















































































































































96 : MIDAMERICA I

wounded were wounded for life.”® And so it has been with the
Colonel; he has been initiated brutally, and the initiation has left
him a scarred grotesque who warily refuses to sit with his back
to a door, and who is very fond of others who share his grotesque-
ness. His grotesqueness may be measured by comparing him
with Robert Jordan, who at an eaxlier stage in the evolution of a
fighting man said: “But I won't keep account of people I have
killed as though it were a trophy record or a disgusting business
like notches in a gun.”® Colonel Cantwell, however, has notched
his gun with “One hundred and twenty-two sures, Not counting
possibles,” and admits to no remorse.*® This is a rather chilling
hint as to just how much Hemingway and his hero have been
changed before they are changed, to paraphrase Donne.

To take the overview in conclusion, it is not surprising, granted
the philosophical and attitudinal similarities, that Hemingway
should approach initiation in a manner reminiscent of Anderson.
Even subtracting the givens—the universal appeal of the initia-
tion theme; their romantic emphasis on the child; their calculated
choice of the naive point of view; their mutual revolt against mid-
western Victorianism and the details of Hemingway’s relation-
ship with his father, particularly the elder Hemingway’s suicide—
it is evident that in Sam McPherson and George Willard, Ander-
son provided a good model for Nick Adams. As far as the natu-
ralistic treatment of sex is concerned, it is significant that “Up
in Michigan” was written in 1921, when impressions of Wines-
burg, Ohio were still fresh in Hemingway’s mind. For the rest,
their similar fascination with the grotesque—Dr. Reefy’s “twisted
apples” and Colonel Cantwell’'s “crips”—is at once a manifiesta-
tion of the naturalistic obsession with the abnormal and the
romantic predilection for the bizarre,

Finally, Hemingway’s “Today is Friday,” published in 1926
reduces the Crucifixion to everyday terms by contemporizing the
centurions present at the event to the point of having one say
that Christ “looked good in there today,” as one might remark of
a boxer or a pitcher or some other athlete. Surely this is more
than a coincidental echo of Anderson’s Dr. Parcival, who says in
“The Philosopher,” published seven years earlier in Winesburg,

Ohio: “everyone in the world is Christ and they are all crucified.™*
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EDGAR A. GUEST:
TWENTIETH CENTURY PARADOX

Frances EwerRT

/A newspaperman who wrote over 30,000 poems, the apothesis
of traditional American values who spent his boyhood in England,
a homespun philosopher who hymned the humble pleasux.'es of
life while living affluently even during the Great Depression, a
nineteenth century thinker who achieved a Horatio Alger success
in the twentieth century—this is the paradox of Edgar A. Gues.t.'
Familiarly known to millions of readers as the Poet of the Flain
People, he remained on the payroll of the Detroit Free Press as
a reporter from 1895 until his death in 1959. He drawled like a
Hoosier although he was born in England and did not migrate
to this country until he was nine years old. The perfect dinner
table with its cloth soiled by “greasy little hands,”™ a lemon pie
baked by his loving wife, a house littered with toys exeml-alify
the simple joys of living he describes although he lived in a
well-staffed manor on the edge of the Detroit Golf Club and
summered at his home in the exclusive Pointe Aux Barques area.
Home, God, Work, and Patriotism, symbols of old-fashioned
Americanism, were dominant themes in his poetry when these
symbols were anathema to many. Comparable to the paradox of
his career and life style was the public reception of his work;
attracting an audience of over 3,000,000 people, Edgar A. Guest
was either scorned or ignored by the critics.

Yet from this antithetical background emerges a traditional
American figure, the poet of the common people. Colonial Amer-
ica had its Michael Wigglesworth who in his best seller, The Day
of Doom, versified Calvinistic theology in plain language for the
masses. The Revolutionary period had Phillip Freneau writing
local color verse and Joel Barlow with his unfinished American
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epic. Popular poetry flourished during the nineteenth century,
with Lydia Huntley Sigowrney, Ella Wheeler Wilcox, Will Carle-
ton, and James Whitcomb Riley, a favorite of Edgar A. Guest.
And the twentieth century has produced “Eddie” Guest, now
succeeded by the poet-singer, Rod McKuoen. All of these poets
express popular sentiments appealing to the hearts, not the minds
of people, in homely language, All have been damned by literary
critics, Eddie Guest particularly has been the butt of their scomn,
with his works being cited as bad examples of poehry. Jack
Bakeless called him “the inventor of mass-production lyric”? and
Benjamin DeCasthe asserted his verses are “a wooden succession
of monotonous jambics.”

However, the jibes of the critics never bothered Edgar Guest.
Not only was he aware of his devoted following, but his source of
pride and satisfaction was being an active journalist, Royce
Howe in his biography says of him:

“To those who know him intimately, it is an article of faith
that if somehow Eddie Guest were required to surrender
all of his professional designations save one, he would chose
to be a newspaperman,”

His son, Bud, reaffirmed this when he told an interviewer from
the Detroit Free Press in 1966 that his father:

" . . never claimed to be a ‘poet’ anyway, and he knew,
even better than most of the critics, that what he wrote was
not poetry. He wrote for the heart, rather than the mind.
He was only a newspaperman who had been working at
his craft since he was 14 years old.™

Guest’s newspaper career began in 1895 through a chance en-
counter with a Free Press accountant. While running errands for
the Robbins pharmacy, where he worked after school to supple-
ment the family income, Guest met Charlie Hoyt, who offered
him a job as a boy-of-all-work in his office. Tn 1897, Guest was
promoted to the editorial department, where he sorted mail and
the exchange papers. On the death of his father the following
year, Eddie dropped out of high school and became a full time
cub reporter. Although that was the end of his formal schooling,
Guest became a well-educated man through his extensive reading
focusing on Shakespeare, poetry, and philosophy and through
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his ability to interpret experience. As a reporter, he first covered
the labor beat, then the waterfront, and finally the police beat.
He was an outstanding reporter; his perceptiveness and facility
for instilling confidence in people scored him several scoops. He
uncovered a jewel theft aboard a Detroit and Cleveland steamer
and an epidemic of food poisoning in a hotel which the police
had tried to hush. In 1898, Guest became the assistant exchange
editor, a position which bored him but did inspire him to try
writing some fillers himself. Thus, his phenomenal career as a
journalist-poet was launched when the Sunday editor, Arthur
Mosely, printed his first poem with by-line in the December 11th,
1898, edition of the Detroit Free Press: :

NIGGAH GIT TO WORK

“Git to work, yo' lazy niggah
"Stead of sittin’ “round,

‘Fears yo' a mighty fond of whittlin’
When de snow’s upon the ground.

Clar out ob dat cozy corner,
Take yo’ shobbel and yo’ broom;
Got to get dem sidewalds shobeled—
Can’t git at none too soon.
Yo’ ain’t libin’ now in Dixie,
War de snow am mighty small;
Here yo’ has to turn out early
Ey yo’ wants to work at alL.

Git to work, yo’ shiftless niggah,
Show us ob what stuff yo's made,

Throw aside yo’ knife and shingle
Purty soon yo’ chancelll fade.

" Den yo'll wich yo" heeded mammy,
Wich yo'd taken her advice;
When older folks are eatin’ possum,

Yo'll hab nothin’ else but rice.”

