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PREFACE

On May 9, 2013, members of The Society for the Study of
Midwestern Literature gathered in East Lansing for its forty-third
annual meeting. Highlights included panels on Midwestern Noir, the
poetry of Theodore Roethke, and the work of Ted Kooser. On Friday
night members enjoyed a performance of two one-act adaptions by
Sandra Seaton of short stories by Cyrus Colter. Mary Minock
received the Gwendolyn Brooks Poetry Prize, Alex Engebretson won
the David D. Anderson Prize for Literary Criticism, and Michelle M.
Campbell was the winner of the David Diamond Student Writing
Prize. William Barillas received the MidAmerica Award, and Ted
Kooser received the Mark Twain Award.

SSML is currently operating at a loss due to increased expenses
in publishing its journals and convening its annual symposium.
Major gifts from the late Jane S. Bakerman and David D. Anderson
have enabled us to continue our work while we seek to establish a
more stable financial footing for the work ahead. SSML is also grate-
ful to the following members and friends who have made contribu-
tions in addition to their dues. As more such contributions are
received, and earlier ones are discovered in searching the archives,
we will add more names to this Honor Roll: Walter Adams, Robert
Beasecker, Gwendolyn Brooks, Ray B. Browne, Mary Ellen
Caldwell, Louis J. Cantoni, G.B. Crump, David Diamond, Bernard
F. Engel, Kenneth B. Grant, Philip. A. Greasley, Theodore Haddin,
Donald Hassler, Janet Ruth Heller, Ted Kennedy, Jean Laming,
Barbara Lindquist, Larry Lockridge, Loren Logsdon, Bud Narveson,
Marcia Noe, Mary Obuchowski, Tom Page, E. Elizabeth Raymond,
Herbert K. Russell, James Seaton, Guy Szuberla, Doug Wixson,
Melody Zajdel, and the family and friends of Paul Somers.
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RECENT MIDWESTERN LITERATURE

AND POETRY
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Knopf, 2013 [Indiana]
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Riekke, Ron. The Way North: Collected Upper Peninsula New Works.
Wayne State UP, 2013 [Michigan]
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Somerville, Patrick. This Bright River. Little, Brown, 2012. [Wisconsin]

Snyder, Rachel Louise. What We’ve Lost Is Nothing. Scribner, 2014.
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POETRY
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CALL FOR PAPERS

Contributors are sought for a collection of short essays, each focused
on a poem by Theodore Roethke, to be published by a university
press. Intended for a readership of students and teachers as well as
scholars, the book will advance Roethke criticism by presenting orig-
inal and highly specific commentary on individual poems. Essays are
to be about 2000 words in length and must involve close textual read-
ing of a single poem. Writers may explicate a short poem or a pas-
sage from a long poem, or analyze one aspect of a poem (such as dic-
tion, imagery, figurative language, symbolism, sound devices, meter,
etc.). All critical approaches are welcome, including historicism,
gender studies, reader-response, and ecocriticism. Essays should
reflect knowledge of relevant Roethke scholarship, in most cases
briefly quoting secondary sources. Deadline for submission is
August 31, 2014. Send proposals and inquiries to Dr. William Barillas,
University of Wisconsin-La Crosse, at wbarillas@uwlax.edu



JOSEPH J. WYDEVEN: AN APPRECIATION
MARY DEJONG OBUCHOWSKI

Anything I can say about the loss of such a dear and valued friend
will be inadequate. Among the many things that I admired about Joe
were his energy and his appetite for life and culture, his compassion,
and his humor. He and Alice traveled a lot, in spite of his illness, usu-
ally with literature, architecture, photography or art in mind. In the
last few years, they visited Venice, Amsterdam, the Atlantic coast of
Canada, and they drove around lowa, Kansas, Nebraska, California,
Texas, and Michigan. They explored places from his favorite fishing
streams to museums, including Curwood’s Castle in Owosso. He
especially loved contemporary music, art, film, books, ethnic food,
his and Alice’s children and grandchildren, and, above all, Alice.

