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Abstract

William Dean Howells’ A Hazard of New Fortunes (1889) is a novel of risk. It entails chance on 
several levels. The title itself is redolent of risk: “hazard” and “fortunes” having connotations 
of peril and fate respectively. When we examine the aspects of Basil March’s career that Howells 
presents us with, we see an inherently cautious man thrust into a milieu that is fraught with danger. 
In A Hazard of New Fortunes, “risk” can be assessed as a virtual milieu-in-itself, a milieu that is 
composed of fin-de-siècle capitalism’s social imperatives.

Keywords: William Dean Howells, Boston, New York City, risk, fin-de-siècle capitalism, literary jour-
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William Dean Howells’ 1889 novel A Hazard of New Fortunes is a novel of risk. It entails 
chance on several levels. The title itself is redolent of risk: hazard and fortunes having 
connotations of peril and fate respectively. When we examine the aspects of Basil March’s 
career that Howells presents us with, we see an inherently cautious man thrust into a milieu 
that is fraught with danger. He works for an insurance company and seems to have set 
aside his previously held literary aspirations almost entirely. He has opted for the safety 
of an office job in order not to risk his family’s security. Indeed, in assessing A Hazard of 
New Fortunes, let us employ “risk” as a virtual milieu-in-itself, a milieu that is composed 
of fin-de-siècle capitalism’s social imperatives. Howells was outraged by the 1886 Hay-
market Massacre of protesting anarchists and his letter to Henry James details his ambition 
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to commit his radical political ideas to print (Anesko 192‒93). Howells “status as a radi-
cal” was certain by 1887; he wrote a letter to the New York Tribune calling for a stay of 
execution for the alleged anarchists (Forster 216). 

We know that by 1889 Howells embraced socialist ideals, and proceeding from this 
knowledge we may attempt to find a correspondence between the societal imperatives 
imposed by capitalism and the risk-laden milieu of Howells’ New York City. The control-
ling factors in March’s life all come from outside himself. He is incapable of directing his 
own life. March is a figure of mass society whose literary ambitions seem to be a mea-
ger defense against the depredations of mass society. Howells’ plot reveals political and 
social pressures that obviate any aesthetic isolation on March’s part. Basil March’s status 
as a mediator in the novel is a reflection of his status as a mediator for the reader. March 
functions as a normative character; we latch onto him easily even if our laughter at him 
precludes total identification with him. It is the contrast of March’s initial ponderousness 
that makes him such a worthwhile figure of venturesomeness once he decides to take the 
chance in New York. He is able to engage us because of his stolid progression. Unable to 
make a move, even when faced with being replaced by Matkins, his own assistant, March 
nevertheless is “our” man. We appreciate his position as a victim of the henpecking Isa-
bel and the ebullient Fulkerson. We have described March as a mediating figure. From 
the novel’s opening March is in fact a man caught in the middle. He is, as described by 
Fulkerson, a natural born literary man, who happens to work for an insurance company. 
The process by which he leaves insurance to edit Every Other Week is a means by which 
Howells clarifies March’s position as a mediator for the novel. March seems to be assum-
ing a mantle that was his from birth; actually he is going to work for Dryfoos the capitalist 
via Fulkerson. By moving into the editorship March takes his first risk, and he can now 
“mediate” for a society in which art is a function of capitalism.1