Soon he had a weekly column, called ‘Chaff. Then on January
12, 1905, Guest began his daily column entitled ‘Breakfast Table
Chat’ and started the practice of leading it off with a poem. It
was written under a variety of names: A. M. Benedict, Charlie
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the Barber, and Mr: Nutt, a name coined for him by the famous
Free Press cartoonist, Fred Nash. With the exception of three
years, he continued to write this column until his death in 1959
and at the apex of his career, his verses were syndicated in ove1:
300 newspapers throughout the country. It was only in 1931
W'hen Eddie Guest mysteriously took to his bed with an ailment
still unexplained but miraculously cured by the newsmen’s exple-
tives of his co-worker, Malcolm Bingay, and again in 1953 and
1954, when he underwent major heart surgery, that he failed to
meet his deadlines. Excluding the 30 poems selected by his staff
colleagues published posthumously, his last verse was printed in
the August 8th edition of the Detroit Free Press:

NO TIME FOR REGRETTING’
(in its entirety)

I will spend my time in talking
And I'll spend my time in joking
I will spend a few hours walking
And a few hours idly smoking
I will spend my time in playing
When I might be money getting
But I'm very frank in saying
That Tll spend no time regretting.

I will spend my time debating

And I'll spend some time in fishing;
For 2 bite, I don’t mind waiting.

And I'll spend some time in wishing,
I will spend some time in gazing

When the summer sun is setting—
At the western skies a blazing,

But I'll spend no time regretting.

When a thing is done, that ends it;
I am through with it for good,
Since regretting never mends it,
I'll go right on sawing wood.
I will waste my time in doing
Things that give me pleasure keen
Not regretting and reviewing
Anything that might have been.



102 MIDAMERICA I

Although Guest did not rely so heavily on dialogue in his later
works, neither subject matter nor the simple meter changed much
during the years.

Using the same material and approach Whicl} characterizes his
poetry, Edgar Guest began his lecture and rad.lo career. He fol-
lowed the speaking circuit throughout the nation, many engage-
ments in the Midwest. But appearing before so many women's
clubs and the pressure of broadcasting prompted' him to quit
the lecture tours. By 1932, he had become a natlon?l. network
radio star. And for a brief time, he hosted a television show
originating in New York City. However, in his Jater years, he
limited himself to his newspaper column and lectures in and
about the Detroit area.

While pursuing these many activities, Edgar Guest 'stﬂl found
time to supervise the publication of his poems. His l?rother,
Harry, printed the first book, Home Rhymes, on an attic press
in 1909. In 1916 he formed a lifelong association with The B.na1'lly
& Britton Publishing Company of Chicago with .the first ed1t-10n
of A Heap 0" Livin’, This printing of 3,500 copies sold out im-
mediately, followed by a second run of 25,000 copies, and 100,000
copies in each successive edition. The same pt%bhshmg company
printed 25 more volumes of his poetry including .T?Le Collec.ted
Verse (1934) now in its twentieth edition. His prodigious pub}lca-
tions also included four books of prose? four gift books entitled
Mother, Home, Friends, and You, many articles for popular maga-
zines, and greeting card verses.

Rarely has a newspaperman achieved such an extraordinary
- success using the media of poetry. And rarely has a 20th century
Englishman become so thoroughly Americanized as lf_'.dgar Guesf:.
Few people meeting the small, pale, wiry man realized that his
birthplace was Birmingham, England, where he attended school
until he was ten years old. Edgar was born in 1881, the fourt?l
child of Julia and Edwin Guest of 3 Beacon Terrace. When h.IS
copper brokerage business failed in the panic of 1890, EdW.]Il
set out for Detroit with the other children, Sidney, Florence Julia,
Edgar, and Harry, all of them living with her parents. Edgar
Guest later recalled that his Grandmother Wayne used to scold
him for putting his feet on the tables in the stuffy Victorian home.
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His reaction to these admonitions is revealed in one of his early
poems, ‘Always Saying Don’t’;

When I'm older in my ways
An’ have little boys to raise,
Bet I'll let ’'em race an’ run
An’ not always spoil their fun;
I'll not tell ‘'em all along
Everything they like is wrong,
An’ you bet your life I won’t
All the time be sayin’ “don’t”.?

He recalled more fondly his Grandfather Wayne who had
invented a completely automatic machine for making pen nibs
and who used to make a gyroscope perform for him in the parlor.
Later he was equally fascinated with the tinkerings of a close
friend he made in Detroit, Henry Ford.

In the sports world, Edgar Guest quickly acquired the Ameri-
can enthusiasm for baseball, golf, and football. His love for base-
ball obscured his boyhood liking for cricket. At one time he con-
sidered becoming a professional baseball player but finally set-
tled on sandlot games with his son, Bud, and watching the Tigers.
His favorite sport was golf, which he played when he was well
over seventy until his dimming eyesight forced him to put his
clubs away. He was a zealous supporter of the football team at
the University of Michigan which both his son and daughter at-
tended. Fishing and gardening were other pastimes he enjoyed.

A partial list of his clubs and affiliations also shows how
immersed Edgar Guest became in the American life-style: the
Detroit Athletic Club, the Detroit Golf Club, the Boys® Club of
Detroit, the Players, YMCA, the Society of Arts and Crafts, the
Detroit Historical Society, a 83rd Degree Mason, a Kentucky
Colonel, an honorary member of Oklahoma’s Otoe Indian tribe,
and the American Press Humorists organization, Likewise, some
of the honors awarded him reveal Guest’s complete absorbtion
with his adopted country—it was not until 1902 on his becoming
twenty-one that Edgar Guest became a United States citizen,
his first legal act in this country. He received not only a honorary
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high school diploma but a Doctor of Humanities from -styne
State University in 1936 and a Doctor of Laws from Mlchlgan
State University in 1952. By gubematorial procl;a:rflatloy, :E’eb-
riiary 14th, 1936 was designated “Eddie Guest Day” in Michigan.
Tn 1951, Mayor Cobo of Detroit declared his birthday, Augu-st
20th, an official Eddie Guest Day and commissioned John _Coppm
to paint his portrait which now hangs in the Con'.LmI.]m’cy Arlts
Building of Wayne State University. In 1952, the M1tfh1gan legis-
lature voted him Poet Laureate of the state of Michigan for the
enjoyment he had offered people of the state “in ti,I’nes of stress,
his subtle humor and sound homespun philosophy and.fm: de-
picting “the daily lives of the people of the sta?e of M1chlgan,
and reflecting the American principles on Wthh.the United
States of America is founded.”® Two other recognitions Edgar
Guest prized highly were being named theloutstandin.g news-
paperman of 1955 by the Elks Lodge and having a Detro.1t gram-
mar school named after him. It is ironic that an English born
poet-journalist belittled by the critics should be singled out for
so many American distinctions. o

Examining his awards and activities more closely md1c§tes
how totally Midwestern was Guest’s orientation to the United
States, and especially to Detroit. Except for the summer months
at his cottage, he was always homesick for his ho-metown an.d
family when travelling. While commuting to Chicago for his
early radio show and New York for his brief TV show, Guest
arranged his schedule to allow minimal time away f.rorn home. OI;-
a yacht trip to Yucatan with Charles F. Kettering of Genelfa
Motors, he wirelessed home so often, his wife, Nellie, cabled hn_n
to come home to save expenses. In 1935, the Universal Studio
induced him to Hollywood to become a film star at $3,500 per
week. This sojourn lasted only from October to January, and h'e
never made a film. The aimlessness and extravagance of the Cali-
fornia life was alien to his Midwestern values and he was home-
sick for Detroit,

Edgar Guest returned to the familiar surroundings .he loved,
never again to take an extended trip. And his swrroundings were
pleasant. From the garden back of his mansion with its luxurious
appointments, Americana collection, library of rare books, a‘.l.ld
staff of devoted English servants, he could walk to the elite
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Detroit Golf Club and meet his cronies for a game. His poetry
indicated he was a great friend of the common people and he
was, in that his sanctimonious verse struck a responsive chord
in their hearts. However, for close companionship, Guest hob-
nobbed with wealthy Detroit society—newspaper publishers,
automobile magnates, and also many clergyman One of his
closest friends was Professor William Lyon Phelps of Yale Uni-
versity, who had a summer home at Pointe Aux Barques with its
own private golf course.

