Introduction

Twentieth-century American journalism was born in a little-remembered
burst of inspired self-promotion. It was born in a paroxysm of yellow
journalism.
Ten seconds into the century, the first issue of the New York Journal
of 1 January 1901 fell from the newspaper’s complex of fourteen highspeed presses. The first issue was rushed by automobile across pavements slippery with mud and rain to a waiting express train, reserved
especially for the occasion. The newspaper was folded into an engraved
silver case and carried aboard by Langdon Smith, a young reporter
known for his vivid prose style. At speeds that reached eighty miles an
hour, the special train raced through the darkness to Washington, D.C.,
and Smith’s rendezvous with the president, William McKinley.
The president’s personal secretary made no mention in his diary of
the special delivery of the Journal that day, noting instead that the New
Year’s reception at the executive mansion had attracted 5,500 wellwishers and was said to have been “the most successful for many
years.”1 But the Journal exulted: A banner headline spilled across the
front page of the 2 January 1901 issue, asserting the Journal’s distinction
of having published “the first Twentieth Century newspaper . . . in this
country,” and that the first issue had been delivered at considerable expense and effort directly to McKinley.2
There was a lot of yellow journalism in Smith’s turn-of-the-century
run to Washington. The occasion illuminated the qualities that made the
genre—of which the New York Journal was an archetype—both so irritating and so irresistible: Yellow journalism could be imaginative yet frivolous, aggressive yet self-indulgent. It advocated an ethos of activist journalism, yet did so in bursts of unabashed self-adulation.
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For all its flaws and virtues, yellow journalism exerted a powerful
influence in American journalism at the turn of the twentieth century.
Yellow journalism was much decried but its salient features often were
emulated. The genre was appealing and distinctive in its typography, in
its lavish use of illustrations, in its aggressive newsgathering techniques.
To a striking degree, features characteristic of the yellow press live on in
American journalism, notably in the colorful layouts that characterize the
formerly staid titles that used to disparage the yellow press—titles such
as the New York Times and Washington Post. Indeed, it may even be appropriate to think of leading mainstream U.S. newspapers at the turn of
the twenty-first century as embodying a kind of tempered or “reformed”
yellow journalism.3
But in the decades since the twentieth century’s first American
newspaper rolled from the presses, the swagger and excesses of yellow
journalism—and, to be sure, the arrogance, wealth, and ambitions of its
leading practitioner, William Randolph Hearst—have managed to obscure the genre and its contributions. Myth, the blight of serious history,
has overrun yellow journalism, distorting popular and scholarly understanding of the genre. The stuff of American journalism’s best-known
legends comes from the time of the yellow journalism, a period bracketed by Hearst’s arrival in New York in 1895—a seismic event in the city’s
journalism4—and the undeniable fading of the genre’s most flamboyant
signature features by 1910. In that time, newspapers embracing the salient elements of yellow journalism appeared in Boston, Chicago, Denver,
and San Francisco, among other American cities.
Perhaps the myth told most often about yellow journalism is that of
the purported exchange of telegrams between Hearst and the artist
Frederic Remington, in which Hearst is said to have vowed, “I’ll furnish
the war,” 5 between the United States and Spain. 6 That Hearst made good
on the supposed vow—that the yellow press succeeded in bringing
about the Spanish-American War in 1898, that it was “Mr. Hearst’s
War”7—is another undying myth, one that tidily, if mistakenly, serves to
illustrate the power and the lurking malevolence of America’s news media. Indeed, all of American journalism suffers indirectly from such mythology.8
Yet another durable, widely held myth is that the yellow press was
primarily an entertainment medium, 9 that it frivolously discounted and
even corrupted,10 fact-based journalism in order merely to titillate and
distract its readers.11 Hearst’s best-known biographers have tended to
support this impression.12 In reality, a defining characteristic of the yellow press—and, notably, of Hearst’s Journal—was abundant spending on
newsgathering, especially on news from afar.13 “Its conquests,” a Boston
editor said of the Journal, “are costly.”14 The Journal figured that its ex-
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penses related to covering the Spanish-American War exceeded
$750,000,15 or the equivalent 100 years later of $15 million.
The Journal gloated about its extravagant spending on newsgathering. Not atypical was this claim, in which the Journal disparaged its rivals, notably the New York Sun: “The reason the old journalism doesn’t
like the Journal is that the Journal gets the news, no matter what it costs.
The Sun and its kind cannot afford to spend money since the Journal has
taken their readers away from them, and the probability is they would