Let us turn then to Howells’ opening of his narrative. “Now” is the novel’s first word. 
Perhaps no other word in the language conveys immediacy more forcefully, yet beyond 
the self-evident nature of this word, let us concern ourselves with its power. It is appropri-
ate that Fulkerson utters this word, for he seems the very embodiment of it. Fulkerson is 
always moving, always enthusiastic. He is in complete contrast to March’s sedentariness. 
Thrust into temporalness, as we are by Fulkerson, let us observe the danger that Fulkerson 
seems to exude. Fulkerson is “at risk” when first we see him; he is leaning back with his 
chair tilted off the floor. Such a posture is almost reckless, despite the fact he is giving 
instructions to March. Indeed, Fulkerson appears to sense the precariousness of his posi-
tion for he changes it to a safer and more authoritarian one. Fulkerson stands to tell March 
that he should get out of the insurance business. It is most ironic that March is getting sick 
of selling people protection against the natural consequences of life because he himself 
wants to be free of the security, the insurance, which this position provides for him. He 
is tired of being a cog in what is actually an odds-making business. To return briefly to 
Howells’ title, “hazard” is a technical term in the insurance business relating to something 
of more than ordinary liability, and Fulkerson and March relativize the quotidian dangers 
which we observe in context with the celestial images that Fulkerson invokes. Fulkerson 
places himself at the same level as the Creator-God, “I tell you March, this is the greatest 
idea that has been struck… since the creation of man” (Hazard 7).
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In his way, conversely, Fulkerson can be seen as a devil-figure or at least as “Satan’s 
angel,” as March describes him to his wife (21). He works to seduce March and is an 
amusing figure, more “Old Nick” or “Mr. Scratch” than demon: “he wore his grizzled 
beard full, but cropped close; it gave him a certain grimness, corrected by the gentleness 
of his eyes” (7). The thin bamboo cane that Fulkerson brandishes is his tail, and it is this 
appendage that nearly causes a desktop disaster of immense proportions: the toppling of 
March’s mucilage bottle and inkstand. The upsetting of these objects would be to a blotter 
the equivalent of the fall of brimstone and sulfur upon the biblical Cities of the Plain. How-
ells saw urbanization as nothing short of a conflagration for the lower classes; he enjoyed 
living in the city (Crider 60–62). It is within such a parameter that March and Fulkerson’s 
“worldliness” takes on its element of risk. While Fulkerson is too obvious to be anything 
more than a figure of fun, March’s self-deprecating manner adds to our perception of 
Fulkerson as the picture of confidence and self-assuredness. When we compare the two 
men in their exchange, we wonder about their relationship. March says that he gave up 
“smoking and the muse together” before his marriage, and has attempted nothing literary 
since. Fulkerson is undaunted by this admission. He wants an editor with little experience. 
Fulkerson himself is taking a risk with March. Through this sequence we are able to note 
the “haphazard” nature of the enterprise and the essential rootlessness of March’s career. 
He got into the insurance business by “accident”. March does not seem to have the cer-
tainty of will that Fulkerson possesses in such abundance. 

When March and Fulkerson come to the point in their discussion when the name of 
the magazine is brought up, it is clear that Fulkerson really needs March. Fulkerson tells 
March that the name will be left undecided until an editor is chosen. It is here that March’s 
enthusiasm perks up somewhat. He begins a series of suggestions which, while comic, 
do have elements of irony and even of foreshadowing in them: “From Sea to Sea”, ”The 
Syndicate”, “The Mutual”, “The Round Robin”, “The Army of the Martyrs”, “The Fifth 
Wheel”, “The Free Lance”, “The Hog on Ice”, and “The Lone Hand”. It is at this point 
that Fulkerson says to March, “I see the poison’s beginning to work in you, March.” Fulk-
erson’s vaguely stated ideas about the nature of how the magazine will be run cannot but 
help fill the reader with some foreboding. Glancing back over the titles with this forebod-
ing in mind, we might note that “syndicate” is part of the vocabulary of trade unionism, 
so despised by the journal’s owner Dryfoos; there will be nothing “mutual” at all in the 
running of the magazine once Dryfoos’ ire is aroused; between Fulkerson, March, Conrad 
Dryfoos and Dryfoos there will be confusion of final responsibility; Conrad Dryfoos will 
become a martyr for humanity; there is something more mercenary than “completely inde-
pendent” about the magazine; Dryfoos is certainly porcine in his growing rapaciousness, 
and this culminates in his struggle with March over Lindau; and at least part of “the whole 
West” would recall that it was a “lone hand” that wrote on the wall at Belshazzar’s feast. 
It is appropriate that Fulkerson, the man so much of his own times, should opt for a title 
that has to do with periodicity. “Every Other Week” springs from an English model that 
was not successful and which, despite its title, became a “monthly,”2 and from the French 
Revue des Deux Mondes which was successfully published twice monthly.3 Perhaps even 
more noteworthy is the fact that Fulkerson, the jingoistic American, is aware of such noted 
English and French journals. The “poison” Fulkerson injects into March works slowly. 



