially in the German­
speaking world the idea of the frontier developed into a significant 
cultural narrative that was taken up again and again by novelists and 
writers of other literary genres.’ Thus Sealsfield read Heinrich Zschokke 
and Gottfried Duden. Gerstacker was familiar with Sealsfield. Balduin 
Mollhausen read Gerstacker, and all of these writers in turn were widely 
accepted by the German reading public.’®

The frontier thesis, as many critics have pointed out, owes its efficacy 
more to myth than to historical scholarship." Implicit in the frontier 
thesis is one particular myth that has obsessed the European imagination 
up to the present. Humankind can be reborn in America, the myth claims, 
whether it be a return to the purity or innocence of the primeval self or 
a development to a deeper, more mature, more liberated self in the sense 
of citizenship in a republican commonwealth. The credo of a second 
chance found an ideal symbolic landscape in America. The limits to self,
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society, and history could be dissolved, and the individual could be 
reborn in a virgin land.'^

How this actually works is also explained by the myth. As Turner 
states:

The wilderness masters the colonist. It finds him a European in 
dress, industries, tools, modes of travel, and thought. It takes 
him from the railroad car and puts him in the birch canoe. It 
strips off the garments of civilization and arrays him in the 
hunting shirt and the moccasin. It puts him in the log cabin of 
the Cherokee and Iroquois and runs an Indian palisade around 
him. Before long he has gone to planting Indian com and 
plowing with a sharp stick: he shouts the war cry and takes the 
scalp in orthodox Indian fashion. In short at the frontier the 
environment is at first too strong for the man. He must accept 
the conditions which it furnishes or p>erish, and so he fits 
himself into the Indian clearings and follows the Indian trails. 
Little by little he transforms the wilderness, but the outcome is 
not the old Europe, not simply the development of Germanic 
germs, any more than the first phenomenon was a case of 
reversion to the German mark. The fact is, that here is a new 
product that is American.'*

This passage has been traditionally interpreted as an example of Turner's 
belief in "geographical determinism," or as Turner writes in another essay 
"the profound influence of the unity of its great spaces."'^ However it 
also illustrates in almost fairy tale-like form the grand narrative of cultural 
loss and rebirth in the wilderness with the additional narrative that 
rebirth leads to progress and a new kind of civilization.

Crdvecoeur made the first significant contribution to this narrative. 
In his celebrated Letters from an American Farmer (1782), Cr&vecoeur shows 
"how Europeans become Americans."'^ Throughout his work Cr&vecoeur 
finds recourse to such mystical categories as "regeneration," "invisible 
power," "metamorphosis" to explain this transformation. The result echoes 
Turner when he writes:

The American is a new man who acts upon new principles: he 
must therefore entertain new ideas, and form new opinions. 
From involuntary idleness, servile dependence, penury, and 
useless labour, he has passed to toils of a very different nature, 
rewarded by ample subsistence. Tliis is an American.'*

Cr5vecceur also attempts to offer less mystical explanations. The "laws" of 
an enlightened state and the "industry" of the new immigrants lead to the
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conversion from a European to an American.’  ̂ However, since the 
"freeholder," who is also of central importance in the Turner thesis, 
embodies Cr^vecoeur's pastoral utopia, it follows that the soil, the land 
or "the salubrious effluvia of the earth," becomes the primary agent of 
Americanization.'® In Crdvecoeur, Jefferson, and later Turner as well as 
in other representatives of the pastoral ideal, the earth then becomes the 
actor and the farmer or yeoman is its product. Of course we know that 
this variant of "geographical determinism" is only of limited value in 
explaining social change. Yet it is an essential element of the frontier 
thesis that gives substance to the Tumerian metaphor of the frontier as a 
"crucible," a concoction of forces—almost magical in nature—which 
metamorphoses a weary, corrupt European (at least according to the 
metaphor) into a young virtuous American.”

Sealsfield's own story is depicted here in almost formulaic fashion. 
A Catholic monk, living in the most feudal and despiotic of European 
countries, flees his homeland and becomes Charles Sealsfield, writer, 
planter, (at least in his passport) Protestant minister, and as he liked to 
believe, American Democrat. Tlie simplicity of the story and the literal 
rendition of the myth would perhaps discourage any further interest. 
However it is the obsessiveness witli which the myth is repeated again 
and again in Sealsfield's work and the close analysis of the process of 
becoming an American that distinguishes Sealsfield from his 
contemporaries.