Superficially the incongruity between his life style and poems
suggest Edgar Guest was a fraud. Actually he was a sincere,
engaging, and amiable person driven by a dread of poverty, An
old friend, J. P. McEvoy described his as being “simple as a child,
common as an old shoe, friendly as a puppy, foolish like a fox.”
It was also said about him:

... no cynic writing with his tongue in his cheek could
appeal for so long to so enormous a public—a public which
has bought over some 3,000,000 copies of his books. . .. He
simply likes simple people and simple things and knows how
to say so in uninspired but competent verse. . . .”12

Edgar Guest himself stated his own uncomplicated view of
life:

“For a good many years I worked away on the Detroit Free
Press conducting a daily column headed ‘Breakfast Table
Chat’. I think I did good work. At least I did the best I

know how. But outside of a comparatively limited circle,
I was unknown.

But I was happy. I had three things necessary to hap-
piness—Home, God, and Work.

The word home carries alot with it, but mainly it car-
ries the idea of love. If love isn’t there, it isn’t home—just
a place of shelter, but that isn’t the real harbor. . . .

That’s one third of the needed thing, and it seems a
mighty big third. Another third is God. Everybody needs
God.

.« » The three things that make for happiness are, of
course, that same things that sustain a man in his dark

hours—Home, God, and Work. You can do alot with those
three things, most anything, in fact.”?
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He assessed his writings as:

“Rhymes, doggerel, anything you like to call it. I just take
the simple, everyday things that happen to me and figure
out that they probably happen to a lot of other people, and
then T make simple rhymes out of ’em and people seem to
like them,™*

And Edgar Guest did alot with “Home, God, Work,” and
“everyday things.” He lectured, he broadcast, he wrote essays,
articles and over 30,000 poems about them. His poetry is uni-
formly consistent in both form and content. He used the iambic
pentatmeter line in rthymed stanzas of four, six, or eight lines,
occasionally writing quatrains. He always used plain everyday
language, frequently dialect. He moralized directly from con-
crete subjects and everyday happenings appealing to the emo-
tions, not the intellects of his readers. He avoided disagreeable
subjects and social problems—the horrors of two major World
Wars, the sufferings of people caused by technology—he left
those subjects to elitist poets, W. H. Auden, T. S. Elliot, and
others. Rather, he simply reiterated his idealistic concepts about
Home, God, and Work, finding his material in the activities of his
friends’ and his own family life. His exposing his private life to
the public pleased millions but shocked his reserved English
mother. She was ashamed of his describing his reactions to Tanet’s
cutting a tooth, Nellie’s getting a new gown, or the death of one
of his children. But home was the center of his life. In his most
frequently quoted poem (erroneously known as ‘A Heap o
Livin'), inspired by a casual conversation with some men build-
ing a house next to his, Edgar Guest sentimentalizes his feelings

about ‘HOME’:
HOME®

Tt takes a heap o’livin’ in a house ¢ make it home,

A heap o sun ar’ shadder, an’ ye sometimes have t' roam
Afore ye really ‘preciate the things ye lef’ behind,

An’ hunger for "em somehow, with ‘em allus on yer mind.
Tt don’t make any difference how rich ye get t be,

How much yer chairs an’ tables cost, how great yer luxury;
It ain’t home t ye, though it be the palace of a king,

Until somehow yer soul is sort o’ wrapped round everything. §
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Home ain’t a place that gold can ) A
Aff)re. it's home there’s ggot t be Jj Eﬁa(; §’ efi\?i]fl’nilnai? e
Wlthm the Wa,lls there’s got t’ be some babies born, and th
| Right there ye've got t’ bring "em up t’ women goocf an’ o
VAvn.dhgradje%rly, as time goes on, ye find ye wouldn’t pa:.‘ltlen;
y h1t aitgyt.hmg th(?y ever used—they’ve grown into yer heart:
e old high chairs, the plaything, too, the little shoes they:

wore

Y h . > e >
e dzﬁ:fl, an’ if ye could ye'd keep the thumbmarks on the

Ye've got t’ weep t* make i 3
t home, ye've got t sit an’ si
An’ watch beside ’s be 34 A
iy a loved one’s bed, an’ know that death is
An’ in the stillness o’ the night t see Death’s angel come

An’ close the e ¥ ;
ves o her that smil ?
voice dumb. ed, an’ leave her sweet

1

X{Ial,ﬁnd tl‘le’ home is dearer than it was, an’ sanctified;
rl
e htugt%m at ye a}ways are the pleasant memories
er that was an' is no more—ye can’t escape from these.

Y > k] a 2

e\;a%?t ¥ sing an’ dance for years, ye've got t' romp an’
éﬁellieﬁn t love, the things ye have by usin’ ’em each day;
Bven ﬂ16 roses round the ’porch must blossom year by year
Aor use:eiyt,clome apart 0 ye, suggestin’ someone dear
o ! ove ‘em long ago, an’ trained "em jes’ t’ run
o way they do, s0’s they would get the early mornin’ sun;

've got t’ love each brick an’ stone from cellar up ¥ dome:
It takes a heap o’ livin’ in a house t’ make it homg. ”

_ The “someone dear” and the “babies” he refers to ar
?:;‘?,:)islecgre% ;n(rllf:,n Ige}liz, :n%\'r hilsilfour 1tlzhildren, only tv:(;chfC\?vllzlros;;
ed, et. Nellie, whom h i
Zeceptlo.n, became his wife in 1902. Their m:rr?a]lga ::a: ert:gnil;g
j;nﬁipsa;}ble, 1ia.nd he never completely recovered from the VoiE'II
Gt f w ctlen she- died after a lingering illness in 1945, Edgar
it gﬁ; 11:; c‘}‘illldren,, ayc? gl:fmdchildren tried to keep his
e g “heap o living,” but never completely erased
mory of his loss. She had been a delightful companion and
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an inexhaustible source of inspiration for him. He dedicated
numerous books to her and she was the subject of countless
poems—her inability to balance her checking account, the men
she could have married, her spoiling the children, her silver-tinged
hair, the bills she accumulated buying gowns for herself and
Janet. It was this trivia of everyday living in which Edgar Guest
found pleasure and the inspiration for his verses.

Nellie also stimulated his abiding faith in God. His first
sectarian affiliation was with the Swedenborgians; his Mother had
impressed upon him the need to participate in the church and
he pumped the bellows of the pine organ and attended Sunday
School faithfully in England. On his marriage to Nellie Crossman,
he joined the Episcopal church. Although he did not attend ser-
vices regularly, he practiced his faith in his daily living and had
many close friends among the Detroit clergy: Rev. C. B, Allen,
Rabbi Leo M. Franklin, and Cardinal Mooney, His religious feel-
ings were far more akin to the traditional beliefs of early nine-
teenth century than to the despairing outlook of post-Darwin
theology, as the following poems illustrate: :

MY RELIGION?®®
My religion’s lovin’ God, who made us, one and all,
‘Who marks, no matter where it be, the humble sparrow’s fall,
An’ my religion’s servin’ Him the very best I can
By not despisin’ anything He made, especially man!
I¥’s lovin’ sky an’ earth an’ sun an’ birds an’ flowers an’ trees,
But lovin’ human beings more than any one of these.

