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y the constancy of physical form. Although Haw-
thorne foregrounds the instability of material 
forms and thus overturns the materialist logic un-
derwriting the aesthetic arguments of antebellum 
ethnology, he never disputes the legitimacy of ra-
cial hierarchies. Hawthorne ultimately opposes
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During  the  decade  leading  up to  
and including the Civil War, a series of guide-
books to Washington attempted to enlist the 
symbolic power of the Capitol to preserve and 
renew the meaning of the nation for an increas-
ingly divided citizenry. These guidebooks urged 
Americans to go to Washington to imagine 
themselves becoming what they (in imagina-
tion) already were—citizens united by their 
shared vision of the nation. The Civil War also 
motivated Nathaniel Hawthorne and Walt Whit-
man to make their own “tours” of Washington. 
What invested their travels and travel narratives 
with value was the unique perspectives these au-

the appreciation of aesthetic beauty to the main-
tenance of a viewer’s individuality—setting the 
moral instability of romance and Rome against 
the “simple daylight” of the United States—to 
establish a being’s aesthetic nature as itself the 
clearest marker of racial inferiority.

thors brought to their subject. The guidebooks, 
in contrast, aimed for reproducibility. Inflecting 
the language of tourism with that of the pilgrim-
age, guidebooks to the United States Capitol 
helped to (mass-)produce an idea of the nation 
while simultaneously investing it with the 
power of the sacred. The language of pilgrimage 
these guidebooks used infused the nation with 
history while simultaneously urging citizen- 
tourists to venerate a nation ever in the making. 
According to the guidebooks, the fulfillment of 
history that justified the language of the sacred 
lay in the future, which the gaze of the citizen- 
tourist was to help create. Making the Capitol 
the occasion for national imaginings, these 
guidebooks nostalgically constructed a past that 
never was and a citizenry that emerged through 
the act of (guided) interpretation, in which the 
citizen was cast as audience and actor in the on-
going performance of “the nation.” They thus 
set forth a model of citizenship flexible enough 
to withstand even the disruptions of war.
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