Sealsfield, like Turner, is also fond of gnomic utterances. In his 
Lebensbilder aus der westUchm Hemisphare (1834-37), the narrator writes: 
"The European remains blind in America for seven years" [translation 
mine].^° The frontier thesis also suggests the metaphor of "blindness," 
arguing that only those initiated into the mysteries of the land can grasp 
the essential processes of American culture. Turner's critique of the 
German-American historian Hermann von Holst develops this argument 
more precisely. Von Holst, according to Turner, cannot provide an 
adequate interpretation of American history because

the European inheritance and environment leave their own 
prejudices— the unitary state, the stationary populations, the 
rule of classes, bureaucracy, lack of popular activity except in a 
revolutionary way— these are some of the difficulties.^'

What Sealsfield invokes as "blindness" is more concretely described by 
Turner in his essay on von Holst as cultural knowledge.^ A profound 
anthropological truth is revealed here which was only to become fully 
enunciated in the twentieth century: our culture frames our perceptions, 
or as David Potter has put it, our culture acts as a filter, allowing only
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those signs and symbols which carry meaning in it to be recognized and 
those which are alien to it to be shunted away.“

Equally modern is Sealsfield's description of the European's initial 
encounter with the New World. In his first novel, Der Legitime und die 
Repitblikaner (1833), he shows how the European—in this case, the young 
Englishman—suddenly lost in the woods, experiences a kind of existential 
terror and primal loss: "Nirgends war ein fester Punkt zu sehen. . . . Es 
war vielleicht dieses Gefiihl seines Nichts und seiner Verlassenheit in der 
ungeheueren Gotteswelt,. . That der amerikanische VJald is imbued 
with the spirit of the divine (although this theme also recurs in later 
works with striking similarity) is less significant than the European's 
response to the irresistible power of the land. The feeling of being lost, of 
being "mastered" by nature in the Tumerian sense appears again and 
again in Sealsfield's fiction. In the novel—Die Farbigen (1837)— the narrator 
informs us:

Der Europaer, dessen Auge an abgegranzte Fluren, Felder, 
Wiesen und Walder gewohnt ist, hat gar keine Idee von der 
Verwirrung, ja Bewilderung die den Neuling bei seinem Eintritt 
in diese endlos scheinenden Wiesen und Waldwiisteneien 
ergreifen. Es ist ein wahrer Schwindel, der ihn befallt—er fiihlt, 
bewildert sinnlos, wenn er allein, oder in Gesellschaft Weniger 
sie betritt. Es ist ihm, als ob er in die Fluthen des Oceans 
gestoGen, mit dem die Sinne bctaubenden Wellen kampfte.^

Another vivid instance in Sealsfield's fiction of being compelled to 
reassemble one's perceptions in the new American landscape is in Dos 
Kajutenbuch (1841) when Colonel Morse describes arriving in Texas for the 
first time:

Es ist aber auch eine ganz eigenthiimliche Empfindung, nach 
einer dreiwochigen Seefahrt in einen Hafen einzulaufen, der 
kein Hafen ist, und ein Land, das halb und halb kein Land ist. 
Noch immer schien es uns, als miiGte es jeden Augenblick unter 
unseren FiiGen wegschwellen.“

The theme of being compelled by the environment to restructure one's 
identity is often coupled with the theme of regeneration in both Sealsfield 
and Turner. When Turner writes, "this perennial rebirth, this fluidity of 
American life, this expansion westward with its new opportunities, its 
continuous touch with the simplicity of primitive society furnish the 
forces dominating American character," he is also, in fact, defining the 
influences acting upon Sealsfield's protagonists.^^ In the second book of 
the Lebensbilder saga, Ralph Doughby's Esq. Brautfahrt (1835), the narrator,
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initially an effete Virginian, begins to notice some remarkable changes 
taking place within him: "Man fiihlt sich kraftiger, starker auf Gottes 
verjiingter Erde."^* "Liberated," as Turner said, from "the bonds of 
custom," the European in Sealsfield's world discovers his individuality 
amid the imperatives of a radically new environment. In short, the 
frontier for Sealsfield dissolves all vestiges of privilege and class 
distinction, liberating the European from what ^'alsfield writes on 
another occasion is the powerlessncss of being the monarch's subject and 
allows him to discover the freedom which only mature citizens can enjoy. 
The frontier then is a twofold process that enables the individual to 
rediscover the powers of youth, while at the same time paving the way 
for citizenship in a democratic polity.^’