1 ain’t no hand at preachin’ an’ I can’t expound the creeds;

1 fancy every fellow’s faith must satisfy his needs

Or he would hunt for something else. An’I cant tell the why

An’ wherefore of the doctrines deep—and what's more 1
don’t try.

1 reckon when this life is done and we can know His plan,

God won’t be hard on anyone who’s tried to be a man.

My religion doesn’t hinge on some one rite or word;

I hold that any honest prayer a mortal makes is heard;

To love a church is well enough, but some get cold with
pride

An’ quite forget their fellowmen for whom the Saviour died;

I fancy he best worships God, when all is said an’ done,

Who tries to be, from day to day, a friend to everyone.
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¥oi%i :earlll anaa;}(hf]he sparrow’s fall, I don’t believe He'l) fail

T think Hel hold whats o our hos o 12215 asail
oy above what's in our

An’ ];ﬁf: iﬁ;uf- religi?n here by our recorded deeds.
bone is God’s greatest work since life on,earth

He'll get to Heaven, T believe, who helps his fellowman

He restates his un ioni
uestionin
Divine plan fu, q g acceptance of Heaven and a

IF THIS WERE ALLY

If this were all of life we'll know
If this brief space of breath
Were all there is to human tojl
If death were really death,
And never should the soul ari;e
- A fnil' 1’:?vorld to see,
oW ioolish would our struggle
How grim the earth wou%c% bselseem’

If living were the whole of life
To end in seventy years ’
How pitiful its joys would seem!
How idle all its tears
There’d be no faith to keep us true
No hope to keep us strong ’
And only fools would cherish areams-—
No smile would Iast for long,

How purposeless the strife would be
there were nothing more

If there were not 3 plan to serve
An end to struggle for! ,

No reason for a mortal’s hirth
Exgept to have him die-—

How silly all the goals would seem
For which men bravely try.

There must be something af
g alt ;
Behind the toil of man or death;

There must exist a God divine
Who's working out g plan;
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And this brief journey that we know
As life, must really be

The gateway to a finer world
That some day we shall see.

Minor themes, childhood, nature, death, and patriotism of

which he frequently writes also testify to his unqualified faith
in the divinity of God and his being an active force in the affairs
of man. Tiis feeling that childhood is the blessed age of innocence
reminiscent of William Cullen Bryant is exemplified in:

THE HAPPIEST DAYS®

You do not know it, litile man,

In your summer coat of tan

And your legs bereft of hose

And your peeling, sunburned nose,
With a stone bruise on your toe,
Almost limping as you go

Running on your way to play
Through another summer day,

Friend of birds and streams and trees,
That your happiest days are these.

Little do you think to-day,

As you hurry to your play,

That a lot of us, grown old

In the chase for fame and gold,
Watch you as you pass along
Gayly whistling bits of song,

And in envy sit and dream

Of a long-neglected stream,
Where long buried are the joys
We possessed when we were boys.

Little chap, you cannot guess
All your sum of happiness;
Little value do you place

On your sunburned freckled face;
And if some shrewd fairy came
Offering sums of gold and fame
For your summer days of play,
You would barter them away
And believe that you had made
There and then a clever trade.
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Time was we were boys like you
Bare qf foot and sunburned, too ’
And, like you, we never guessed’
A}l,the riches we possessed;

We'd have traded them back then
For, the hollow joys of men;

We'd have given them all to be
Rich and wise and forty-three.
For life never teaches boys

Just how precious are their joys.

Youth has fled and we are old.
Some of us have fame and gold;
Some of us are sorely scarred, ,
For the way of age is hard;

And we envy, little man,

You your splendid coat of tan
Envy you your treasures rare, '
Hours of joy beyond compare;
For we know, by teaching stern
All that some day you must learn.
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Edgar Guest idealized natur

: e as the handiwork of a God i
a t;lanscendental attitude. However, “For Fish and Birds” 121?l 111?:
well serve as a prayer for the contemporary ecology crusadeg-19

FOR FISH AND BIRDS

For fish and birds I make this

May they be here long after m%lea,
May those who follow hear the call

Of old Bob White in spring and fall;
And may they share the joy that’s mine
When there’s a bass upon the line,

I found the world a

A cold wind blowing ;O;C;r(;;lgeplace.
Has brought the wild ducks in from sea:
God grant the day shall never be ,
When youth upon November’s shore
Shall see the mallards come no more!

I found the world a garden spot
God grant the desolating shf)go '
And barbed hook shall not destroy
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Some future generation’s joy!
Too barren were the earth for ?;vords
1 gone were all the fish and birds.

\Fancy an age that sees no more

“The mallards winging into shore;
Fancy a youth with all his dreams
That finds no fish within the streams.
Our world with life is wondrous fair,
God grant we do not strip it barel

Writing about the death of an intimate member of his fanlﬂy
or a friend seemed to serve a dual purpose-for Edgar Gufis —
o reenforcement of his faith and a catharsis for his feT}?jI i:ons.
Their first child, Florence Dorothy, died at the age O " e;eﬁ
months in 1909. Soon after her death he anc'l his wife a ?ﬁ o
a three year old girl, Marjorie Ellen, who died of tuberculosis

in the spring of 1921. Of her death, he wrote:
MARJORIE

is as it was when she was here;

TheTll:x{:;Z?s lnothing changed at all a'd:_;out the place;
The books she loved to read are waiting near

As if to-morrow they would see her face;
Her room remains the way it used to be,

Here are the puzzles that she pc_mq.ered on:
Yet since the angels called for Marjorie

The joyous spirit of the home has gone.

i ew lovely undexneath her touch, .

All %ggrsoc%rrn was bri}éht because it knew her smile;
From her the tiniest trinket gathfared much, il

The cheapest toy became 2 thing worth while;
Yet here are her possessions as they were,

No longer joys to set the eyes aglow;
To-day, as we, they seem to mourn for her,

And share the sadness that is ours to know.

i , we put her games away,
Hal%zz:s:;gdicgb thin%s, they cannot understand
Why never more shall Majorie come to play, i

And we have faith in God at our commanc.
These toys we smiled at once, now start our ﬁ}fals,
They seem to wonder why they lie so still,
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They call her name, and will throughout the years—
God, strengihen us to bow unto Thy will.

Years later still bereaving the loss of his daughters, Edgar
Guest composed ‘To All Parents” which appeared on March 18,
1937, when an explosion in a public school at New London, Texas,
killed 295 children. The public response to his verse was over-

whelming, with people thanking him for the consolation he
offered:

TO ALL PARENTS*

“T'll lend you for a little time a child of Mine,” He said,
. “For you to love the while she lives and mourn for when
she’s dead.
It may be six or seven years, or twenty-two or three,
But will you, il I call her back, take care of her for Me?
She’ll bring her charms to gladden you, and shall her stay
be brief,

You'll have her lovely memories as solace for your grief.”

“I cannot promise she will stay, since all from earth return,

But there are lessons taught down there I want this child
to learn.

T've looked the wide world over in my search for teachers
true,

And from the throngs that crowd life’s lanes I have selected
you.

Now will you give her all your love, nor think the labor vain,

Nor hate Me when I come to call to take her back again?”

I fancied that I heard them say: “Dear Lord, Thy will be
donel

For all the joy Thy child shall bring, the risk of grief well
run.

