


done) and uses stylistic analysis to engage in reasonable speculation aboyt
unsigned pieces on Field’s favorite themes.

In Field's day, newspapers emphasized the local scene, and so dig
he throughout his career, to his original readers’ delight and our confusion,
Saum makes Field comprehensible and again does a great deal of ground-
work for subsequent researchers. He traces Field’s allusions to, by today’s
standards, inconsequential officials. “So very much of what Field treated in
politics,” Saum writes, “left only a slight trace in history.” In addition,
Saum’s investigation separates fact from fiction or points out where there is
little hope of doing so. Some of Field’s most outlandish narratives are
wrapped around a grain of truth, while his more matter-of-fact composi-
tions may be sheer fabrication.

Saum’s close reading of Field’s columns is overdue, but analysis of
individual pieces overshadows the discussion of Field's age promised by
the book's title. This situation perhaps arises because Saum has covered this
material in his earlier study, The Popular Mood of America, 1860-1890. Despite
its emphasis on the small picture, this latest book nevertheless puts Field in
context. His columns, for example, stimulated interest in American enter-
tainment, especially baseball and theater.

Saum admits that both Field’s style and his Republican partisanship
can make him unappealing to today’s readers. He situates Field stylistically
in an era where metrical, thymed poetry and the mixture of pathos with
humor were beloved but soon to be rejected. Field fought on the losing side
of the battle between romanticism and realism, but “Sharps and Flats”
enlivened the discussion.

Eugene Field and His Age also clarifies Field's ideology, reconciling
his allegiance to the Republican Party with his support of Jabor unions in
general and his friendship with Eugene Debs in particular. Saum reminds us
that, in Field's era, “reform” was the province of the Republican Party, while
many still associated the Democratic party with the values of the South.

The book’s organization has its advantages and disadvantages.
Those of us who enjoy narrative will find the volume’s topical divisions (the
west, politics, baseball, theater, and literature) unduly repetitive. This same
structure, however, makes the book a good resource for those who are con-
centrating on one or more of these areas.

Anyone interested in Field will want to start here. Engene Field and
His Age is also a valuable reference for studying the history of journalism
and the roots of some Illinots literature in it.
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