He contributed more to SSML than I can probably enumerate. He
served on the Executive Committee, and the Editorial Committee,
helping to peer review SSML’s journals. His service to the Dictionary
was extraordinary. He finished entries that others could not—long,
complicated ones that required a great deal of research, which he
made look easy. I was lucky to be able to collaborate with him on
some of them, and he helped me with one that I had to compose at
the last minute. Other people tell similar stories: that he helped them
with their papers, articles, topics, and research, too, because he was
so generous with his knowledge and with his responses to people’s
presentations in sessions at the conference as well as balanced in his
judgments, sensible and remarkably patient. Joe’s papers and topics
always drew people to his sessions, which were lively and generally
stretched the boundaries of time with discussion. Above all, for me,
Joe and Alice were the kind of friends I would wish for everyone.
Although Joe and I had corresponded about SSML matters earlier,
we became closer over his illness and that of my husband in 2009.
The calls and correspondence went on from there, and, I hope, will
continue with Alice. Joe’s spirit will animate SSML for time to come.

Central Michigan University
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ARVID F. SPONBERG: AN APPRECIATION
SANDRA SEATON

Arvid “Gus” Sponberg (1944-2013) was a dedicated member of
The Society for the Study of Midwestern Literature who enriched and
enlivened our annual conferences with his wit, good cheer, and deep
scholarship. His last service to the SSML was the editing of a special
issue of Midwestern Miscellany.

Gus was a Midwesterner through and through. He grew up in
Michigan, where his father, Harold Sponberg, held administrative
positions at three universities, ending his career as president of
Eastern Michigan University. Gus graduated from Augustana
College in Illinois, received an MA degree from the University of
Chicago, and earned his doctorate at the University of Michigan.

A member of the Department of English at Valparaiso University
since 1972, Gus was an authority on twentieth-century drama and
theater, with a special interest in theater in the Midwest. His publi-
cations include two books: Broadway Talks: What Professionals
Think About Commercial Theatre in America (Greenwood Press,
1991) and A.R. Gurney: A Casebook (Routledge, 2003). During sab-
baticals in 2001-2002 and 2010, he researched British productions of
American plays, comparative histories of public financing for the arts
in the US and the UK, and the rise of departments of theatre in
American universities. He formed numerous relationships with the-
atre directors and playwrights in Great Britain. With the help of a
$10,000 Kapfer Research Award, he researched the rise of nonprofit
professional theater in Chicago. (See the website www.chicagothe-
aterhistoryproject.org/about.php) This research led to his joining
with colleagues at Columbia College in Chicago to organize the first
scholarly conference devoted solely to the history of Chicago theater.
“Sustaining Chicago Theatre: Past, Present, Future” was held from
May 18 t0 22,2011, at Columbia College in the Loop. As an attendee
at the conference, I can attest to the rich array of sessions it offered
and to its beautifully organized and coordinated overall structure.
Gus was in the middle of planning a second symposium with Chicago
theatre colleagues when he passed away.

At Valparaiso Gus taught courses in the theory and practice of
adapting plays for the movies. In 2009 he began teaching a graduate
course, New Ideas in Midwestern Literature, for which he started a

11
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blog at http://blogs.valpo.edu/midwestlit. In addition to teaching,
Gus advised English majors and the Kappa Phi chapter of Sigma Tau
Delta, the national English honor society. For many years, he served
as a co-chair of Books and Coffee, an annual series of public book
reviews. The page devoted to Prof. Arvid “Gus” Sponberg on the
website of the Department of English at Valparaiso closes with this
statement: “A beloved teacher and esteemed member of the English
department for over 40 years, he will be dearly missed.” He will be
missed as well by the members of The Society for the Study of
Midwestern Literature, to which he contributed so much through his
thoughtful presentations, his scholarly publications, and his never-
failing collegiality.

East Lansing, Michigan



MUDDY WORLD
MARY CATHERINE HARPER

Honor requires that he die without confession. That he die uttering
a word of honor in the face of his captors and torturers. Honor
requires that he proclaim his community with those with

whom no one has anything in common.