not do so if they could afford it. They are still living in the Silurian
age.”16
AN ENTERPRISING GENRE
In reading the issues of the yellow journals, it is difficult to remain
unimpressed by their zeal and their enterprise in obtaining confidential
reports and documents. The Journal’s scoops in this regard were notable.
They included obtaining and publishing in 1896 the text of an ill-fated
arbitration treaty17 between the United States and Britain; disclosing in
1898 the contents of an indiscreet but exceedingly revealing private letter
written by Spain’s minister to the United States, in which he disparaged
McKinley during the unfolding crisis over Cuba; and divulging in 1899
the text of the peace treaty18 that ended the war between the United
States and Spain. Contemporaneous observers were known to congratulate the Journal for its “extraordinary” enterprise.19
Some of the Journal’s most notable exclusives came close to home, in
its frequent crusades against graft, incompetence, 20 and municipal corruption in New York. The Ice Trust exposés in 1900 offer a revealing example of ferocity, and even the nonpartisan nature, of the newspaper’s
investigative enterprise.
The Journal in the spring that year disclosed the equity holding of
Robert Van Wyck,21 the first mayor of the consolidated boroughs of New
York City, in a company that controlled much of the sale and distribution of ice. At the turn of the twentieth century, ice was essential to the
health and comfort of New Yorkers, especially to the tens of thousands
of people crowded into tenements. The Journal’s revelations about the
corrupt mayor came shortly after the company had doubled the price of
ice to sixty cents per 100 pounds,22 and after the Journal had pursued Van
Wyck on a mysterious trip to Maine, where he joined the Ice Trust’s
president23 in inspecting the company’s plants.24
Although the Journal had vigorously supported Van Wyck’s candidacy for mayor in the 1897 election, 25 the newspaper turned on him relentlessly in the Ice Trust scandal, referring to him as a criminal official
who should be prosecuted and removed from office. In the end, the price
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of ice was rolled back but Van Wyck escaped trial. The disclosures had,
however, destroyed his political career and Van Wyck left office in disgrace in 1901.
Commentators in the early twentieth century were not in error in
noting that the yellow press “had proved a fearless and efficient instrument for the exposure of public wrongdoing.”26 The Ice Trust scandal
was one of several anticorruption crusades.27
ACCOUNTING FOR THE MYTHS
So why, then, did such an intriguing and aggressive genre become
the object of such abundant distortion, of such towering mythology?
Why is “yellow journalism” little more than a sneering epithet for sensationalism and other failings of the news media? The reasons are several.
Its hearty indulgence in self-congratulation was no doubt a factor.
Self-promotion was a signal feature of yellow journalism and the Journal
and its principal rival, the New York World, boasted ceaselessly about
their reporting accomplishments, modest though they sometimes were.
Their self-indulgence invited the loathing of rival newspapers, the editors of which were ever eager to malign the yellow press. Indeed, as we
shall see, the term “yellow journalism” emerged and spread from New
York City amid an ill-fated campaign to ban the Journal and the World.
For those editors, “yellow journalism” was an evocative term of reproach, a colorful way of excoriating—and marginalizing—the Journal
and the World.
But the unabashed self-congratulation that characterized the genre
accounts only partly for the extravagant growth of myth and misunderstanding. Another part of the explanation is that the genre’s leading
practitioners—Hearst, notably, and, to a lesser extent, Joseph Pulitzer of
the World, as well as regional figures such as Frederick G. Bonfils and
Harry H. Tannem of the Denver Post—seemed to invite censure and
scorn. They were ambitious and controversial figures, and their foes recognized they were vulnerable to personal attack by impugning their
journalism. After all, what better way to impugn and discredit Hearst
than to blame him and his newspapers for fomenting an “unnecessary”
war?
Hearst was a ready target for such scorn, especially after his political ambitions became clear at the end of the nineteenth century. 28 His
politics and the self-indulgence of his newspapers invited attacks such as
this one in Harper’s Weekly in 1906:
The man, therefore, who as the owner of newspapers, would corrupt public
opinion is the most dangerous enemy of the State. We may talk about the perils
incident to the concentration of wealth, about the perils flowing from a disregard
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of fiduciary responsibility, about abuses of privilege, about exploiting the government for private advantage; but all of these menaces, great as they are, are
nothing compared with a deliberate, persistent, artful, purchased endeavor to
pervert and vitiate the public judgment. Why? Because upon that judgment we
must all of us rely in a self-governing community for the conservation of everything we prize and for all the progress for which we hope.29