Sealsfield is also fond of explaining how the frontier works. In 
language redolent of Turner, his narrator in Ralph Doughby's Esq. 
Brautfahrt explains:

So beriihren sich bei uns die Endpunkte sozieller Stellungen, 
und runden in stcter Reibung, in fortwahrend wie im Kreisel 
umherrollender Beweglichkeit ihre wechselscitigen Harten und 
Ecken ab. Der Senatorssohn baut seine Hiitte auf einem Stuck 
Waldlande, das an die Besitzung des SproBlings eines 
schottischen Viehtreibers anstofit; das Weib dieses war vielleicht 
die Magd der Senatorstochter, die sie nun als Nachbarin begriiGt 
und ihre kleinen Dienstleistungen mit dankbarfrohem 
Entgegenkommen annimmt. So befordert bei uns 
gewissermaGen die Nothwendigkeit jenes republikanische 
Gleichheitssystem, das im Wesen [sic] seine Wurzel ausbreitet, 
tiefer schlagt, wahrend es im Osten, im Gewiihle unserer 
Seestiidte, bereits starke StoGe erleidet.®

In almost the same language Turner describes how the frontier works to 
insure an egalitarian society:

Rather it [the democratic society in the West] was a mobile mass 
of freely circulating atoms, each seeking its own place and 
finding play for its own powers and for its own original 
initiative. We cannot lay too much stress upon this point, for it 
was at the very heart of the whole American movement.^’

Both Sealsfield and Turner then invoke the image of a society in fhiidu7n, 
a society that seems to possess an intrinsic resistance to the emergence of 
privilege and exploitation.^^

At the core of Sealsfield's fiction as well as of the frontier thesis is the 
conversion experience. The European comes to America, is exposed to the
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frontier environment, and eventually undergoes a profound change and 
becomes an American. This is in effect what happens to George Howard, 
Count Vignerolles, Colonel Morse—some of the principal characters in 
Sealsfield's major novels. They all begin as Europeans or Eastern 
gentlemen and then as a result of the Western environment and a pioneer 
mentor who embodies this environment and who initiates them into its 
secrets, they become true Americans. When Count Vignerolles—the 
sometimes narrator of the LebensbMer tetralogy—exclaims:

Jetzt merkten wir, daG wir wirklich in einer neuen Welt, unter 
neuen Menschen uns befanden, deren Cultur, obwohl die 
Elemente europaisch, durch und durch amerikanische Formen 
Oder vielmehr Natur angenommen batten, himmelweit 
verschieden von der der Creolen und unserer importirten 
Landsleute, die mir in dem Augenblicke, wenn ich es frei 
gestehen soil, wie zweimal aufgewarmtes Ragout vorkamen,

he is pointing to the central tenet underlying the Turner thesis—the 
notion of American exceptionalism. America is different, both Turner and 
Sealsfield would maintain, because the frontier has succeeded in creating 
a new American consciousness. In one of Sealsfield's most revealing 
passages. Count Vignerolles already adumbrates Turner's famous 
discussion of the so-called intellectual traits elicited by the frontier 
environment:

Inmitten dieser Tatigkeit frappirte es uns zugleich nicht wenig, 
daG wir anfingen, iiber Dinge, die vor und hinter uns lagen, auf 
eine ganz neue Weise zu raisonnieren, auf eine republikanisch 
amerikanische Weise zu raisonnieren, mochte ich sagen; eine 
Weise, die mit unserer friiheren Sprache und Denkungsart auch 
nicht im mindesten in Zusammenhange stand. . . . Es ging eine 
ganze Revolution in unserem Ideensystem vor: . . .—DieG 
frappirte uns nicht wenig; es war ein psychologisches 
Phanomen, und desto unerklarbarer, da wir iiber diese 
Gegenstande kaum je mit unsern Squatter-Nachbam 
gesprochen, unsere Ideen daher spontaneos waren. . . .— Es 
schien uns, als ob wir aus einem langen Traume erwacht, der 
Kindheit, dem Leitbande entwachsen, das uns bisher hin und 
her gegangelt hatte.^