-Alphonso Lingis, The Community of Those Who Have

Nothing in Common, 149.)

The Tonle Sap got me there in 2006,
part muddy river, part lake,

from Phnon Penh to Angkor Wat,
the same as my own Mississippi.

If I paddle against the stream,

New Orleans runs into St. Louis.

I compare the navigable miles:
2,161 to something much less.

In 2013 I still read the 1976

University Society Encyclopedia,

to gather facts around me like the
photos of daughters, nephews,

nieces, friends whose names I fear

I’ll lose in another 15 years unless

I keep them pasted to my refrigerator
door, reading the collage on weekends.

These 20 hardback volumes of blue,
the front cover embossed with

a small gold circle of earth,

the flattened continent I live on
south of an empty Arctic center,

13
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the land of Kampuchea oddly north,
as if it truly were north of Asian tundra.

I remember how my husband and I
purchased the hefty books,

anticipating a family to educate

into the history of people far away,

but having no funds for annual updates,
not knowing what was happening

on the other side of the world

even as the entry on Cambodia ended:
“Phnom-Penh fell to the rebels on
April 16, 1975. An estimated two
million people were then herded

from the capital and other cities

by the victors and set to ‘till the fields.””

When I walked across the killing fields
of Choueng Ek, I remembered being §,
walking through the cemetery where

we had just buried one of my cousins,
my father maneuvering me between

the graves: “Never walk on the dead.”
But how could I avoid stepping on them,
with pits and paths so arbitrary

and no headstones to guide me.

In 2005 there was no navigating
among the photos at Toul Sleng,
hundreds of faces on stiff boards,
in tight rows and columns,
hundreds of people with names
once upon a time, me recording
those that had been translated
for people who pronounce my
language —Mong Sam Oeun,
Uy Ren—clumps of letters,
sounds I stumble over.

But then a woman whose name
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was stamped only in Khmer,
followed by the number 462.
She held a baby, sleeping

or something much less.

It was in the woman’s eyes
that I read the exact distance
between her home planet

and the muddy world I live on.

Defiance College



“TO HONOR A MAN”: THE DECLINE OF
HEGEMONIC MASCULINITY IN HENRY
BELLAMANN’S KINGS ROW

RACHAEL PRICE

Nowadays, if one remembers Kings Row at all, one usually thinks
of the 1942 film adaptation of Henry Bellamann’s best-selling novel,
which features a now-classic scene in which Ronald Reagan, as
Drake McHugh, awakens one morning after a terrible accident to find
that his legs have been amputated and shouts, “Where’s the rest of
me?” It is ironic that Kings Row is now more associated with con-
servative icon Reagan than with anyone else, for Bellamann, in the
novel, paints a picture of a community that, while postcard-perfect
on the surface, is also a site in which characters transgress a variety
of social norms. Bellamann depicts a place that, even in the late nine-
teenth-century Midwest, could not be part of the cultural simulacrum
that was Reagan’s America.

Such subversion of conservative values speaks to the modernist
nature of Kings Row. Bellamann published the novel in 1940, at the
tail end of the modernist movement, and set its storyline around the
turn of the twentieth century, during the advent of Freudianism. “The
first sustained attempt to build a scientific account of masculinity,’
writes R.W. Connell in her 1995 book Masculinities, “was made in
the revolutionary depth psychology founded at the turn of the cen-
tury by Freud” (8). She goes on to give some context by saying that
“Freud’s early work coincided with a ferment in the European intel-
ligentsia that produced modernist literature, avant-garde painting and
music, radical social ideas, spirited feminist and socialist move-
ments, and the first homosexual rights movement” (8). Such ideas are
not what the popular imagination conventionally associates with a
rural Missouri community at the turn of the twentieth century, and
yet many of these ideas are touched on repeatedly in Kings Row.