The searing portrayal of Hearst in the 1941 motion picture Citizen
Kane undoubtedly sealed his reputation as a cynical, ruthless manipulator.30 Citizen Kane also helped popularize the purported Hearstian vow to
“furnish the war” with Spain.31
Perhaps a more important explanation for the myth that has obscured yellow journalism is that the genre proved so elusive to definition. Yellow journalism has been equated to lurid and sensational treatment of the news;32 to egregious journalistic misconduct of almost any
kind, and to Hearst, himself. None of those shorthand characterizations
is adequate, revealing, or even very accurate. None captures the genre’s
complexity and vigor.
The term “yellow journalism,” as we shall see in Chapter One,
emerged in early 1897, popularized by the New York Press and its stern
and fastidious editor, Ervin Wardman. But the editor who pressed the
phrase into the vernacular never explicitly defined it. For Wardman,
“yellow journalism” was an evocative and dismissive epithet applied
interchangeably to the Journal and the World. (While they shared many
features and elements, the Journal and World were fierce competitors and
resisted being so linked. But they were certainly not conservative newspapers in appearance or content.)
SHADES OF YELLOW JOURNALISM
The phrase “yellow journalism” and the salient features of the practice were quickly diffused in the late nineteenth century. The New York
Tribune adopted the term in February 1897, with a bow to Wardman’s
Press,33 and within weeks, newspapers beyond New York were also referring to “yellow journalism.” Meanwhile, the elements characteristic of
yellow journalism were said to have spread “like a prairie fire,”34 taking
hold to varying degrees in newspapers in several U.S. cities.
It was a highly idiosyncratic genre: Not every exemplar of yellow
journalism was a facsimile of the New York Journal. The Denver Post and
San Francisco Examiner were, for example, noticeably less inclined to indulge in self-promotion than either the Journal or the World. The Boston
Post opened its flamboyant front pages to display advertising, a practice
not uncommon in Boston at the turn of the twentieth century. 35 The Journal was more inclined to use banner headlines than the World.
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Such differences notwithstanding, those newspapers that can be
classified as “yellow journals” were, at a minimum, typographically bold
in their use of headlines and illustrations. They certainly looked different
from their gray, conservative counterparts, and their use of design elements was more conspicuous and imaginative. They were, moreover,
inclined to campaign against powerful interests and municipal abuses,
ostensibly on behalf of “the people.” And they usually were not shy
about doing so.
That there were shades of yellow journalism is hardly surprising,
given the genre’s dimensions and inherent complexity. But that variance
contributed to difficulties in defining the genre (difficulties that evoke
the definitional imprecision associated with “public” or “civic” journalism, a practice that emerged in the United States during the 1990s). Practitioners of yellow journalism recognized the definitional vagueness,36
but offered little clarification. Hearst, who came to embrace the term,
unhelpfully described yellow journalism as “truthful journalism of an
aggressive, not a negative, character. “37 Arthur Brisbane, one of Hearst’s
top editors, said: “Anything in journalism that is new and successful is
yellow journalism, no matter what you or I see fit to call it.”38 Not surprisingly, foes of the yellow press were more eager to disparage than
define. Thus were the yellow journals accused of such malevolent effects
as “corrupting the young and debauching the old, championing vice and
lewdness, and defying respectability and decency.” 39 The practice of yellow journalism was likened, moreover, to a “contest of madmen for the
primacy of the sewer.”40
The Search for Definition
The definitional elusiveness of yellow journalism was underscored
in a study published in 1900 (and often cited since) that said yellow journals had emerged in many metropolitan areas of the United States. 41 The
study was drawn from a very limited content analysis42 conducted by
Delos Wilcox, who conceded having encountered great difficulty in developing a quantitative test permitting him to differentiate the Journal
from the New York Evening Post, a leading conservative (or non-yellow)
daily edited by E. L. Godkin. 43 Wilcox finally decided that yellow journalism’s salient characteristics were the above-average emphasis on
news of crime and vice; the use of illustrations; the publications of want
ads and medical advertising, and the tendency to advertise or call attention to its accomplishments.44
Those categories were decidedly imprecise, to be sure. Conservative
titles, for example, often gave prominence to news of crime and vice. As
T. T. Williams, the business manager of Hearst’s San Francisco Examiner,
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observed in 1897: “The most eminently respectable newspapers in this
country at times print matter that the so-called sensational paper would
never dare to print—but the so-called respectable newspaper escapes
uncriticised because it does not look sensational.”45 Moreover, Wilcox’s
characterization of the yellow press underemphasized the typographic
exuberance and design experimentation that typified the genre.46
Media historian Frank Luther Mott offered a somewhat more revealing and inclusive set of defining characteristics, and usefully pointed
out that yellow journalism “must not be considered as synonymous with
sensationalism.” Yellow journalism, Mott said, certainly reflected “the
familiar aspects of sensationalism—crime news, scandal and gossip, divorces and sex, and stress upon the reporting of disasters and sports.” 47
But the genre was more complex than merely sensational; its “distinguishing techniques,” Mott said, included the use or appearance of:
•

