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Gutenberg's Press and Bible, 
1450s
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Galileo's Discourses 1638

Newton's Principia 
1687
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Martin Luther's 95 Theses, 
1517
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Jesus washes the 
feet of his disciples.

The Pope makes others 
kiss his feet.

Critique via the Printed Image: Lucas Cranach and Martin 
Luther's Passion of Christ and Anti-Christ, 1521
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Thomas 
Paine 

Common 
Sense 1776
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Declaration of 
Independence 

1776
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Mary 
Wolstonecraft 

Vindication of the 
Rights of  Women 

1792
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The modern newspaper is born on November 
29, 1814, when The London Times became the 
first newspaper to be printed by steam, allowing 
for larger circulation at lower cost. On the first 
day of the machine's operation, troops were 
hired to prevent violence by soon-to-be-
unemployed print shop workers. 

The Birth of Media 
Gatekeeping
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77 NORTH WASHINGTON STREET

W
'ith this issue The Atlantic Monthli/he^ins, a year-long

celebration of our upcoming 150th anniversary.

Fifteen deeades is a long time; only a handful of

publieations anywhere have exceeded tbat benchmark. A

great deal has occurred since a small group of writers and

editors met in tbe dining room of a Boston botel to plan

the first issue of what would become The Atlajitic Monthly.

The economy ofthe United States at the time was smaller

tban Britain's, and its armed forces lesser than those of

France. Germany and Italy didn't exist, and Das Kapital

and The Origin of Species hadn't been written.

Ameriean territory already stretched from coast

to eoast btit there were only thirty-one states in

tbe Union. The vote was restricted to men, and

a system of public education was a tbing of the

future. Tbe most salient fact about this eountry

was that slavery remained legal in the United

States. The Atiantic'% founders were leaders of

the abolitionist cause.

America has changed profoundly in the

course of fifteen deeades. Tn eertain obvious

ways The Atlantic bas ebanged as well. It is no longer a

pamphlet-sized magazine witb a dull brown cover. Us read-

ersbip, ratber tban consisting of a few tens of tbousands

primarily in the Northeast, now numbers 1.5 million across

tbe country. The first issue, which featured an engraving

of Jobn Wintbrop on the cover, was more literary than tbe

magazine you are bolding in your hands or viewing on a

screen, tbough tbe bent toward public-affairs commentary

and on-the-seene reporting was present from the start. James

Rnssell Lowell's "The Election in November" (1860) and

Natbaniel Hawthorne's "Chiefly About War Matters" (1862)

are part ofthe genetic heritage of modern journahsm.

But if some things about The Atlantic Monthli/ have

changed in 150 years, the most important thitigs have not.

First, the founders of the magazine understood tbat

breaking news was not always worth paying attention to,

and in fact could distract tbe public from important stories

tbat needed to be told—and that took more time to tell. One

of our early contributors, Henry David Thoreau, noting the

impact of the telegraph, warned that soon we would be

hearing minute-by-minute updates on Princess Adelaide's

whooping cough. This concern is all the more relevant in our

own era of round-the-clock cable and Internet news. Nobody

in America complains, "Fm not getting my news bites fast

enough!"' People do complain tbat they're not getting the full

truth. They do complain that the foam of headlines, and of

what Philip K. Diek might have called "pre-news," eoneeals

vast shoals of reality.

Second, from the outset the magazine's vantage point

had no roots in political ideology. The Atlantic would be

a forum, not a pulpit. It would cover potentially anything

and be open to the sharpest thinking and reporting, no

matter how contrariaii. There is of course nothing wrong

with partisan newspapers and magazines—they are one of

the glories ofthe free press in America. But The Atlantic

was designed to be something else.

Third, tbe magazine has always tried to be

entertaining as well as informative. Frotn the

beginning it has set aside a place for a special

kind of humor, a kind that may be gentle, cerebral,

or utterly off the wall, but is rarely broad. Mark

Twain once said that he liked writing humor for

The Atlantic because tbe editors allowed him to

be funny without asking him to paint himself

in stripes and stand on bis head. Garrison Keil-

lor (wbose poetic parodies are published in this

issue) and Gbristopber Buckley carry on this tradition.

Finally, tbe founders of The Atlantic believed in wbat

tbey called ""tbe American idea." This was not some saceha-

rine notion of Ameriean exceptionalism or a byper-patriotic

American boosterism. It was a reeognition that America was

an experiment, based on eertain principles—an experiment

that eould fail, but would if successful offer a rare kind of

hope. It could be easily contaminated—by ignorance, venal-

ity, selfishness, hatred, huhris. The founders were realists:

tbe biggest threat of alK the slave system, was at the peak

of its power, and the eballenge of raee, they knew, was

destined to become the nation's central coneerti.

Wbat is "the Ameriean idea"? It is tbe fractious, mad-

dening approach to the conduct of human affairs that

values equality despite its elusiveness, that values democ-

racy despite its debasement, that values pluralism despite

its messiness, that values tbe institutions of civic culture

despite tbeir flaws, and that values public life as something

higher and greater than the sum of all our private lives. The

founders of the magazine valued these things-and tbey

valued the immense amount of effort it takes to preserve

them from generation to generation.

Tbat is the tie that binds fifteen decades. In tbe years

before tbe Civil War it was not eertain tbat tbe American

idea would have a future. It still isn't. —THE EDITORS
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Magazines of Opinion in 
the U.S.

• On the 150th anniversary of The Atlantic Monthly

• “if some things about The Atlantic Monthly have changed in 150 years, 
the most important things have not. First, the founders of the magazine 
understood that breaking news was not always worth paying attention 
to, and in fact could distract the public from important stories that 
needed to be told—and that took more time to tell. One of our early 
contributors, Henry David Thoreau, noting the impact of the telegraph, 
warned that soon we would be hearing minute-by-minute updates on 
Princess Adelaide's whooping cough. This concern is all the more 
relevant in our own era of round-the-clock cable and Internet news. 
Nobody in America complains, "I'm not getting my news bites fast 
enough!"' People do complain that they're not getting the full truth. They 
do complain that the foam of headlines, and of what Philip K. Dick might 
have called "pre-news," conceals vast shoals of reality. 
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New Journalism

• The four main devices of New Journalism
• Telling the story using scenes rather than historical 

narrative as much as possible
• Dialogue in full (Conversational speech rather than 

quotations and statements)
• Third-person point of view (from inside the head of a 

character)
• Recording everyday details (which indicates the 

status of character's lives)
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