16
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Kings Row is a modernist piece not only chronologically but, in
many ways, thematically as well. In their 2011 volume Critical Rural
Theory: Structure, Space, Culture, Alexander R. Thomas, Brian M.
Lowe, Gregory M. Fulkerson, and Polly J. Smith assert that “mod-
ernization theorists . . . believed that modern values and ideas would
triumph over the backwardness of traditional (i.e., rural) societies”
(128). After all, in a post-Industrial Revolution world, cities were
signs of progress, and rural areas were the backwaters from which
the intelligentsia escaped. Indeed, in 1973’s The Country and the
City, Raymond Williams writes that “[i]t is often said of the whole
process of industrialization that all the able people went off to the fac-
tories and the towns, or decided to emigrate, leaving only the slow,
the feckless, and the ignorant” (184).

While Kings Row does certainly feature characters whom one
might describe as slow, feckless, or ignorant (or perhaps a combina-
tion of the three), these people are not the lifeblood of the novel.
Rather, Bellamann presents us with several round characters who
challenge the cultural norms of small-town America in many ways.
Kings Row is definitely rural, but it is also, just as importantly,
Midwestern. Though the novel itself appeared in the waning days of
modernism, the village with which Bellamann presents us is dis-
tinctly Midwestern, at least by the standards of the day. While authors
such as Edgar Lee Masters, Sherwood Anderson, and Sinclair Lewis
gave us portraits of a rural Midwest full of corruption and hypocrisy,
Kings Row is less of a cultural monolith. The town certainly features
small-town gossip and vice, but it simultaneously hearkens back to
conceptions of the Midwest that were popular at the time of the
novel’s setting. In his article “The Emergence of ‘Middle West’ as an
American Regional Label,” James R. Shortridge explains that the
Middle West of the period, due to its relative novelty as a viable liv-
ing space, was more progressive than the stuffy towns of the East
Coast: “Self-satisfaction, dilettantism, corruption, and loss of ideal-
ism were . . . factors linked to old age and therefore to the East.
Opposing traits such as progressivism, pragmatism, and idealism
were the glory of the younger Middle West” (216). Thus, even though
Kings Row is a less modern space due to its rural nature, it is more
modern due to its Midwestern location. Bellamann’s portrait of the
town goes beyond modernist conventions of the “revolt from the vil-
lage” and paints a picture of a place where nonhegemonic ideas coex-
ist with the more staid ideals of small-town America.
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One way in which we see this throughout the course of the novel
is in Bellamann’s depiction of non-normative gender roles. The novel
features female characters who defy traditional notions of femininity
in many ways, but perhaps it is Bellamann’s complex treatment of
masculinities that is even more ahead of its time. While Bellamann
does “revolt from the village” somewhat, he also, via the text, revolts
from traditional modes of masculinity; more specifically, he revolts
from what Connell labels “hegemonic masculinity,” which she
defines as “the masculinity that occupies the hegemonic position in
a given pattern of gender relations . . ” (76). Bellamann creates a
Midwestern modernist space in which a variety of masculinities
coexist openly and often comfortably. The three characters who
demonstrate this textual revolt most substantially are Parris Mitchell,
Drake McHugh, and Jamie Wakefield.

In order to set the stage for just how these masculinities are non-
hegemonic, we must first briefly examine the hegemony against
which Bellamann is operating. While Kings Row is, in many ways, a
classic modernist tale and makes reference to the very “European
intelligentsia” enumerated in the Connell quotation above, it is very
much an American story. While Bellamann never overtly refers to the
town of Kings Row as being located in Missouri, there is strong con-
textual evidence for such a location. For the novel’s characters, a trip
to “the city” means a trip to St. Louis; even the town’s young people
are expected to have been to that particular city, as we see when, early
in the novel, the young Drake McHugh expectantly asks his friend,
Parris Mitchell, “‘You’ve been to St. Louis, ain’t you?’” (42).
Bellamann makes such references many times during the course of the
story. When the family of Parris’s friend, Renee, suddenly relocates,
his grandmother explains that she thinks that they went “down toward
the Ozark Mountains” (64). In evaluating the story’s ostensible
Missouri setting, we must remember that the Midwest was once the
West; in the age of Manifest Destiny, Missouri was part of the open
frontier for which so many people set out. In many popular concep-
tions, hegemonic masculinity goes hand in hand with the idea of the
frontier. Connell explains that “Exemplars of masculinity, whether
legendary or real —from Paul Bunyan in Canada via Davy Crockett
in the United States to Lawrence ‘of Arabia’ in England—have very
often been men of the frontier” (185). In his book Manhood in
America, Michael Kimmel explains such westward migration as, at
least in part, a masculine reaction to the increasing feminization of the
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home in the Eastern United States: “Part of the struggle was simply to
get out of the middle-class house, now a virtual feminine theme park,
where well-mannered and well-dressed children played quietly in
heavily draped and carpeted parlors and adults chatted amiably over
tea served from porcelain services . . . Women were not only domes-
tic, they were domesticators, expected to turn their sons into virtuous
Christian gentlemen . . . ” (40-1). To demonstrate the extent of this
masculine migration, he then goes on to note that “The rush westward
reached its apotheosis with the California Gold Rush of 1849. Never
before or since have men created such a homosocial preserve on such
a scale. Nearly 200,000 men came to California in 1849 and 1850
alone, composing 93 percent of the state’s population . . . ” (42).