prominent headlines that “screamed excitement, often about comparatively
unimportant news.”

•

“lavish use of pictures, many of them without significance.”

•

“impostors and frauds of various kinds,” including “‘faked’ interviews and
stories.”

•

a Sunday supplement and color comics.

•

a “more or less ostentatious sympathy with the ‘underdog,’ with campaigns
against abuses suffered by the common people.”48

Mott recognized that his criteria represented “an enumeration . . . of
something grotesque and vicious”—an acknowledgment of subjectivity
that diminishes their value in defining and explaining yellow journalism.49 Mott’s criteria, moreover, inadequately reflect the newsgathering
enterprise that characterized the yellow press and fail to recognize fully
the variety of content that the yellow press typically presented.
The Defining Characteristics
This study argues for and presents a more encompassing set of defining characteristics50 of yellow journalism, a set of characteristics derived from the close reading of issues of the New York Journal and New
York World during the first half of 1897, when the term began appearing
in print in New York City and beyond. This set of characteristics, moreover, acknowledges not only the complexity of yellow journalism; it recognizes the genre’s aggressive flamboyance, its inclination to experiment
with page design, and its eagerness to call attention to itself. Thus, in its
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most developed and intense form, yellow journalism was characterized
by:
•

the frequent use of multicolumn headlines that sometimes stretched across
the front page.

•

a variety of topics reported on the front page, including news of politics,
war, international diplomacy, sports, and society.
the generous and imaginative use of illustrations, including photographs
and other graphic representations such as locator maps.

•
•

bold and experimental layouts, including those in which one report and
illustration would dominate the front page.51 Such layouts sometimes were
enhanced by the use of color.

•

a tendency to rely on anonymous sources, particularly in dispatches of leading reporters (such as James Creelman, who wrote for the Journal and the
World).

•

a penchant for self-promotion, to call attention eagerly to the paper’s accomplishments. This tendency was notably evident in crusades against monopolies and municipal corruption.

