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 Elder Northfield’s Home; or, Sacrificed on the Mormon Altar. By A. Jennie 
Bartlett. Edited by Nicole Tonkovich. Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 
2015. xlvi + 313 pp. $30 paper.

Kyla Schuller, Rutgers University– New Brunswick

“Is not this slavery of the West a much more despicable one than that of the 
South,” novelist A. Jennie Bartlett pleads in the preface to her recently repub-
lished 1882 anti- polygamy novel, “in that it is a slavery of defenceless women?” 
(3). Bartlett’s Elder Northfield’s Home; or, Sacrificed on the Mormon Altar gives 
us insight into how the intertwined logics of sex, race, and sentiment shaped a 
range of important nineteenth- century phenomena. These include feminisms, 
domesticity, sexual politics, religious intolerance, sensationalist epistemology, 
queer relations, the biopolitics of motherhood, and widespread civilizationist 
hierarchies that reserved the status of “civilized,” and the correlated concepts of 
manhood and womanhood, to white Christians living in monogamous mar-
riage within democratic and capitalist regimes. Nicole Tonkovich’s introduc-
tion places the novel within its historical context, with careful attention to the 
history of polygamy and anti- polygamy activity and women’s varied experi-
ences of plural marriage, including its defenders. The republication of Elder 
Northfield’s Home offers a nuanced example of an understudied nineteenth- 
century social movement largely fought for white women by white women 
and of the varied uses of sentimentalism as epistemology and political protest, 
including in settler colonial societies of the Mountain West.

Part political tract and part sentimental tale, Elder Northfield’s Home begins 
where most domestic novels end: with the marriage of its heroine. Marriage 
presents the crisis, rather than the solution, of its central drama, a clever formal 
rendering of the novel’s objective to rouse sympathy for the polygamous wives 
of Utah and outrage at the doctrines of the Mormon church. The novel opens 
as newlyweds Marion and Elder Northfield joyfully travel from their ancestral 
homes in England to the new settlement at Salt Lake City, unhindered by the 
objections of recently converted Marion’s family. Marion’s happiness is soon 
clouded by the ubiquity of polygamy among the Mormon settlers, although her 
husband earnestly promises never to sully their relation with plural marriage. 
But as the years wear on, “the perpetual influence of the Mormon leaders had 
their effect at last on their victim,” and Elder Northfield takes a second wife. 
Upon her untimely death, in fact, he takes a third (106). Marion submits to her 
marital duty. She vows, however, to save her daughter Mayon from the destiny 
she herself cannot escape, even as her son becomes a well- regarded mission-
ary. When Mayon receives a marriage proposal at the tender age of fifteen, 
Marion ushers her to safety under the guardianship of her father’s fleeing third 
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wife. The second half of the novel follows Mayon as she matures, is tricked 
into returning to Salt Lake under false pretenses, hazards a narrow escape, and, 
true to the sentimental mode, falls in love with a doctor later revealed to be 
her brother before she marries another man. The novel closes as the rest of the 
Northfield family leaves Salt Lake and Mormonism altogether and are warmly 
welcomed back into the fold by Marion’s New York relations, among whom 
they soon establish domestic tranquillity.