10

LITERATURE AND CULTURE

March is by nature plodding and is not quite as easily used by Fulkerson as we might think. 
Fulkerson understands the balance of power in the March household, and when March 
voices his objections about moving to New York he makes his knowledge clear:

I daresay it wouldn’t–or needn’t–cost so very much more, but I don’t want
to go to New York; or my wife doesn’t. It’s the same thing.”
“A good deal samer,” Fulkerson admitted. (12)

Fulkerson’s “candor” is quite evident in the above quoted passage. Yet, Fulkerson can 
be selective about his candor. Consider that it takes seven pages for Fulkerson (71–78) 
to admit to March that Dryfoos is his “angel.” It is this quality that demonstrates his 
manipulative ability. He is able to control information about the magazine and thus control 
March’s responses to it. 

The other great, indeed greater, influence on Basil March is his wife Isabel. It is she who 
will decide whether Basil will take the proffered job or not. March is quite the family man 
and Howells subtly draws for us a picture of life at the March house. It is significant that 
they reside in the South End, an address marking them as distinctly middle class, despite 
Isabel’s family income. Bella March “lies in wait” like a predator and pounces on her 
father upon his arrival; Tom March is indifferent to his father; Mrs. March is sitting, look-
ing “cultivated,” as she reads that most proper Bostonian newspaper The Transcript; and 
yet all is not right with this world. Isabel sensed something wrong when Basil kissed her; 
she lives up to her cultivated “look” by making a play on words in French (16). It is here in 
March’s home that we learn that the magazine is to be based on “the principle of coopera-
tion” (17) inspired by March himself. It was his “germ”, his “microbe” as Fulkerson puts 
it. The risk of leaving for New York is depicted as a sort of bacillus. Moreover, this germ 
of journalistic enterprise will infect the March household and lead Basil to speculate that 
his position at the insurance company, Reciprocity Life, is not secure. The children express 
selfish, albeit “educational” reasons for not wanting to go to New York and are immune 
to the “irony” of March’s response to their selfishness as Howells describes it in the first 
sentence of the novel’s fourth chapter. It is at this point that the question of exchange may 
be raised about March’s existence.

We have observed March at his office with Fulkerson and at home with his family. 
What are the values “exchanged” in these opening scenes? How does March assay his 
own position? He appears unable to bargain from strength, and to view himself as being 
somehow worthless. March’s personal inelasticity reflects his place of residence. By 1890, 
the year of the novel’s writing, Boston had not been the nation’s literary capitol for fifteen 
years.4 At Reciprocity Life, March’s productivity has declined and he is replaced by his 
own clerk. March admits that he has not changed his way of handling the office’s affairs: 

During the eighteen years of his connection with it – first as a subordinate in the Bos-
ton office, and finally as its general agent there – he had seen a good many changes in 
the Reciprocity; presidents, vice-presidents, actuaries, and general agents had come 
and --gone, but there had always seemed to be a recognition of his efficiency, or 
at least sufficiency, and there had never been any manner of trouble, no question 
of accounts, no apparent dissatisfaction with his management, until latterly, when 
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there had begun to come from headquarters some suggestions of enterprise in certain 
ways,.. he had embodied some of Matkins’ ideas. The things proposed seemed vul-
gar; he had never thought himself wanting in energy, though probably he had left the 
business to take its own course in the old lines more than he had realized. (29)