In a frontier society, both Turner and Sealsfield believe, the values of 
space become preeminent. The East has already succumbed to the forces 
of history, displaying the usual symptoms of decline and disorder. 
However as a counterweight to the Europeanized East (which is
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synonymous in Turner's thought with the pernicious tyranny of history), 
there is the West, the frontier, which is characterized by the beneficent 
tyranny of space. The frontier, as long as it exists, will continue to exercise 
a tempering influence upon the ultimate rise and fall of societies, 
preventing the divisions that have traditionally rent European society. 
Hence consonant with his notion of a society of space, Sealsfield also 
employs his own "safety valve" theory:

Vielleicht ist es ein Gliick fiir eben diese Staaten, dafi sie 
gewissermaGen dieses fagend*) an ihrem Lande besitzen, wo die 
wilden Leidenschaften austoben konnen; denn im Busen der 
biirgerlichen Gesellschaft diirfen sie viel Unheil anrichten.

*) Fagend. Dieses uniibersetzbare Wort diirfte einer 
nahem Bezeichnung um so mchr werth seyn, als es haufig 
gebraucht wird; fagend nennt man das ausgezupfte Ende eines 
Strickes, das Werthlose an irgend einer Sache; die Canadas z. B. 
werden ganz richtig das fagend von Amerika genannt. Hier 
heifien die Steppen zwischen dcm Felsengebirge und Mississippi 
fagend^^ (see "fag end," American Heritage Dictionary].

There is a slight shift of emphasis here. Instead of the East being 
amid an irrevocable process of decline according to Turner, the East 
maintains its own order and purity by having a frontier outlet for its 
seemingly dissolute citizens. Sealsfield embraces here a common narrative 
that was quite persuasive at the time. Tlie best example of this narrative 
can be found in Timothy Dwight's work. Travels in Nav-England and New- 
York (1821). Dwight was President of Yale College and an important 
literary figure in New England, and his views on the West enjoyed a 
certain popularity. Abiding by the same narrative as Sealsfield, Dwight 
notes:

All countries contain restless inhabitants, men impatient of 
labor; . . . Under despotic governments they are awed into 
quiet; but in every free community they create, to a greater or 
lesser extent, continual turmoil and have often overturned the 
peace, liberty and happiness of their fellow-citizens.“

It is significant that Dwight's narrative did not go unanswered. Only 
a few years later Timothy Flint felt it necessary to defend the reputation 
of the backwoodsman and the meaning of the frontier experience as well. 
In Recollections of the Last Ten Years (1826), referring to Dwight directly, 
Flint deliberately chooses the persona of an Easterner who goes West in 
order to lend more force to his arguments. Traveling throughout the West, 
unarmed, Flint exclaims, "1 scarcely remember to have experienced
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anything that resembled insult, or to have felt myself in danger from the 
people."^^ Rather Flint redeems the frontier experience from a descent 
into lawlessness into a vindication of the triumph of civilization:

The backwoodsman of the west [sic], as I have seen him, is 
generally an amiable and virtuous man. His general motive for 
coming here is to be a freeholder, to have plenty of rich land, to 
be able to settle his children about him.“

Sealsfield's vision of the frontier contains the same ambivalence 
inherent in the frontier thesis. As Henry Nash Smith wisely says, the 
frontier is at once a paean to progress and to primitivism.^’ This was, 
as one literary historian has noted, the central dilemma facing the best 
minds in America in the antebellum period—the belief in nature as an 
alternative standard of value to European civilization and the doctrine of 
progress and material growth.^® Turner resurrected this dilemma in a 
somewhat elegiac fashion for an entire generation of Americans who 
suddenly realized that they had far surpassed Europe in certain dubious 
aspects of civilization, including frightening urban landscapes. On the 
other hand, the frontier in Turner's eyes was never meant to pose a 
serious alternative to civilization. On the contrary, it became akin to a 
regulating mechanism which guaranteed that America stayed healthy and 
stable. It was, to use John Cawelty's term, a symbol of "revitalization" for 
a society that was experiencing the first shocks of modernity.” Turner's 
real dilemma—akin to Sealsfield's—was that, as American society began 
to enjoy "unparalleled progress," it also began to resemble European 
civilization, displaying all those signs of malaise, to which America was 
presumably immune. It also meant that the frontier would cease to exist 
and hence no longer exert a restraining influence on the inevitable decline 
of republican civilization.