We'll shelter her with tenderness, well love her while we
may,

And for the happiness we've known forever grateful stay;

But shall the angels call for her much sooner than we've
planned,

We'll brave the bitter grief that comes and try to under-
stand.”

Edgar Guest’s love for his adopted country was an extension
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of his religious faith and a reflection of the patriotic idealism in-
stilled by his father, Edwin Guest once told his son:

“The United States is the greatest country on earth. In no

other country are people so happy, so prosperous, and so

contented. Whatever any man may tell you in the future,
be loyal to this Government. Respect its flag and honor its
institutions. This is the land of opportunity. . . . Remember
England as the land of your birth, but stick to and stand
by the United States, the land of your opportunity,™?

He demonstrated his loyalty to this country during World
War I, when he fired the patriotic instincts of his andience with
his doggerel. Again during World War II, he began many of
his daily columns with zealous praise of the United States. In
fact, he contributed a hand-written copy of ‘America’ to a war
bond auction; it was purchased for $50,000 by V. D. CIff, a close
friend and president of an insurance Company. The poem origi-
nally had been published in 1918:

AMERICA®

God has been good to men. He gave
His Only Son their souls to save,

And then He made a second gift,
Which from their dreary lives should lift
The tyrant’s yoke and set them free
From all who'd throttle liberty.

He gave America to men—

Fashioned this land we love, and then
Deep in her forests sowed the seed
Which was to serve man’s earthly need.

When wisps of smoke first upwards curled
From pilgrim fires, upon the world
Unnoticed and unseen, began

God’s second work of grace for man.

Here where the savage roamed and fought,
God sowed the seed of nobler thought;
Here to the land we love to claim,

The pioneers of freedom came;

Here has been cradled all that’s best

In every human mind and breast.
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For full four hundred years and more

Our land has stretched her welcoming shore
To weary feet from soils afar;

Soul-shackled serfs of king and czar

Have journeyed here and toiled and sung
And talked of freedom to their young,

And God above has smiled to see

This precious work of liberty,

And watched this second gift He gave

The dreary lives of men to save.

And now, when liberty’s at bay,

And blood-stained tyrants force the fray,
Worn warriors, battling for the right,
Crushed by oppression’s cruel might,

Hear in the dark through which they grope
America’s glad ery of hope:

Man’s liberty is not to die!

America is standing by!

World-wide shall human lives be free:
America has crossed the seal

Or add any weight to your name,
Americal the land we love!
God’s second gift from Heaven above,
Builded and fashioned out of truth,
Sinewed by Him with splendid youth
For that glad day when shall be furled
All tyrant flags through the world.
For this our banner holds the sky:
That liberty shall never die.
For this, America began:
To make a brotherhood of man.

THE JOB

The job will not make you, my boy;
The job will not bring you to fame
Or riches or honor or joy
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Guest preached not only profusely about Home, God, and
Patriotism in his rhymes but also about the rewards of work.
Innumerable poems assure the young man starting out that if
he works hard and puts forth that extra effort, success is auto-
matically his. “The Job” characterizes his philosophy of work:
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You may fail or succeed where you are,
May honestly serve or may rob;
From the start to the end
Your success will depend

On just what you make of your job.

Don’t look on the job as the thing
That shall prove what youre able to do;
The job does no more than to bring
A chance for promotion to you.
Men have shirked in high places and won
Very justly the jeers of the mob;
And you'll find it is true
That it’s all up to you
To say what shall come from the job.

The job is in incident small;
The thing that’s important is man.
The job will not help you at all
If you won’t do the best that you can.
It is you that determines your fate, ,
You stand with your hand on the knob
Of fame’s doorway to-day,
And life asks you to say
Just what you will make of your job.

Another jingle which typifies his Puritan-like reverence for
work is “It Couldn’t Be Done,” which has become a part of
American folklore:

IT COULDN'T BE DONE®

>

Somebody said that it couldn’t be done,
But he with a chuckle replied '

That “maybe it couldn’t,” but he would be one
Who wouldn’t say so till he'd tried,

So he buckled right in with the trace of a grin
On his face. If he worried he hid it.

He started to sing as he tackled the thing
That couldn’t be done, and he did it.

Somebody scoffed: “Oh, you'll never do that;
At least no one ever has done it’;

But he took off his coat and he took off his hat,
And the first thing we knew he’d begun it.

—_— e
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With a lift of his chin and a bit of a grin,
Without any doubting or quiddit,
He started to sing as he tackled the thing

That couldn’t be done, and he did it.

_There are thousands to tell you it cannot be done,
There are thousands to prophesy failure;
There are thousands to point out to you one by one,
The dangers that wait to assail you.
But just buckle in with a bit of a grin,
Just take off your coat and go to it;
Just start in fo sing as you tackle the thing
That “cannot be done,” and you’ll do it.

His industry and optimism paid off well for Edgar Guest.
Having once established himself as a columnist for the Detroit
Free Press, he worked in a study in his own home. He pecked
away at his typewriter turning out from one to three verses a
day using his Free Press Office only to fraternize with his col-
leagues and friends. The Horatio Alger myth of the nineteenth
century became a living reality for Edgar Guest; he revived the
fading American Dream not only for himself and his family but
vicariously for his mass audience. -

To cite more examples of his poetry serves no point—they are
all variations of his basic philosophy that happiness can be realized
through Home, God, and Work easily understood and pleasant to
the ear. In 1939, E. B, White in his “One Man’s Meat” column for
The New Yorker accurately evaluated Edgar Guest’s contribu-
tions:

“The first poet in the land—if I may use the word loosely—
is Edgar Guest. He is the singer who, more than any other,
gives to Americans the enjoyment of rhyme and meter.
Whether he gives also that blinding, aching emotion which
I get from reading certain verses by other writers is a
question which interests me very much. Being democratic,
I am content to the majority rule in everything, it would
seem, but literature.”* .

Thirteen years later a staff reporter for the same magazine in
a profile about Nick Kenney, poet-journalist for the New York
Mirror, stated that “Kenny had fallen heir to the mantle of the
late Edgar A. Guest.™ Actually, Edgar A. Guest was very much
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alive and still writing his daily verses. But the traditions of which
he wrote had become moribund. Will his writings be revived in
the current wave of national nostalgia? It is doubtful, for the old-
fashioned ideals he hymned are now scorned and the strained
efforts for rthyme and meter have little appeal to contemporary
readers more attuned to free verse. Yet, Edgar A. Guest is the
outstanding spokesman for the common people during the first
half of this century; he is the Poet of the Masses who best repre-
sents the popular sentiments and strong anti-intellectual strain
of American culture. He is not a great literary figure; he is a
simple newspaperman who made many people happy, if not wiser,
with his homespun philosophy and doggerel. His humanity and
amiability lightened the burdens of the day for millions of people
and reaffirmed their faith in a moral code rapidly disintegrating
in a changing world. Critically intellectual cogscenti are justi-
fied in classifying the poems of Edgar A. Guest as doggerel or low
level poetry. But .too often critics equate popularity and sim-
plicity with worthlessness. Should not low level poetry have its
legitimate place from the standpoint of entertainment and as a
potential springboard for improving the “democratic” tastes? If
so, then the versatile and paradoxical Edgar A. Guest should be
accorded his proper place in chronicles of American literature and
“culture. '
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A RIPENING EYE: WRIGHT MORRIS
AND THE FIELD OF VISION

GeErALD NEMANIC

But lo, the world hath many centres, one
for each created being, and about each one
it lieth in its own circle.