As defined above and as practiced a century ago, yellow journalism
certainly could not be called predictable, boring, or uninspired—
complaints of the sort that were not infrequently raised about U.S. newspapers at the turn of the twenty-first century.52
JOURNALISM FOR A LUSTY TIME
Yellow journalism was a product of a lusty, fiercely competitive, and
intolerant time, when editors were known to shoot editors, 53 when editors were shot by their readers,54 and when newspapers almost casually
traded brickbats and insults.55 The latter practice was remarkably welldeveloped at the end of the nineteenth century. The Journal and World,
for example, were ever eager to impugn, denounce, and sneer at each
other;56 so, too, were conservative newspapers. 57 The gray, staid Washington Post said this about one of its conservative counterparts in 1899: “The
New York Times has such abnormal keenness of vision that it is occasionally able to see that which does not exist. The ardency of its desire
sometimes overcomes the coolness of its reason, so that the thing it
wants to see shows up just where it wants it to be, but in so intangible a
form that no other eye is able to detect, no other mind finds ground to
suspect its presence.”58
More generally, yellow journalism reflected the brashness and the
widely perceived hurried pace of urban America 59 at the turn of the
twentieth century. It was a lively, provocative, swaggering style of jour-
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nalism well suited to an innovative and expansive time—a period when
the United States first projected its military power beyond the Western
Hemisphere in a sustained manner.60 The recognition was widespread at
the end of the nineteenth century that the country was on the cusp of
rapid, perhaps even disruptive transformation. For example, the demographic profile had begun to swing from predominantly rural to largely
urban; the population of U.S. cities expanded by nearly one third during
the 1890s,61 growth fueled in measure by incipient immigration from
central, southern, and eastern Europe.62
The sense of change at the end of the nineteenth century went well
beyond demography, however. It was more profound, more elemental.63
“Political, commercial, social, artistic and religious customs and thoughts
that have stood for many years—some for many centuries—are yielding
place to new more rapidly than they have for many generations past,”
one commentator wrote in the spring of 1898. “Scientific discovery, popular education, free thought and business enterprise are all factors in the
change.”64
“Scientific discovery” seemed to have annihilated time and space.
“Space is no intervention now between communication,” an editorial
writer in Cincinnati marveled in 1900. “[N]ot only do the wires of copper
bind the world together in closer communication, but with the telephone
it is possible to converse with friends a thousand miles away, hearing
distinctly every word and recognizing the individual voice. Closer acquaintance has thus wrought vast changes in public opinions and policies. The entire civilized world has been drawn more closely together,
old ideas and prejudices have been wiped out.”65
Prejudice of course had not been excised. If anything, the late nineteenth century was a time of stunning intolerance, of prejudices renewed
and deepened. In Southern states, black men were disfranchised and Jim
Crow segregation became institutionalized, efforts that often were
championed by local newspapers. The Raleigh News and Observer, for example, played a central role in North Carolina’s virulent white supremacy movements which led to the severe curtailment of black suffrage at
the end of the nineteenth century.66
The yellow press of New York felt the sting of intolerance, too, notably in a boycott by social organizations, clubs, reading rooms, and public
libraries. The boycott spread quickly throughout metropolitan New York
during the first months of 1897, but ultimately proved unsustainable—in
no small measure because the Journal and the World were livelier, more
aggressive, more insistent, and generally more appealing than their conservative rivals.67
To be sure, yellow journalism did not simply burst upon the media
landscape of the United States in the 1890s, unique and fully formed. It
was malleable and it borrowed from past practice. Pulitzer, for example,
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had engaged in crusades and indulged in sensationalism several years
before Hearst’s appearance in New York City.68 Yellow journalism was,
as contemporaneous observers noted, born before it was baptized.69
It was a genre keen to adapt and eager to experiment. Its distinctiveness and popularity were in no small measure attributable to a hearty
embrace of established and emergent techniques and technologies. Yellow journalism cannot be explained as merely an effect or artifact of
technological advances—such as the high-speed presses that cost upwards of $100,000 at the turn of the twentieth century and could print in
five or even six colors.70 The genre’s boldness and its diffusion were due
fundamentally to the tastes, affluence, and idiosyncrasies of individual
publishers. But yellow journalism undeniably was shaped and propelled
by the developments of the time, which included:
•

The emergence of a “graphic revolution,”71 marked by the popularity of
half-tone photographs72 and the rise in importance of newspapers’ art departments.73 The half-tone ultimately helped to transform the appearance,
and appeal, of newspaper front pages.74

•

The fall in the cost of pulp-based newsprint,75 which enabled newspapers to
experiment with bolder headlines76 and to expand the page count of their
daily and Sunday editions.77 Cheaper newsprint helped make possible the
six-figure daily circulations claimed by the Journal and World.78

•

The advances in newsroom technology. Typewriters, notably, became
standard79 and were valued for their efficiency. Electric typewriters were
emergent.80 Moreover, college-educated reporters were at the turn of the
twentieth century becoming “more and more of a factor” in New York City
journalism.81

•

The enhancements in delivery systems. At the end of the nineteenth century,
automobiles began replacing horse-drawn carts as a principal means of distributing newspapers in New York City.82 In addition, New York metropolitan newspapers were routinely sent by high-speed train to cities throughout
the eastern United States.83