What Sealsfield and Turner further have in common is that, as they 
both define the frontier as "a form of society," they also postulate the self- 
made man ideal. In an essay published after the celebrated essay in 
Chicago, "The Problem of the West" (1896), Turner writes, "The self made 
man was the Western man's ideal, was the kind of man that all men 
might become.’“*̂  This is in fact a simple restatement of Sealsfield's own 
utopian longings— the fantasy of a society, unlike the Habsburg 
monarchy, free from the dictates of caste and deference. It is also the idea 
behind his great character Nathan, the squatter. Contrary to the ideal of 
the American Adam, which governed the imagination of many of 
Sealsfield's contemporaries, Nathan became the embodiment of 
acquisitiveness and manifest destiny, the belief in the ultimate triumph of 
militant agrarianism." In the cultural dialogue centering on the 
problems of modernization and the values of civilization versus the values
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of nature, Sealsfield gravitates toward the former. His pastoralism is 
decidedly not of the soft variety, but instead is based on expansion as 
well as on an uncompromising Protestant work ethic. Hence the two 
principal symbols in the Lebetisbilder—the Embryo-Pflanzung and das 
Vaterhaus—are based on a state of siege mentality with the land and with 
one's own psyche. In a sense they suggest many of the attributes of 
Sealsfield's monastery in Prague.

"I assure you," one of Sealsfield's characters exclaims, that "there is 
no happier life than that of the American gentleman, who lives in 
harmony with his neighbor and who is lord and master of his own estate 
and in his own house. He is the only free man on earth" [translation 
mine].^ This resembles Turner's statement in his frontier essay: "So long 
as free land exists the opportunity for a compjetency exists, and economic 
power secures political power."^^ This is perhaps the most pervasive 
formula in American political theory. It excludes, of course, those who do 
not possess economic power from exercising political influence. However 
Turner believed that the availability of free land would distribute 
economic power equally and provide democracy with a broad foundation. 
Sealsfield's notions were more complex. On the one hand, he celebrated 
the Jeffersonian dictum of a republic of small landowners. In his first 
book. Die Vereinigten Staaten von Nordamerika (1827), he describes the Ohio 
Valley in terms strikingly similar to Turner:

Uberall blickt ein Wohlstand hervor, der solid ist, denn er ruht 
auf festem Grunde, dem uncrschiitterlichen Eigenthumsprinzipe 
des Einzelnen. Der rechtliche, kluge und thatige Mann lebt 
nirgends so gut, so frei, so gliicklich, als in Amerika.'**

On the other hand, in his earliest writings, Sealsfield was also attracted 
to the plantation system of the antebellum South. In his fiction Sealsfield 
invoked a pyramidal concept of democracy. His "American gentleman" is 
the patriarch of a large household that is carefully stratified according to 
family, race, education, language, and taste. As evinced by one of his 
finest characters—Ralph Doughby—the narrator, who is constantly 
assessing Doughby, is not so certain of Doughby's suitability to join the 
gentry class, because of what he regards as his crude frontier origins.^^ 
Further, in his Pflanzerleben U Sealsfield conducts a "Sklaven-Debatte" 
between what is presented as a naive, idealistic Frenchman who 
represents the European, Jacobean point of view and the mature, 
pragmatic (with Burkean sympathies) plantation owner who represents 
of course the vastly superior American point of view.^®

The frontier thesis attempted to resolve the dilemma that Americans 
were habitually confronted with in the nineteenth century as the continent 
began to be increasingly more settled. Both Turner and Sealsfield would
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have found a solution to James Fenimore Cooper's classically liberal 
treatment of the different kinds of equality:

Equality, in a social sense, may be divided into that of 
condition, and that of rights. Equality of condition is 
incompatible with civilization, and is found to exist only in 
those communities that are but slightly removed from the 
savage state. In practice it can only mean a common misery.^’