The novel’s feminist perspective is deeply integrated with its civilization-
ist perspective that Mormonism is a barbaric institution. In the introduction, 
Tonkovich stresses that while Elder Northfield’s Home shares much in common 
with the plethora— nearly one hundred— of anti- polygamy novels and exposés 
printed after the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter- Day Saints formally endorsed 
plural marriage in 1852, it bears some notable qualities that make it among the 
most intriguing of these texts. Chief among these is the agency that Bartlett 
ascribes to women in polygamous relationships. That women are sacrifices “on 
the Mormon altar” is a frequent refrain throughout (310), an image that tidily 
captures Bartlett’s argument that Mormonism fails to respect the dignity and 
honor of (white) womanhood and thereby destroys the very agents of moral 
society. The intrepidness of Marion and her daughter in pursuing their escape 
is highlighted by many of the novel’s sensational elements, including running 
away in disguise, a train crash, a boat lost at sea, and two involuntary stays 
in insane asylums. Bartlett’s contrasting account of women’s agency and the 
supposed heathenism of the Mormon religion reveals useful lessons for fem-
inists today. The racial and civilizationist underpinnings of dominant white 
feminisms of the nineteenth century are still too infrequently explored, and 
this novel offers important and nuanced evidence of the biopolitical hierar-
chy that many white feminists relied upon to articulate the rights of their sex. 
Nowhere is this clearer than in Bartlett’s repeated claim that polygamy is worse 
than chattel slavery, because only the former affects womanhood— the unstated 
implication of which is the then- widespread idea that African Americans had 
yet to achieve sexual differentiation, a status reserved for the so- called civilized 
races alone.

Scholars of sexuality, sensation, and sentiment may find much of interest 
here. The novel’s portrayal of polygamous marriage offers an in- depth account 
of domestic arrangements that far exceed the emergent dictates of hetero-
sexuality. “When the structure of the putatively normal monogamous fam-
ily is altered, other perversions inevitably follow,” Tonkovich observes in the 
introduction, and indeed Elder Northfield’s polygamy yields separated twins, 
incestuous engagements, child brides, and more (xxii). Yet one can even find 
glimmers of praise for queer relations, such as when Elder Northfield’s third 
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wife promises that “[s]he wished to live more as a helper in the family and 
companion to Marion, than as a wife,” and Bartlett’s narration often expands 
from polygamy to a critique of heterosexual marriage more broadly (170). For 
example, the novel questions the validity of the dictate that a wife must obey 
her husband’s wishes even when they violate her own religious principles (60). 
Throughout, the novel tracks the comparative values of reason, sensation, and 
emotion, generally finding rationality to have far more limited scope than the 
far- reaching effects of ideologies that work directly on the feelings of the body. 
Bartlett criticizes Mormon influence as working on “the credulity, excitabil-
ity, and emotional sensibilities of their victims” in a manner akin to intoxica-
tion (186, 130). In contrast, the slow and steady work of Protestant civilization 
orchestrates educational experiences that impress the malleable minds of chil-
dren and teach the mastery of emotional self- regulation. As Marion reflects, 
“[Elder Northfield] little knew of the hope [for escape] that was the secret of 
her calmness, nor realized that her self- control was like a desperate effort for 
dear life” (114). Sentimentalism, in this novel, emerges powerfully as a politi-
cal strategy, an epistemology, and a technique of self- discipline, rendering the 
novel relevant to multiple fields today, ranging from sensory studies to theories 
of biopower.

 Emotional Reinventions: Realist- Era Representations beyond Sympathy. By 
Melanie V. Dawson. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2015. vi + 309 
pp. $85.00 cloth/$39.95 paper, ebook.

Jane F. Thrailkill, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill

If “emotion as a subject” is the purview of the “sentimental enterprise,” how 
then is an avowed literary realist to claim this terrain of human experience (15)? 
This is a central question that Melanie Dawson addresses in her new book, 
Emotional Reinventions: Realist- Era Representations beyond Sympathy. In it, she 
examines how writers from William Dean Howells and Mark Twain to Alice 
Dunbar- Nelson and Charles Chesnutt sought to attend to emotion as a sub-
ject while remaining true to core realist attitudes and representational com-
mitments. By the 1870s, the expression and codification of emotion preoccu-
pied Charles Darwin and a range of realism- friendly thinkers such as Herbert 
Spencer, William James, and Thorstein Veblen. Emotional Reinventions traces 
the strategies that exemplary realist writers used in “deploying and contain-
ing emotion” (42): methods for wrestling potentially destabilizing, boundary- 
blurring affects into a contained, stabilized form while attempting to ward off 
the unappealing alternative of “seeming virtually emotionless” (172).