(Thomas Manm, Joseph and His Brothers)

“The part of me that has lived in this world has had many
advantages” said Wright Morris, accepting the National B::JOk
Award for The Field of Vision in 1957. “The ‘most unique of
these favors from Fate” he went on, “has to do with the fact
that I was born near the navel of the world. . . . It is not merely
the navel of the world, you see, of the continental land mass of
the United States, but also my own . . . beneath the buckle of
my belt.”

Thus the author paid tribute to the gently rolling plain of
Nebraska, the locus of his blood and artistic life. It shaped him,
that bleak and windy space, pumped the life’s blood into him—
navel to navel. No matter where the restless American spirit took
him, “I# rode . . . with me, immortally anchored in my soul” and
remained “a center of refuge . . . within . . . the mind’s anchorage,
and the soul’s Great Good Place.” Morris acquiesced ungrudg-
ingly, even reverently, to the primal shaping and staying powers
of the “place” and of his past.

How ironic it seemed that this particular writer stood before
the assembled savants of American letters to talk of “anchorage”
and “refuge”! Morris had struggled for a good part of his literary
life to free his work from nostalgia and parochialism. Here was
a man as truly in love with, yet at war against, the delimiting
boundaries of his past as any American writer had ever been. He
swam in that great crosscurrent of literary tradition with Twain,
Fitzgerald, Hemingway, Wolfe, and Faulkner.
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The Field of Vision stood not only as the unquestionable
master work of Morris” still gathering talent; it was, as importantly,
his artist’s badge of independence. For the first time, he had
truly succeeded in shaping that “raw” mass of memory and
physical detail, his private Nebraska. Earlier efforts to mine the
rich vein of “place” had been, at best, a partial success. “Too
much crude ore,” Morris judged of that work. “Raw materia] . , .
calls for processing” summed up an artistic creed arrived at the
hard way, the result of seasons of failure.!

But The Field of Vision was no raw ore, no one-dimensional
view. Now processor as much as miner, shaper more than
recorder, Morris assembled various “fields of vision, mult-
dimensional angles of perception, which transformed the broad,
unhurried lines of remembered Nebraska, quaint and olden, into
a rich, varied creation of imaginative complexity. It was as if he
had, in a sense, come back full circle. Once conquered, Nebraska
no longer symbolized a crude, unsmeltable ore which mocked the
artist’s potential power to transform. In The Field of Vision the
true metal had been fired. The narrow vision of raw perception,
the photographic plate, had taken on the breadth and depth of
artistic sight. Morris had brought his Nebraska back to life. The
Award speech confirmed this in love and praise, celebrated
Nebraska’s life with his. Nothing could have been more natural.

II.

It is significant that Wright Morris had concerned himself,
in the early years of his career, with painting and photography
as much as with words., In his twenties, he had wanted to be a
painter, although none of the canvasses and drawings completed
in those years were ever exhibited. In the partly autobiographical
early novel, The Man Who Was There (1945), Agee Ward, the
artist-hero, is fascinated with the artifacts and scenes of his child-
hood in the rural Midwest. While living in Paris he paints reflec-
tive montages of cream separators, harrow seats and other farming
paraphernalia.®

. In this novel, Morris’ fictional conception of the artist is much
less complicated than it is later, in The Field of Vision and Cere-
mony in Lone Tree. In The Man Who Was There, Morris handles
Agee Ward with little sense of irony, Ward is essentially the mis-
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understood artist adrift among philistines. In the early Forties,
Morris was not yet ready to admit that his hero’s vision might
reflect not only pregnant social commentary and positive aesthetic
values, but also an unhealthy obsession with the irrecoverable
past.

But it is the camera’s eye, and its particular angle of vision,
which links Morris most closely with the visual arts. The struggle
for dominance within him between painter and writer was in-
directly manifested in The Man Who Was There. A temporary
resolution was reached in the conception of works which com-
bined photography and prose. The Inhabitants (1946) and The
Home Place (1948) provided both visual record and prose inter-
pretation, on facing pages, of the desolate Nebraska world whose

. meaning he sought to penetrate.

Like his father and so many other rural Americans, Morris
had abandoned the pioneer settlements of his forebears in restive
search for the American homn of plenty. His wanderings through
Omaha, Chicago and, inevitably, California brought confusion
and disillusionment. This apparently aimless movement, endemic
on the American continent, suggested only one obvious and quick
resolution: some sort of literal return to or, that being impossible,
emotional reunion with the memory-frozen objects of the past.
For Morris, the urge to retrace his steps at no time represented
a mere mindless clutch at receding innocence. Ambiguous though
it was, his step back, in the photo albums, was a large step toward
The Field of Vision and artistic fulfillment.

The importance of these albums in the Morris canon derives
not so much from their artistic merit, which is real, as from his
decision to become immersed in the raw material which would
eventually form the substantial base of The Field of Vision. The
epigraph chosen for The Inhabitants is borrowed from Thoreau:

What of architectural beauty I now see,
I know has grown from within outward. . ..

Therein is revealed Morris™ attitude toward his materials. First,
these peeling farm houses and beleagured barns of a fading
pioneer civilization are beautiful, are in themselves an aestheti-
cally satisfying manifestation. They are somehow a living symbol
of Man’s spirit in this place, As photographer, Morris worked
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primarily in the role of recorder, not transmuting artist. Rather
than process his visual raw materials, Morris was content, at this
stage, simply to know and catalog them.?

The text of The Inhabitants tastes a bit of the cracker barrel
in its pithy, self-conscious wisdom, But the book is remarkably
suggestive of Morris’ Jater themes, more so than the more popular
Home Place. Embryonic hints of Boyd, the McKees and old
Scanlon pop out in aphorisms which refer to no one in particular:

there was a time all I thought a man did was unravel—now
I see that all he does is wind himself up. [78] p.

Everywhere you look there is a man leaving something—
or something that a man left. And everywhere you look
you see that nobody left anything. [100] p.

hard times makes a man, make things you can love. If it
ain’t hard times, if it ain’t honest trouble, that makes a man,
I'd like to know just what in the hell it is? [22] p.

A number of these fresh thematic hints are scattered throughout,
yet no purposive design really emerges from the book. Unlike
The Inhabitants, The Home Place does incorporate a narrative
line, but Morris lets us view only half sexiously the pathetic, and
often humorous, attempts of Clyde Muncy and his family to
return to the land.

Whether planned or not, the prose text quickly assumes a
subordinate role in these books, Morris emerges most strongly as
photographic essayist. And as photographer he concerns himself
with a quite definite and limited angle of vision. Ten years later,
in The Territory Ahead, Morris was to criticize his earlier work
for “an excess of . . . raw experience.” The antidote to this crude-
ness became “the realization that 1 had to create [italics mine]
coherence, conjure up my synthesis, rather than find it. . . .” (15)
This self criticism finds no truer mark than The Inhabitants and
The Home Place. The very nature of photography makes it an
especially congenial vehicle for the transmission of visual raw
materials, Perhaps it is not so much the potential for artful com-
position of scene which attracted Morris to photography, as the
desire to record what was there in its natural state, not yet touched
by commercialism or even the artist’s imaginative flights.