Despite the multiple technologies and developments that facilitated
its emergence and diffusion, yellow journalism in its most flamboyant,
immoderate, and self-important form could not be long sustained. By the
close of the first decade of the twentieth century, it clearly had faded.
The tendency to self-promotion, once so frenzied and inescapable, had
subsided. The New York American (the Journal’s successor title) and the
New York World were, by 1909, far less eager to place their names in
front-page headlines than they had been ten years before.
The fading or softening of yellow journalism was also attributable
to a convergence of multiple forces: Conservative competitors began to
incorporate features of the genre, notably in somewhat bolder layouts.
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Muckraking magazines such as McClure’s, became journalism’s most
prominent crusaders, exposing municipal corruption and corporate
greed and misconduct. Publishers became enfeebled (as did Pulitzer) or
turned toward other interests (as did Hearst, to state and national politics). Reports of sporting events migrated from the front page to discrete
sections.84
Meanwhile, the term “yellow journalism” became tied inextricably
to an improbable assortment of journalistic failings and misdeeds, notably that of provoking the war with Spain in 1898.85 The myth of the yellow press and the Spanish-American War deepened in the 1930s with
publication of studies by Joseph E. Wisan86 and Marcus M. Wilkerson, 87
and of polemics such as Ferdinand Lundberg’s hostile biography, Imperial Hearst.88
By the end of the twentieth century, the understanding of “yellow
journalism” had become so distorted, so choked by myth and misunderstanding, that discussions of the genre often were little more than illinformed caricatures. Consider, for example, the following passage from
Harper’s magazine in 1997, which discussed Hearst and the Journal’s reporting of the insurgency in Cuba that preceded the Spanish-American
War—during what the author called “the florid bloom of crime and underwear that soon came to be known as yellow journalism”: 89
For eighteen months, the Journal had been printing vivid, first-hand accounts of
the cruel suffering inflicted by Spanish brutes and tyrants on the innocent, democratic, freedom-loving Cuban people. The stories were counterfeit, composed by
an atelier of thirty-odd artists and writers, among them Frederick [sic] Remington and Richard Harding Davis, that Hearst had dispatched to Cuba to dramatize the revolution presumably taking place in the mountains. The revolution
was nowhere to be found, and so Hearst’s correspondents stationed themselves
in wicker chairs on the terrace of the Hotel Inglaterra in Havana, where they
sipped iced drinks and received news by telepathy. Borrowing from one another’s adjectives, they sent word of imaginary atrocities and non-existent heroes,
descriptions of battles that never occurred, fanciful but stirring tales of Spanish
officers roasting Catholic priests on charcoal fires and feeding prisoners to the
sharks.
When all else failed, they sent an attractive Cuban girl whom they persuaded to travel north with a terrible story of how she had been violated by General
Valeriano Weyler, the commander of the Spanish troops, whom the correspondents had never met but whom they routinely described as “the destroyer of haciendas,” “the destroyer of families,” and “the outrager of women.” When the fair
maiden arrived in New York, Hearst prepared for her appearance at Madison
Square Garden with three concise instructions, always the same and always
ready to hand, that expressed his reading of the First Amendment: “Hire military
bands. Secure orators. Arrange fireworks.”90
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The errors, half-truths, and distortions in the Harper’s account are
not only spectacular: They are illustrative of the kind of routine denunciation and gratuitous misunderstanding that attaches to the yellow press
and its practitioners. The Harper’s account errs in many ways: The Spanish did resort to harsh measures in their failed attempt to quell the insurrection in Cuba; the Journal kept no “atelier” of artists and reporters on
the island; Davis and Remington, whom the Journal dispatched to Cuba,
stayed a short while but traveled beyond Havana; some Journal correspondents did spend time with the Cuban insurgents; the Journal sometimes carried extravagant atrocity stories, but so did many other U.S.
newspapers; correspondents for the Journal were acquainted with
Weyler, the Spanish military leader in Cuba in 1896–1897; Weyler did
not violate the Cuban “girl,” the description of whom suggests Evangelina Cosío y Cisneros, an eighteen-year-old woman whom the Spanish
imprisoned for sympathies with the insurrection and whom a Journal
correspondent rescued from a jail in Havana and sent to a tumultuous
welcome in the United States.
A TWOFOLD OBJECTIVE
This study seeks neither to laud nor apologize for yellow journalism. Its excesses were many and difficult to countenance. It was a notably impenitent genre. The Journal, in particular, was seldom given to
acknowledge lapses and errors.91 Its indulgence in oddities and pseudoscience,92 moreover, lent to yellow journalism a sense of absurdity and
encouraged the notion that the genre was eager “to sport with the
