
Buying a Horse by William Dean Howells: A
Literary Masterpiece
In the realm of American literature, William Dean Howells stands as a
towering figure, renowned for his profound insights into human nature and
his meticulous craftsmanship. Among his many acclaimed works, "Buying a
Horse" emerges as a particularly captivating novella that has garnered
enduring critical acclaim and reader fascination. Published in 1879, this
literary gem showcases Howells' masterful storytelling ability and his keen
eye for the intricacies of everyday life.
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The Plot: A Quest for the Perfect Horse

The narrative revolves around the protagonist, Basil March, an idealistic
young man who embarks on an arduous journey to acquire the perfect
horse. Driven by an unwavering belief in his ability to discern equine
excellence, March travels far and wide, encountering a diverse cast of
characters and experiencing a wide range of challenges along the way.
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As March's quest progresses, he encounters a series of horses that
embody distinct traits and deficiencies. There is the fleet-footed but frail
"Lady Gay," the powerful but stubborn "Sultan," and the seemingly perfect
"Kingfisher," who ultimately reveals a fatal flaw. Through these encounters,
Howells incisively explores the elusive nature of perfection and the futility of
striving for an unattainable ideal.

Characters and Themes
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Howells populates "Buying a Horse" with a vivid cast of characters, each
embodying a specific aspect of the human condition. Basil March, the
central figure, is a complex and relatable character, torn between his
idealistic aspirations and the harsh realities of his pursuit. His journey
serves as a metaphor for the universal human quest for perfection and the
challenges we face in reconciling our dreams with reality.

Through the contrasting characters of March's horse-trading companions,
Howells delves into the themes of friendship, loyalty, and the influence of
societal expectations. The pragmatic and experienced Silas Lapham
represents the importance of practicality, while the cynical and manipulative
Jim Fenton embodies the corrupting nature of ambition.

Realism and Style

"Buying a Horse" is a prime example of Howells' adherence to the
principles of literary realism. The story is grounded in the everyday
experiences of ordinary people, and the characters are depicted with a
keen attention to detail and psychological depth. Howells' prose is precise
and evocative, capturing the nuances of human speech and the subtle
shifts in emotion.

Critical Reception and Legacy

Upon its publication, "Buying a Horse" received widespread critical acclaim,
cementing Howells' reputation as a master of American realism. Over the
years, the novella has continued to garner praise from scholars and
readers alike, who commend its enduring relevance and insightful
exploration of human nature.



"Buying a Horse" has left an indelible mark on American literature, inspiring
generations of writers with its nuanced portrayal of character and its
exploration of timeless themes. It is considered a must-read for anyone
interested in the development of American realism and the enduring power
of great storytelling.

William Dean Howells' "Buying a Horse" is a literary masterpiece that
captivates readers with its exploration of the complexities of human nature,
the pursuit of perfection, and the realities of everyday life. Its vivid
characters, insightful themes, and masterful storytelling make it an
enduring classic that continues to resonate with readers today.

Immerse yourself in the world of "Buying a Horse" and experience the
brilliance of William Dean Howells, one of the greatest American authors of
all time.
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