That intention determined the essentially nostalgic and aimless
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character of these volumes. We respond to the pictured artifacts
of a disappearing America simply because they have managed
to maintain some tenuous hold on existence in the face of be-
wildering change. Of course they cry out for remembrance of
those bygone days of youth, when, we fancy, our lives were filled
with wonder and purity. Morris’ later annihilation of Norman
Rockwell surely illustrates, as on motive, his need to bury what he
considered a pernicious tendency in himself.*

As a photographer, Morris had primarily occupied himself
with a limited field of vision—that of the recording eye. That the
camera, an objective and impassive instrument of communication,
could evoke emotional response was clear. Yet the author was
plainly dissatisfied with the sentimental, uncontrolled quality of
that communication and response. He returned to straight fiction
and began weaving a metaphor of vision anew in The Works of
Love (1952).5

IIL

One of the stronger literary influences on Morris’ development
as a novelist was Sherwood Anderson, and The Works of Love,
dedicated to the Ohio master, is the most Andersonian of his
works. Will Brady, the novel’s frustrated, vulnerable protagonist
might easily have been orchestrated into Winesburg, Ohio. Partly
modeled from Morris’ own father, he wanders his life away in
the western world, from Nebraska to Chicago to Los Angeles. He
casts about tentatively for something like love, but blind to his
nature and confused by the warped emotional lives of others, he
fails to “connect.” Like many another love-starved old man, he
winds up feeding his spit to the pigeons in lonely public parks,
gaining through that pathetic gesture at least some semblance of
affectionate contact with living things.

Will Brady’s limited perspectives culminate in a literal blind-
ness which leads directly to his destruction. After years of roam-
ing, he winds up in Chicago, isolated and bewildered, still search-
ing for “connection.” One Christmas season he decides to take a
temporary job as a department store Santa Claus. Talking with
the children provides some measure of satisfaction, but it is
mournfully clear that this tiny opening serves only to intensify
his longings. In a pathetic attempt to render that sallow old face
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more attractive to the youngsters, he buys a sun lamp with the
idea of reddening his cheeks to the proper Clausean hue. Brady
disregards the warning of the manufacturer and sits for hours
amid the warm, enveloping rays of his private sun. Understand-
ably, he develops an eye inflammation which severely impairs his
vision. This results in a fantastic denouement, with Brady blindly
walking off a fire escape to a watery death in the Chicago River.

Both The Works of Love and the earlier photo albums antici-
pate the theme of entrapment which Morris developes exten-
sively in the later Nebraska novels, The Field of Vision (1956)
and Ceremony in Lone Tree (1960). The brooding photographs
reflect Morris’ fascination with the casual incidents and objects
of his private past. Later he would analyze similar emotions in
characters like Gordon Boyd, Lois McKee, and Tom Scanlon.

Will Brady is haunted too, not by an obsessive nostalgia but
by the recurrent memory of failure. The attempt to know love
had always brought frustration and crushing defeat. Brady be-
comes what Sherwood Anderson had called a “grotesque,” one
of those who “took one of the truths [laws or generalizations about
life] to himself, called it his truth, and tried to live by it.” Thus
beset, one “became a grotesque and the truth he embraced be-
came a falsehood.™

These “grotesques” of Anderson and Morris are gnarled spirits,
able to perceive reality only through distorted lenses. For them,
the past is an inundation of the self—in the present, they can
merely float along, buffeted by the waves of this persistent flood.
Their fields of vision remain single and cramped. The airless
compartment of the mind eventually suffocates a potentially ex-
pansive human spirit.

Iv.

By the early 1950°s, Morris’ battle with the past had reached
deeply self-conscious existential and aesthetic proportions. The
Field of Vision is so vitally important because there he was first
able to fashion an artistically satisfying dramatization of that
struggle.

The photo albums had tentatively introduced the problem.,
In The Works of Love, he had fumbled toward its full actualiza-
tion in a single character. But confused, pathetic Will Brady
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could never represent the final disposition of Morris’ dilemma,
for he is a severely limited and unsatisfactory protagonist for so
complex a drama. He could hardly serve as a sufficient vehicle
for the author’s complicated vision of the maimed Midwestern
psyche—no one character could.

In The Field of Vision Morris finally hit upon the technique
of developing several centers of consciousness within a novel,
each representing a particular “field of vision.” His characters
flounder, separately hopeless victims of their own obsessions.
Brought together, their viewpoints present an overlaid complex
of angles which form patterns of meaning artistically controlled
and gradually apprehended by the reader.

The Field of Vision and its sequel, Ceremony in Lone T:re(.a,
represent the maturation of both Morris’ visual metaphor and his
career as interpreter of the Nebraska scene. The Field of Vision
is set, ostensibly, in Mexico City, where several Nebraskans have
incongruously assembled. They include Walter and Lois McKee,
a respectable suburban couple; their young grandson, Gordon, .the
physical and emotional heir to the McKee and Scanlon line;
Jaconic old Tom Scanlon, Lois™ father, a dim-eyed eccentric who
long ago refused to enter the twentieth century; and Gorc?on
Boyd, childhood friend of Walter, once a promising young writer
now gone on evil days. A bullfight serves as background, the
present from which the characters deflect their thoughts to a
haunted past, wherein cach feels the vital drama of life has
already been played. The novel unfolds in obsessive recreations
of, and commentary upon, the past by each character. The inn-
mediate action in the ring serves as an fronic contrast to the “real
proceedings. .

Ceremony in Lone Tree, like most sequels, is much less satisfy-
ing than the original. It brings together the same characters a
few months later, at a family reunion in the ghost town of Lone
Tree, Nebraska. There is witnessed the death of the decrepit
patriarch, Tom Scanlon, and the equally anticlimatic elopement
of Calvin and Etoile, who represent the younger generation of
Nebraskans bent on the same destructive path as their elders.

Although nothing very exciting “happens” in these novels,
this is precisely Morris’ intent. He focuses, rather, on two internal
human qualities: fear and imagination. These sons and daughters
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of pioneer stock have spent a lifetime nurturing the future dreams
of middle American adolescence. Middle aged Gordon Boyd still
sports his sucking thumb, a flannel hip pocket he once auda-
ciously ripped from the pants of Ty Cobb. As a playwright, Boyd
is proof positive of the erstwhile notion that American literature
is notable for its shooting stars. His very first play, a poignant
drama of youth’s fleeting illusions, was received with enthusiasm
in New York. From that instant pinnacle it was all a down grade
for Gordon. It wasn't that he tried again and failed, so much as
that he simply stopped growing; after Cobb’s pocket and a boy-
wonder stage success, what was left? Boyd is left, and he wan-
ders about the world with a piece of flannel, “the portable raft
on which he floated” (like a perennial Huck Finn) “anchored to
his childhood.”™ “The thing about Hell,” Morris concludes, “was
that you had to go in, if what you wanted was out” (p. 189)
Boyd feared the necessary tribulations of manhood more than
anything else, “FHe had failed to fail . . . to touch the floating
bottom within himself.” (p. 69) The wide vistas of light neces-
sary to the artist’s visions were denied him, they could not pene-
trate the blinders which allowed him to look in only one direction
—Dbackwards. |

The estimable McKees have, on the contrary, “made it”: a
secure income, family vacations in Mexico, a home in the suburbs.
Yet they, too, have steadfastly refused life on its own terms,
obsessed as they are with the haphazard traumas of long past
adolescent romance. Lois’ first kiss of passion had been delivered
by Walter’s best friend, Gordon Boyd, during that interminable
spring of budding life. Walter had also been present at the
“event,” and now all three remained haunted by that ambiguous
gesture. Lois wonders if any of them have really changed since
that day twenty-five years ago:

