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Dear Library Research Prize Committee, 

 The title of my project is Children in Company with Adults: Double Coding in Sarah 

Piatt’s Postbellum Children’s Poetry. It comprises the research essay component of Prof. 

Elizabeth Renker’s English 4590.08H course, an Honors seminar focused on U.S. and Colonial 

Literature. Prof. Renker designed this course to be a research-intensive immersion in U.S. 

literature from the latter half of the nineteenth century. The research was to be conducted 

primarily in Ohio State’s Rare Books and Manuscripts Library, working with primary sources. 

 Before I began this project, I knew virtually nothing about nineteenth-century U.S. 

literature. I had read a bit of Walt Whitman and Emily Dickinson on my own time, but never 

undertaken a rigorous survey of the time period. Furthermore, I knew even less about the process 

of archival research. I had never even set foot inside the RBMS’s reading room. We spent the 

first three weeks of class going over the literary climate in the nineteenth century, specifically 

focused on the poetry of Sarah M.B. Piatt. Piatt was a poet of the postbellum period (1865-1900), 

whose work has been barred from the canon due to her contemporary critics’ distaste for her 

controversial writing style. Prof. Renker, a leading Piatt scholar, has played an instrumental role 

in obtaining a large quantity of Piatt’s unpublished material for the RBMS Library. As we read 

Piatt in class, I became fascinated by her tendency to write children’s poetry packed with themes 

of death, grief, depression, and suffering. I felt compelled to keep researching Piatt as we settled 

into our topics before diving into the primary materials research. I had to figure out why she 

would ever have wanted to, or felt comfortable with, writing such morose poetry for children. 



 I knew that the RBMS had a collection on Sarah Piatt. However, I also knew that I would 

need to research other pieces of nineteenth-century children’s literature to get a true sense of how 

Piatt’s writing fit into the context of postbellum poetry. So, before I began my research, I met 

with Prof. Anne Fields, the library’s English Subject Specialist. Prof. Fields assured me that the 

RBMS’s Sarah M.B. Piatt collection would provide more than enough material for me to explore 

her poetry related to children. Prof. Fields also pointed me to the Jerry Tarver Elocution, 

Rhetoric, and Oratory Collection as fertile ground for studying children’s literature. The Tarver 

Collection itself is broad conglomerate of nineteenth-century publications of all media focused 

on speaking. However, Prof. Fields told me that it contained a large amount of children’s 

speaking manuals and oratory practice books. She showed me how to use library’s finding aids 

to locate specific items in each collection. This would have been nearly impossible without her 

demonstration, as the finding aids are incredibly cumbersome and challenging to use. She also 

showed me how to use the American Periodical Index in case I needed to find more primary 

sources on nineteenth-century children’s literature.  

 With Prof. Fields’s tools, direction, and assurance, I dove headfirst into the RBMS’s Piatt 

Collection. The Collection is a series of photocopied reproductions made by Paula Bernat 

Bennett, an eminent Piatt scholar. It is comprised of Piatt’s books and letters, others’ reviews of 

her work, and Bennett’s own research notes. I ran a word search for “children” in the RBMS’s 

digital finding aid for the Piatt collection to identify works that dealt directly with my topic. This 

search led me first to Piatt’s 1877 collection, Poems in Company with Children. This book was 

instrumental to my research. In it, I found numerous examples of Piatt’s child poetry that talked 

about death and other adult themes. I copied some of poems that I had seen mentioned in 

secondary sources and our assigned Piatt anthology. My word search also pointed me to some 



reviews written by Piatt’s contemporaries of her children’s poetry books. The finding aid noted 

that some famous scholars from the time period, such as E.C. Stedman and W.D. Howells, had 

reviewed Piatt’s work. I ended up with five reviews of Piatt’s children’s poetry and used them to 

define the context in which she was writing. The reviews revealed to me both the reviewers’ own 

opinions and how her poetry would have been received by the public. 

 I used the same technique for locating materials in the RBMS’s Tarver Collection. 

Although the Tarver finding aid is a relatively cluttered Excel spreadsheet, the word search 

method worked to identify potential sources. Luckily, the finding aid had a brief description and 

publication year of each item, making it possible to discern between relevant sources and those 

that were outside of my subject or date range. However, even with all of this data in the finding 

aid, I was skeptical about the Tarver Collection’s relevance to my project. It was, after all, 

categorically focused on elocution, not poetry. However, the collection ended up being a virtual 

goldmine. Most of the children’s elocution manuals were composed of poems written in the 

same, “for children” style that Piatt used. They were perfect analogs with which to compare 

Piatt’s poetry. The Kindergarten, or Home and School Culture (1891) was my most exciting find 

in the Tarver collection, containing a number of these analogs. Doll poetry, for instance, appears 

numerous times in The Kindergarten, which was a perfect point of comparison to “The Funeral 

of a Doll” found in Poems in Company with Children. By studying the Tarver Collection’s 

children’s poetry and comparing it to Piatt’s, I was able to get a clear picture on how Piatt was 

writing in an entirely different mode from her contemporaries. 

 I used Ohio State Libraries’ more commonplace resources for my research of secondary 

materials, which was critical to my understanding of nineteenth-century literary culture. The 

success of my project depended on an analysis of how nineteenth-century children’s literature fit 



into the culture of the period. Therefore, I used the MLA International Bibliography to track 

down contemporary books on theories of postbellum literature. Books such as Angela Sorby’s 

Schoolroom Poets and Levander and Singley’s The American Child worked beautifully, 

providing me with an understanding about how children’s literature was read and used during the 

nineteenth century. Prof. Renker herself directed me to Clark’s Kiddie Lit, which was only 

recently published and acquired by the Library. This book was crucial, succinctly explaining the 

marketplace dynamics of children’s literature during my period of focus. My paper also 

depended on the application of the postmodern theory of double coding. I used OhioLink to 

obtain a few books on the topic, most notably Jencks’s New Paradigms in Architecture. Without 

the MLA International Bibliography and OhioLink, my secondary source research would have 

been erratic and incomplete. 

 I am immensely satisfied with how my project turned out and am very glad for having 

undertaken such a challenging research task. My time spent researching in OSU’s RBMS was 

formative and thrilling; I would never have thought that I would be investigating such esoteric 

material and using it to make important contributions to the field of English studies. The project 

also took on a very personal meaning for me. I was a classroom aide in an eighth-grade English 

class during the time of its conception and completion. Mired in the world of “pre-teen” and 

“young adult” literature, the thought of exploring how these genres existed and developed 

excited me. There is a tremendous amount of controversy over what today’s children are 

“allowed” to read.  From what I have observed, teachers, school administrators, and parents are 

all incredibly worried about their children reading books with inappropriate subject matter. Even 

more interesting is how arbitrary these decisions often are; for instance, Catcher in the Rye may 

cause a greater stir among authorities than a raunchy movie. Piatt’s fondness for writing about 



children dying, grieving, and being normalized into an unhappy adulthood seemed to contradict 

today’s trends in children’s literature. My research in the library, however, has shown me that 

Piatt was a controversial writer herself. I have been amazed at the complexities that I have 

uncovered surrounding both Piatt’s work and nineteenth-century children’s literature in general. I 

could not have made these discoveries without Prof. Renker and Prof. Fields’s guidance, the 

RBMS’s support and resourcefulness, and OSU Libraries’ expansive collections and critical aids 

for navigating them. 

Best regards, 

Michael Campbell 


