F. O. Matthiessen

1902-1950

Born in Pasadena, California in 1902 to a wealthy family, Francis Otto Matthiessen grew up in LaSalle, Illinois and studied at a preparatory school in Tarrytown, New York.  In 1919, after serving in the Canadian Air Force at the end of World War I, Matthiessen entered Yale University, where he excelled in the study of English literature and played a leading role in the student newspaper, the drama society, Bible study, and the Yale Liberal Club.  As a senior, he was admitted to the influential secret society Skull and Bones, where he apparently revealed that he was attracted to men.  Matthiessen’s homosexuality, which was later to become a more or less “open secret” during his tenure at Harvard, was publicly offset by his exceptional academic and extracurricular achievements, which won him the admiration and recognition of his professors and peers.  Honored at Yale as class orator and class deacon, Matthiessen also received the Alpheus Henry Snow Prize for his outstanding contribution to the school.  After graduation from Yale, Matthiessen continued his studies, first at Oxford, with a Rhodes scholarship, and then at Harvard, where he earned his PhD for a dissertation on translation in Elizabethan England in 1927; he would subsequently earn honorary degrees from Princeton and be elected to the National Institute of Arts and Letters as well.  

While in transit to England, Matthiessen met Russell Cheney, a painter and Matthiessen’s senior by some twenty years.  Matthiessen and Cheney soon cemented their relationship—cautiously styled, as critics have noted, in the fairly standard terms of a “spiritual friendship”—and stayed together until Cheney’s death in 1945.  The journals and letters between the two men, collected and published by Louis Hyde in 1978, provide compelling insight into an intense and durable relationship that, while little connected to the “gay community” in any current sense, drew on American literary and artistic culture, and the often only tensely acknowledged homosexual traditions within it, for guidance and inspiration.  Despondent over the death of Cheney, and increasingly subjected to the red scare tactics that came to consume the country in the early Cold War period, Matthiessen jumped from a window to his death in 1950.

Long before the isolation and despair that marked his final years, Matthiessen had been—and continues to be—one of the driving forces of progressive literary and cultural critique.  After a brief stint teaching at Yale, Matthiessen accepted a position in Harvard’s English Department, where he remained the rest of his life.  Working his way up the ranks from instructor in 1929 to full professor in 1942, Matthiessen was a passionate supporter of Harvard’s tutorial system and served as the chair of the undergraduate program in History and Literature and as the first senior tutor of Eliot House.  An incisive critic, prolific scholar, and open leftist who combined socialism and Christianity and who actively supported workers’ education, women’s rights, and the Civil Liberties Union, Matthiessen quickly distinguished himself as a leading force in the incipient field of American Studies, publishing groundbreaking works on Ralph Waldo Emerson, Henry David Thoreau, Herman Melville, Sarah Orne Jewett, Nathaniel Hawthorne, Theodore Dreiser, T. S. Eliot, and Walt Whitman.  Matthiessen’s most notable publications include American Renaissance: Art and Expression in the Age of Emerson and Whitman (Oxford UP, 1941), widely regarded as the foundational text of American Studies, and Henry James: The Major Phase (Oxford UP, 1944).  In his teaching as well as in his research, Matthiessen underscored the ties between literature and democratic politics.  His commitment to innovative and socially engaged education—even as he suffered the enforced secrecy that was the lot of so many gay people before Stonewall—makes F. O. Matthiessen a particularly suitable figure for the first visiting professorship in Gender and Sexuality Studies at Harvard University.