How knowing of Howells to have March gently offered a demotion that he will nearly 
insist on taking. Amy Kaplan draws upon Walter Benjamin’s figure of “the Walker in the 
City” as a figure that stands for the writer (71). Alfred Kazin famously used this as the title 
for his memoir of growing up in New York City. One of Kazin’s themes is the immigrant 
who has arrived, and he reveals his growing consciousness of himself as an American in 
a city of transplanted cultures. The rootlessness that Benjamin sees as the key to under-
standing Baudelaire and the nineteenth century underlies the Marches’ search for a place in 
New York City. For her part, Kaplan applies this idea from Benjamin’s “On Some Motifs 
in Baudelaire” to emphasize the Marches’ dread of somehow making a mistake and los-
ing their genteel place should they not choose the proper address. They become acutely 
aware of the line between “respectability” and “shabbiness.” In this essay by Benjamin, 
there is also a section on the nineteenth-century phenomenon of gambling among the mid-
dle classes.5 Kaplan analyzes the apartment hunting sequence in terms of “being foreign 
territory, [which] the narrative struggles to chart (71).” Yet to return to “risk,” and our 
purposes, the search for the apartment is essentially a gamble. The “real estate game” has 
very high stakes and the Marches are not canny gamblers. It is not enough to simply find 
a place to live; one must find the right place.

1890 is usually seen as the year of the closing of the American frontier and the begin-
ning of the city’s taking its place. Kaplan argues precisely this point (76). The next frontier 
is an urban one. March (like Howells himself) is blazing a new trail in American cultural 
history. This will expedite the self-fashioning and creation of literary personae culminating 
in the first quarter of the twentieth century with the debut of The New Yorker, the maga-
zine “not for the old lady from Dubuque.” Harold Ross, who made that declaration in the 
magazine’s 1925 prospectus, was himself from Aspen, Colorado, but he is emblematic 
of the early twentieth-century American literary figures who gathered in New York City 
to make their careers as cosmopolitan artists. The modern artist is remade by distancing 
himself or herself from anything that is not the metropolis; clearly Boston lacks sufficient 
scope to embody this new aesthetic imperative (let alone Dubuque, Iowa). These twenti-
eth-century New Yorkers were prefigured by Baudelaire as much as the nineteenth-century 
Parisians on whom Benjamin elaborates. Pizer’s recent “formalist” discussion of the novel 
emphasizes the importance of non-native New Yorkers to Howells’ cultural landscape: 
in choosing to make March’s move to New York to start a new journal the fulcrum upon 
which the novel rests, Howells was thus reflecting both his own personal hazard of new 
fortunes and that of an entire literary and artistic generation. Pizer’s argument sums up 
and also amplifies Howells’ place as author and exemplar of the cultural transition that the 
novel depicts. Pizer seeks to counter Kaplan’s social argument. Indeed, her perspective is 
a social one, and much of the commentary on the novel is rightly taken up with this point 
of view. Nevertheless, to shift from this perspective and consider another aspect of How-
ells’ society, one may view the Marches as displaced pseudo-aristocrats. After all, Isabel’s 
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money is not enough to live on. They must leave Boston-in-decline to come to the new 
city-on-the-hill: New York City. It is here that commodification is the norm and in a signa-
tory exchange on the train to New York, Basil and Isabel, though not without irony, reveal 
how they have become a bit commodified themselves. The conversation they have demon-
strates that Basil’s ideas are potentially worth money – they are things that may generate 
income. He is not an intellectual, but a generator of ideas to sell. Isabel makes herself his 
agent when she insists that Basil marshal his resources rather than carelessly expend them. 
Basil is observing that the foliage is not as dramatic as in years past, and this leads him to 
conclude: “Do you see how the foreground keeps abreast of us, while the middle distance 
seems stationary? I don’t think I ever noticed that effect before” (35). It is an idea that 
March feels should have something literary in it – “retreating past, and advancing future…
deceitfully permanent present” (35). Isabel remonstrates with him for “wasting an idea.” 
Basil responds that she is right; it is taking money “out of Fulkerson’s pocket” (35). No 
matter how self-consciously, or ironically, the Marches have allowed the salesman – com-
modity – to get his foot in the door. How did they finally decide to make the move to New 
York? They entered into an exchange of risks.