facts.”93 While strange and improbable stories (such as “The Missing
Link Found Alive In Annam,”94 “Is the Sun Preparing to Give Birth to a
New World?”95 and “Pontius Pilate’s Interview With Christ”96) were
generally confined to Sunday supplements, they live on as blighting
counterfeits.97
Nevertheless, it is a mistake to assess yellow journalism solely in
relation to such excesses. Oddities and pseudoscience were diversions,
not the principal elements of content; not all columns of the yellow press
“were filled . . . with frivolities and slush.” 98
This study, while mindful of the lapses and shortcomings of yellow
journalism, recognizes as well that it was a robust and searching genre,
the understanding of which has been warped by myth and error. The
study, therefore, pursues a twofold objective.
First, it revisits and offers fresh perspectives and interpretations
about the prominent mythology of yellow journalism. The study specifically seeks to correct the record about legends and misunderstandings,
such as Hearst’s purported vow to “furnish the war,” and about mislead-
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ing claims, such as the undying notion the yellow press plunged the
United States into war with Spain. Those and other myths of the yellow
press are addressed in the first part of this study. The second, related
objective is to assess the extent to which the defining features of yellow
journalism live on in leading American newspapers. That they do live on
has often been asserted by media historians 99 but never has been tested
systematically. The second part of this study presents the results of a detailed content analysis of the front pages of seven leading U.S. newspapers at ten-year intervals, from 1899 to 1999. The content analysis indicates that some of the less flamboyant elements characteristic of yellow
journalism have been generally adopted by leading U.S. newspapers. A
separate chapter offers qualitative evidence about how the genetic material of yellow journalism can be found in various strains of activistoriented journalism of the late twentieth century—namely, in “development journalism,” a movement popular in developing countries during
the 1970s and 1980s; in “public journalism,” which emerged in the United States during the 1990s, and in the virulent brand of crime-busting
journalism practiced by large-circulation British tabloid newspapers at
the end of the 1990s.
In puncturing the myths and defining the legacies of yellow journalism, this study focuses to some degree on Hearst’s New York Journal.
Such a concentration is inescapable: Not only did the Journal perhaps
best exemplify the accomplishments and excesses of yellow journalism,
the newspaper was central to the genre’s most powerful and enduring
myths. More broadly, however, this study endeavors to present a nuanced and less emotional understanding of an energetic, complex, and
much-maligned genre of American journalism. Yellow journalism has
long awaited such treatment.
Most discussions of the yellow press, after all, have been conducted
through the biographies of the figures most readily associated with the
genre—of Hearst and Pulitzer, principally. A notable exception was John
D. Stevens’ Sensationalism and the New York Press, an insightful if largely
descriptive account that considers the yellow press of New York City in
detail. Stevens’ work does not, however, examine the genre as it
emerged elsewhere in the United States, nor does it explore its myths
and legacies. Sidney Kobre’s The Yellow Press and Gilded Age Journalism is
a useful treatment, but is principally a descriptive survey of important
figures and institutions of the press in the United States during the late
nineteenth century.
This study, then, seeks to fill a significant gap in the literature. It begins with Ervin Wardman and the first sustained use of the term “yellow
journalism.”
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NOTES
1. George B. Cortelyou, diary entry, 1 January 1901; Cortelyou papers, Library of Congress, Washington, DC.
2. Langdon Smith, “’The Journal, the First Newspaper of This Century’—
McKinley,” New York Journal (2 January 1901): 1. McKinley was quoted in Smith’s
article as tersely offering thanks for the newspaper and the silver case. The Journal sent the second copy of its 1 January 1901 edition to Vice President-elect Theodore Roosevelt, and the third to New York Governor-elect Benjamin B. Odell Jr.
For another account of the Journal’s first issue of the twentieth century, see
“Greeting to the Century,” Fourth Estate (5 January 1901): 5. Smith reported on
the Spanish-American War for the Journal and, in 1899, was nearly lured away by
the rival New York World, the managing editor of which was impressed by the
“vivid description” that characterized Smith’s prose. See Bradford Merrill, letter
to Don C. Seitz, 6 July 1899, 1899 file, New York World papers, Butler Library, Columbia University, New York.
3. The term “reformed yellow journalism” was proposed in 1902 by a former editor of the New York Journal, Samuel E. Moffett. He said that “respectable”
newspapers need not eschew large headlines and illustrations, or avoid criticizing powerful interests. Moffett suggested making “accuracy instead of recordbreaking celerity the supreme requirement in your news-room.” The suggestions
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