Cambridge University Press

978-0-521-55650-7 - The Courtship of Olivia Langdon and Mark Twain
Susan K. Harris

Frontmatter

More information

Passionate readers both, Olivia Langdon and Mark Twain courted
through books, spelling out their expectations through literary
references as they corresponded during their frequent separa-
tions. Their letters reveal Olivia Langdon not as a Victorian
prude, as many twentieth-century critics have portrayed her, but
as a thoughtful intellectual, widely read in literature, history, and
modern science. Not surprisingly, the letters show Twain as a crit-
tic, a suitor who lampooned Langdon’s interests even while he
sought to win her love. While Langdon’s letters show her carefully
considering her culture’s array of possible role models, Twain’s
exhibit his conservatism about women’s nature and roles. At the
same time, they show him resisting many of his culture’s basic as-
sumptions. Working with Langdon’s own letters and diaries as
well as Twain’s, Harris traces the complexities of Langdon and
Twain’s courtship within their larger contexts, showing how they
negotiated their relationship through the mediums of literature,
material culture, and the dynamics of the extended family.
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I have dedicated this book to the memory of Darryl Baskin be-
cause his interest in Elmira history was directly responsible for its
inception. I first visited the Elmira Center for Mark Twain Studies
at Quarry Farm in 1988. Though I had published a book on
Twain in the early 198os, I had moved away from Mark Twain
studies and did not think I would ever return. But Darryl was
searching for speakers for the center’s lecture series, and some-
one gave him my name. I flew to Elmira and Darryl picked me
up at the airport. On the way to the farm he lectured me on
Elmira’s demography, past and present. I remember that ride as
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ment for the Humanities granted me a fellowship to research a
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speak for many members of the Mark Twain community when I
say that for me staying at Quarry Farm has been among the most
moving experiences of my life. At this writing, I have been ac-
quainted with the house for seven years, and it has become a part
of my life ~ tranquil mornings in the study or on the porch,
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Berkeley, at Trinity, and at Stowe-Day — have shown me once
again how inestimable is the value of librarians and curators. A
collection is only as good as the staff that cares for it.

I am indebted to other people and institutions as well: to the
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to general readers. My second reader, a year later, was Joan Hed-
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stimulated three more months of revisions, aimed both at making
the text still more accessible and at clarifying my concepts and
expanding cultural contexts. Both Gretchen Sharlow and the
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A NOTE ABOUT NAMES

Some readers may be disturbed by my referring to Olivia Louise
Langdon Clemens as ‘‘Langdon” throughout this book. I do so
because I find it offensively familiar for biographers and critics to
refer to their subjects by first name. Additionally, when the sub-
ject is a woman, calling her by her first name is both patronizing
and denigrating. On principle, then, I do not use first names
alone.

I also realize, however, that my principles occasionally entail
confusion, largely because women’s last names change. Many
women are also happy to be known by their husbands’ surnames.
Nevertheless, for consistency’s sake, I have decided to stick to
“Langdon’ even after Olivia Langdon becomes Olivia Clemens.
One of the few places I bend this rule is in sections of Chapter
5, where I discuss the Clemenses’ first child, Langdon Clemens.
There I refer to him as ‘“baby Langdon’ and to his mother as
“Olivia.”

xiii

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/0521556503
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