It is Isabel who recognizes their position for what it is; she spurs her husband on to 
achieve his literary ambitions. Howells has played a variation here on what might be a false 
typification: Isabel has her own property, yet she is taking the risk using her own economic 
leverage. We must allow that there is a genuine bond between Basil and Isabel for us to be 
able to accept her statement, “If I could once feel that you had fairly seen what you could 
do in literature, I should die happy” (25). Moreover, she “pleads” with Basil, “I will take 
all the responsibility” (25). Surely she is no pasteboard figure. Basil may be dominated, 
but he appears to need this in order to survive. It is Isabel’s property that enables her to 
function as Howells’ “real grasshopper” (6) and avoid the danger of becoming a late Victo-
rian type. When the Marches finally settle into their apartment, Howells returns the reader 
to Every Other Week. The magazine is a venture of motivation for the novel’s narrative, an 
economic device that brings the other characters of the book together. The correspondence 
between the economic risk of the magazine and the social risk of the Marches’ relocation 
is somewhat vitiated by the presence of the capitalist, Dryfoos. Yet this vitiation has its 
price. March and company are relieved of the responsibility of risk; therefore, they cannot 
be independent. Every Other Week is nothing more than chattel journalism. Despite the 
high-mindedness of its syndicalized management, it is essentially a sham that functions on 
Dryfoos’ whim. Thus the main body of Howells’ narrative is caught up in a dysfunction 
that will have fatal results: Lindau’s and Conrad Dryfoos’ deaths. Dryfoos is punished for 
his manipulation of the system. He overreaches when he attempts to become a capitalist 
overlord. Howells abhors such a would-be malefactor of wealth as Dryfoos and will not 
allow him to flourish. Dryfoos’ insistence that Lindau be removed prefigures the transit 
strike because it makes March aware that he is a mere functionary in a capitalist’s enter-
prise. Dryfoos summarily ordains and March must abjectly obey. March will not comply 
with him, and the conflict represents a “holy war.” He must resist or be swallowed up. 

While this refusal to buckle under by March is often seen as evidence of moral growth 
on his part, perhaps we can look at it in a different light and consider it as a consequence 
of a power struggle between March and Dryfoos (Cooley 75 and Nettels 107). Is March’s 
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refusal to fire Lindau symptomatic of his growth as a citizen of New York City, cognizant 
of his own ambitions at last? I think that it is. March is finally able to enter into a risk 
exchange of his own volition. Morality aside though, it of course adds to March’s side of 
the exchange. Basil is fighting for his own position, his authority. March is no longer the 
alienated figure; he applies the values that are native to himself (however, we must not pre-
clude loyalty to an old friend here) in order to challenge the assault on his place in society. 
March has taken his own role in New York. He is a “literary man” now. In Boston, he was 
working for his family, satisfied with being dissatisfied. Now he will not be brushed aside. 
What a change from the March who would have gladly assumed his inferior’s position at 
Reciprocity Life. March will not have his authority challenged. We are observing the first 
stage of Dryfoos’ “disintegration.” As Trilling has written in “William Dean Howells and 
the Roots of Modern Taste”: “Disintegration itself fascinates us because it is a power. Evil 
has always fascinated men, not only because it is opposed to good but also because it is in 
its own right, a power” (88).

Dryfoos’ daunted application of his own power will end up disintegrating him. The 
flaws in his personal application of capitalistic energy are too many for his family to bear, 
and it will break down under this pressure. It is an ironic thought that Dryfoos succeeded in 
creating a valuable commodity out of all this, the magazine Every Other Week. The period-
ical becomes viable on its own. It is important that we recall Dryfoos’ pseudo-capitalistic 
origins at this point. He was a farmer with the good luck to own land that held natural gas 
beneath it. Dryfoos is not really an actual capitalist until he “owns” Every Other Week. We 
recall his mentioning that Rockefeller undercut his prices at one time, causing Dryfoos to 
lose money. Dryfoos cannot be allowed to function as a successful capitalist because of 
his desperate desire to overreach himself – reflected by the pathetic social pretensions 
of his wife and daughters. Dryfoos stands for the great myth of laissez-faire competition. 
He has already been victimized by a genuine capitalist, Rockefeller, yet his lack of aware-
ness is such that he cannot see the smallness of his own position until his son is killed. 
A Hazard of New Fortunes is thus a title that is a commentary on the novel itself. The risk 
exchanges that March and Dryfoos enter into demonstrate that March is the stronger of the 
two: both originally “Western men,” they come to New York and collide. Dryfoos, though, 
is a man made wealthy by chance, and thereafter bankrupts himself of morality. March, 
while lacking wealth, has convictions that have lain dormant since he chose not to employ 
them. When confronted, March will rise and Dryfoos fall. The transit strike is the means 
by which Dryfoos will be undone.