The frontier acts as a continual guarantor of "equality of condition" and 
"equality of rights," for as Turner writes, liberty and equality were found 
on the frontier in degrees unknown to previous societies.^

"Thus, in the beginning," Locke said, "All the world was America."®’ 
This attractive fable was the starting point, both for Sealsfield's and 
Turner's meditations on what constitutes the good society and the new 
man. They both shared the belief that a nation that possessed vast tracks 
of free land harbored a utopian potential. It was only in the rendition of 
this utopian potential that both sharply differed. For Turner the West 
became, to use Henry Nash Smith's term, the Myth of the Garden. As 
Turner writes in his essay, 'The Significance of the Mississippi Valley in 
American History" (1909-10), the Mississippi Valley offers the possibility 
of "an empire of natural resources in which to build a noble social 
structure worthy to hold its place as the heart of American industrial, 
|X)litical and spiritual life."®  ̂ For Sealsfield, on the other hand, the West 
is transmuted into the Myth of the Plantation, where the American 
Southwest becomes the setting for his plantation utopia, which he 
compares to the Garden of Hesperides of classical mythology.®®

Nevertheless the frontier thesis molded Sealsfield's and Turner's 
ideological and personal visions in remarkably similar ways. Both men 
thought of themselves as liberals and progressives and yet found 
themselves fighting a rearguard action to conserve a society of the past. 
Troubled by the Civil War and by the expansion of commercial 
capitalism, Sealsfield announced the end of the frontier and the beginning 
of a world which he regarded with disquietude:

Nun ist freilich die transatlantische Welt bevolkert, aber die 
Elemente dieser Bevolkerung heterogen, verdorben—lasterhaft, 
verbrecherisch zum Theil—diese Elemente haben zugleich die 
Crisis heraufbcschworen, eine Crisis aus der das Land gesunder 
hervorgehen, aber unter der es auch in Tlieile zerbrochen 
werden kann. . . .®̂

For Turner, of course, the starting point of his history was the end 
of the frontier, and the crisis that he continually invokes throughout his
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work is the end of American exceptionalism and the fragility of a post­
frontier society. Once there is no longer free land, how can nature 
continue its work of Americanization, its regeneration of American 
culture? More importantly, like Sealsfield, Turner believed that democracy 
in the classically liberal sense was in grave danger. The encroachments of 
collectivization, bureaucracy, socialism, plutocracy—all these forces were 
threatening to impose upon American democracy a European and hence 
negative form.

Thus despite their courageous moments of optimism, the ruling 
emotion of both Sealsfield's and Turner's achievement was quiet 
desperation. Despite all of Turner's appeals to sectionalism and the state 
university and the pioneer heritage, he was not able to find a way of 
transcending the implications of the frontier thesis and create a viable 
model of the future.^^ In Sealsfield's case as well, as he reached the end 
of his life, he was plagued by the same insight as Turner: America had 
finally become Europeanized. Tliis may help to explain why Sealsfield did 
not publish any more works in the last years of his life. It also explains 
why Turner published only two books during his lifetime, only one of 
which was a historical monograph.^

Still Sealsfield's work perhaps comes closer to capturing the 
underlying significance of the frontier. In contrast to Turner, Sealsfield's 
epic of Western expansion is ultimately based on Machtstreben?^ In this 
sense Sealsfield's West approximates more closely in temper Turner's 
contemporary Owen Wister. In his novel. The Virginian (1902), the 
narrator, who resembles Wister himself, exclaims:

It was through the Declaration of Independence that we 
Americans acknowledged the eternal inequality of man. . . .
This is true democracy. And true democracy and true 
aristocracy are the same thing.^*

This is almost identical with Sealsfield's notion of "the democratic 
aristocrat." In Das Kajutenbuch his spokesman in the novel—the 
Alcalde—compares the Anglo-Americans in Texas with the Norman 
conquest of England. According to this analogy, the Texans, like the 
Normans before them, are supposed to sweep the old aristocracy aside 
and regenerate society. Tlieir only claim to rule, as Sealsfield's mentor 
figure argues, rests ultimately on their will to power.^’ In this sense, 
then, Sealsfield is not only an important precursor of the frontier thesis, 
but in addition an unsettling voice in its ideological deconstruction.

University o f Turku 
Turku, Finland
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