Did anything really? Take McKee. Did he ever make her
think of anything but old times. And Boyd, standing up in
that seat to squirt Pepsi-Cola into the bull’s face, the same
look on his face, if she could believe her eyes, that he had
had on the porch. Not the same face, no, that did change,
but not the look behind it, the eyes shining from the porch
light where the big June bugs were trapped. That made
her think of old times, it made her wonder, that is, if any-
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thing in the world had really happened since McKee’s best
friend had kissed the girl he hadn't kissed himself. McKee
Tooking on with that silly absent-minded smile on his face.
Being reminded, as it turned out later, of something else
at the very moment an absolute stranger had pressed hi’s
lips to her lips. And the girl who was kissed? She hadn't
changed much either now that she knew what had hit her.
Knowing what had hit her, and where, she had swooned.
(pp- 89, 90)

A young, barely pubescent Lois remains a tantalizingly tangible
image in Walter's memory. Yet his eyes can’t seem to focus on
the middle-aged life’s companion beside him. Indeed, “he never
saw more, when he looked at her, than whether she had migraine
or goose pimples on her arms or not.” (p. 31) :

Blind Tom Scenlon, “crazy as a coot,” had holed himself up
in the old hotel at Lone Tree for sixty years. He “lived—if that
was the word—only in the past. When the century turned and
faced the east, he stood his ground.” (pp. 43, 44) Yet his daughter
Lois knew that “it wasn’t only her father who was trapped in the
past, who didn’t turn with the century as her mother described
it, but also all of the people who had once been young, with dishes
to wipe. And after wiping the dishes had stepped, for just a
moment, out on the porch. Trapped.” (p. 92)

Tn fact, for all Scanlon’s recidivism, he is not the least alive
of Morris’ characters. Boyd saw in him “a man who found more
to live for, in looking backward, than those who died all around
him, looking ahead.” (p. 44) Son of a true frontiersman, Scanlon
at least carries on his fearful life in concert with the barren plain
which had nurtured him. This solitary existence remains some-
how less terrible than the timidly desperate lives led by the
McKees. Scanlon generates an imaginative vision, however gro-
tesque, which gives some substance to his character. Morris pays
him grudging tribute in the first pages of Ceremony in Lone Tree:

Scanlon’s eyes, a cloudy phlegm color, let in more light than
they give out. What he sees are the scenic props of his own
mind, His eye to the window, the flaw in the pane, such
light as there is illuminates Scanlon, his face like that of
a gobbler in the drayman’s hat. What he sees is his own
business, but the stranger might find the view familiar. A
man accustomed to the ruins of war might even feel at
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home. In the blowouts on the rise are flint arrowheads, and
pieces of farm machinery, half buried in sand, resemble
nothing so much as artillery equipment, abandoned when
the dust began to blow. The tidal shift of the sand reveals
one ruin in order to conceal another. It is all there to be
seen, but little evidence that Tom Scanlon sees it. Not
through the clouded eye he puts to the glass. The emptiness
of the plain generates illusions that require little moisture,
and grow better, like tall stories, where the mind is dry.
The tall corn may flower or burn in the wind, but the plain
is a metaphysical landscape and the bumper crop is the
one Scanlon sees through the flaw in the glass. (pp. 4, 5).

V.

Morris sees the crucial and distinctive struggle of the American
artist as that between “raw material” and “technique.” In the past
material has dominated, and this inhibitéd the growth of a mature
fiction. “The territory ahead,” the future of the American novel,
must be in the direction of technique and creativity. In The Field
of Vision, it is Gordon Boyd, the American writer, whose course
has been charted most disastrously. Although sensitive and am-
bitious, still he has failed as an artist and a man. The causes of
Boyd’s failure are linked with those of the American artist in
general. Success requires a commitment to growth: “The human
thing to do was to transform something, especially yourself.” (p.
76) Morris’ lost Nebraskans, clinging to the chimeras of the past,
reject the vitality of evolving life. In like manner, the American,
as artist, depends too much on his abundance of raw memory at
the expense of creative technique. The “pattern,” the key to
life’s meaning, Gordon “would not find. No, not anywhere, since
it did not exist. The pattern—what pattern it had—he would
have to create. Make it out of something that looked for all the
world like something else.” (p. 154) The same problem exists for
Scanlon, the McKees, and for the mind of Middle America as
Morris knows it:

The problem? In an age of How-to-do-it, the problem was
how not. How not to be embalmed in a flannel pocket, how
not to be frozen in a coonskin hat. How to live in spite of,
not because of, something called character. To keep it open,
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to keep the puzzle puzzling, the pattern changing and alive.
(p- 155)

VI.

The growth of Morris’ life philosophy, and of his fictional
world, can be seen most clearly in his concept of vision. As a
photographer he had been concerned primarily with a particular
kind of sight, the raw material vision he discussed later in The
Territory Ahead. Visual imagery is vital to an understanding of
Morris’ major theme—that our sight is drawn too acutely inward.
We see too little the substance of things outside ourselves; our
inwardness results in a suffocating entrapment within the past,
where by our narrow lights, the only significant actions of our
lives have taken place. For Morris this conclusion is objectively
absurd—one kiss, one grandiose gesture, one baseball adventure
should hardly cast the die of life. Morris tries, in The Field of
Vision, to break free from the death-hold the past has on both
his characters and himself.

To limit our vision in time and space, to pigeonhole past,
present and future, near and far, is to ruin ourselves, to make us
“grotesque,” in Anderson’s terminology. On the other hand
Morris’ entire canon serves to emphasize his belief that the past
is vitally important, that it literally generates what we are. Our
history—personal, regional, national—is of inestimable value, but
not merely as a safe past in which we might grasp a false security.
The regional, the local and the personal have crucial import—it
is mainly a matter of finding their true and rejecting their false
drift, rejecting that in our vision of the past which destroys life.

For our primary purpose, says Morris, is to live in the here and
now. For his “Nebraska Re-visited,” God's Country and My
People (1968) he chose his epigraph from Samuel Beckett:

Let me try and explain. From things about to disappear 1
turn away in time. To watch them out of sight, no, I can’t
do it.

NOTES
1. Wright Mortis, The Territory Ahead (New York: Harcourt, Brace, 1958).
Morris finds fault with his early writing, and with American literature generally,
in The Territory Ahead. He discusses his own shortcommgs in the first chap-
ter, “Technique and Raw Material.”
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2

Wright, Morzis, The Man Who Was There (New York: Scribner’s, 1945).
One of Agee’s paintings, “The Journey Back,” is described as “what appears
to be a sliced kidney, or 2 cross section of sweetbhreads, but on examination
certain objects can be identified. There are parts of a croguet gams, a strip
of hedge, a cream separator, 3 harrow seat, a white egg, a piece of saggy
yard, and a pump. In the back, holding up the sky, is a row of topless trees.”
{pp: 82, 83)

William Carlos Williams, who was writing Paterson in the 1940°s, would
probably have approved of this kind of progress by stages. “No ideas but in
things,” became an important part of an American artist’s ereed that ‘Williams
tried to develop in the poem, The New World writer must hegin by confront-
ing the tangible objects of his environment. IHis “ideas” will develop naturally
from the mind's interaction with these things.”

The attack on Rockwell comes in “Abuse of the Past” in The Territory Ahead.
Another novel with a Nebraska setting, The World in the Aitic (1949), is
a sequel to the Home Place, maintaining the same characters and tone.
Anderson’s full discussion of the “grotesque” appears in “The Book of the
Grotesque,” in Winesburg, Ohio.

Wright Morris, The Field of Vision (New York: Harcourt, Brace, 1956, p .68).
All subsequent references, unless otherwise noted, are from this text.