The transit strike which forces the narrative to its climax is Howells’ de1iberate projec-
tion of human will onto the capitalist system. The strike engages all of the characters since 
the transit system is such a vital part of the city. It is quite a stroke for Howells that he can 
so unobtrusively crystallize the problems of the capitalist city. It is the social contract abro-
gated by the risk of the social contract in capitalism writ large. Neutrality is impossible. 
The accounting process will give no quarter. Yet, the amoral vengefulness of capitalism is 
not an excuse for Howells to wax didactic because he presents the problem with no solu-
tions readily at hand. It has been observed that Howells was using Tolstoy as his model by 
this time in his career, yet in A Hazard of New Fortunes, we find no such commandments 
such as those the Russian author would later include at the end of Resurrection (1899). 
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Of course, Howells lacks Tolstoy’s religious convictions and Hazard is a much smaller 
work than Tolstoy’s is, but Howells is also writing of a society that is economically more 
sophisticated than Tolstoy’s is. Therefore it is more difficult in Howells’ more “advanced” 
capitalistic society to have such an earnest hope as is articulated by Tolstoy’s “Forgive!” 
at the close of Resurrection. What Howells gives us is a wiser March who is a narrative 
figure capable of mediating for the end of a novel that will not bring closure. The reader 
needs March to grow not so that we will be “satisfied” at his personal “progress,” but so 
that Howells can refrain from didacticism. March hardens but does not become a negative 
character. The determinism that March expresses in the latter section of Hazard is How-
ells’ solution, which according to Bennett is his “recognition that he could offer only the 
most generalized kind of answer to the individual moral question. It is simply not possible 
to provide any really useful clue as to what the individual should do to act against the 
system” (41). It is interesting that March feels “a fantastic sense of shame” (Hazard 330) 
with regard to Lindau. Here, March is at his most moralistic, yet he will emerge from this 
struggle changed just as Dryfoos will. March has a conversation with his wife toward the 
last part of the novel in which his “philosophy of life” clearly shows the influence of hav-
ing lived in New York City and how it has hardened him: 

Someone always has you by the throat, unless you have someone else in your grip. 
I wonder if that’s the attitude the Almighty intended his respectable creatures to take 
toward one another! I wonder if he meant our civilization, the battle we fight in, the 
game we trick in! I wonder if He considers it final, and if the Kingdom of Heaven on 
Earth, which we pray for…. (379)

Mrs. March coolly responds that she assumes he has been with Lindau, but he has “not 
gotten his piety from Lindau” (379). The expression of doubt bordering on disgust and 
rejection is the fruition of March’s time in the city. March and his wife continue their con-
versation and it grows heated. Here is where the novel can begin its way toward a conclu-
sion. When March says conditions make character, he is waving the determinist reformer’s 
banner that would fly even higher when Riis’ How the Other Half Lives was published the 
following year (1890). Howells saves this scene from lapsing into the speechifying of zeal-
otry by March’s proclamation that he will become a beggar. By returning to their encounter 
with the panhandler, the incident early in the novel that rather shocked the Marches, and 
furthermore by March’s ironic attitude regarding that beggar, we see that he has become 
genuinely sophisticated. The sarcasm that March uses when he talks of becoming a beggar 
in the argument with his wife shows us that he has fully assimilated himself into the pro-
cess of risk exchange. He can entertain the idea that the beggar they saw may have been an 
“impostor.” Isabel can only argue earnestly, taking the beggar at face value and even taking 
her husband’s sarcasm seriously.

March’s ludicrous “decision” to take up beggary is a response to the dilemma of an 
individual poised against society. This is not the only possible response, though. Howells 
himself is too sophisticated to claim as much for Basil, whose acceptance of risk exchange 
as a modus vivendi does not preclude his disgust with capitalism. There is no shining light 
to lead the Marches away from New York City. Indeed, in the United States there is really 
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no alternative. Howells is not writing a utopian novel. Thus, there can be no closure, only 
acceptance. In A Hazard of New Fortunes, we have certainly seen more of life’s danger-
ous side than its smiling side. Howells would assuredly concur with this passage from 
Tolstoy’s What Is Art?:

The task of art is enormous. Through the influence of real art, aided by science…that 
peaceful cooperation of man which is now maintained by external means…should 
be obtained by man’s free and joyous activity. Art should cause violence to be set 
aside. (287)

The violence of Howells’ novel is the violence of a society in conflict with itself. It is not 
only the threat of anarchism or labor unrest that Lindau’s character presents. It is another 
aspect of the new urban “frontier.” To consider another aspect of what happened with the 
closing of the frontier at the end of the nineteenth century, one must also recall that this 
meant the end of the warfare between the United States Army and the Native Americans 
of the western territories. For a time, from the Haymarket Massacre (1886) through the 
first “Red Scare” (1919–1920) conservative Americans were profoundly afraid that an era 
of urban violence bordering on revolutionary ferocity was at hand. No such revolution 
took place, of course, but neither has there been a satisfactory conclusion to the conflict 
that Howells depicts in the novel. Howells has presented a picture of the conflict, not the 
resolution of the conflict. True to his idealization of Tolstoy, Howells is also a defender of 
art holding the mirror up to nature.6 Further, regarding Shakespearean reference, consider 
the source of Howells’ title, lines from Shakespeare’s King John King John, Act II, scene i:

And all the unsettled humours of the land, 
Rash, inconsiderate, fiery voluntaries, 
With ladies’ faces and fierce dragons’ spleens, 
Have sold their fortunes at their native homes, 
Bearing their birthrights proudly on their backs, 
To make hazard of new fortunes here: 
In brief, a braver choice of dauntless spirits 
Than now the English bottoms have waft o’er 
Did nearer float upon the swelling tide, 
To do offence and scath in Christendom. 
 Lines 66–75.

These lines spoken by Chatillon, the haughty French ambassador to the English court, 
are conventionally seen as being reflected by the Marches’ move to New York City and 
Dryfoos’ arriviste arrogance. However, Jonathan Bauch raises the possibility that Lindau, 
the “fiery voluntary” of Revolution, should also be included here. He argues that Howells 
intended Lindau to be not only a German immigrant, but a Jewish immigrant, thus embod-
ying the immigrant hordes hazarding their fortunes in America (15). Bauch is much more 
concerned with “the other half” than are most commentators on the novel. He makes much 
of the fear of violence that “alien” anarchists inspired. Doubtless Lindau is the touchstone 
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for the violence central to the novel’s conclusion, and we would do well to recognize that 
fear, and to recall the combustible nature of the commodity in question (natural gas) as 
well as its commercial value, which pays March’s and Fulkerson’s salaries. Thus, risk 
underlies every aspect of A Hazard of New Fortunes.

Notes
1 For a discussion of the role of mediation as a function of art in society, see Williams 97–98.
2 Gross discusses the Fortnightly throughout his book as a leading journal.
3 Becker and Philips note La Revue des Deux Mondes throughout their text.
4 For a discussion of Howells’ move to New York and the decline of Boston, see Brooks 373–394.
5 Benjamin’s consideration of gambling is continued in Section IX of “One Some Motifs in 

Baudelaire.” 178–182.
6 Howells’ defense of using nature as the standard against which art should be measured is in 

Becker, 134.
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