We see vestiges of this frontier masculinity in the older citizens
of Kings Row, who spend much of their time lamenting the loss of
the old frontier values and the accompanying postindustrial urban
mentality that has the power to reach even Kings Row, Missouri. One
such character is the town’s most prominent lawyer, Colonel Isaac
Skeffington, whom we first meet walking down the street with a com-
manding presence that could not easily be mistaken for that of a
female: “The old lawyer walked slowly up Walnut Street. His great
beard flashed and sparkled in the sun, and the clouds of smoke from
his cigar gave him the appearance of a walking conflagration” (25).
Here Bellamann emphasizes Skeffington’s masculinity through pure
biology. His great beard not only emphasizes his status as a male but
also evokes the scruffiness of the frontier West. His cigar reinforces
this masculine emphasis, as nineteenth-century Kings Row views
smoking as very much a masculine behavior; indeed, we see evi-
dence of this attitude when Bellamann reveals that protagonist Parris
Mitchell is, as a child, embarrassed about his grandmother’s own
smoking habit: “One thing he was self-conscious about. His grand-
mother smoked cigarettes. He had seen country women smoke pipes,
and it seemed quite the same” (21). Here Bellamann does not men-
tion young Parris’s having a problem with men smoking cigarettes,
only women. His association of the habit with “country” women also
reinforces the modernist superiority of the urban over the rural; even
though Kings Row itself is not exactly a metropolis, Parris can still
look down on the farm women who engage in such backward activ-
ities as the smoking of cigarettes. One should note that Skeffington
himself came to Kings Row from Virginia and, before he dies
towards the novel’s end, laments the loss of the brand of frontier mas-
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culinity that brought him West: “It had been like that . . . He dreamed
then. All young men, he imagined, dreamed similar dreams. The
great names were still echoing—Jefferson, Adams, Franklin. You felt
that the living force of the colonial Americans still moved. All of
those things were history now —cold, dead history” (356).

From early on in the novel, we see Bellamann construct a defini-
tion of masculinity that extends beyond the conventions of the bearded
frontiersman. One scene that poignantly illustrates this is the funeral of
Robert Callicott, a music teacher and a poet rumored by the townsfolk
to have had affairs with members of both sexes. His eulogy comes not
from a family member but from his friend Miles Jackson, the editor of
the local newspaper. Bellamann introduces Jackson’s speech thusly:
““We have come here today to honor a man. [Jackson’s] voice sounded
thin and high-pitched—a little rasping. A sarcastic sound, Parris
thought” (164). Here Bellamann reinforces the masculine nature of his
subject with the phrase “to honor a man,” yet Jackson’s apparent sar-
casm serves to undermine notions of Robert Callicott as traditionally
masculine. The rest of the eulogy, though, makes the point that just
because one does not embody hegemonic masculinity, it does not mean
that that person has less value: “This universe was not conceived in
beauty. It was conceived in tragedy and travail . . . In the midst of that
continuous hurricane of destruction and death there are . . . men who
resolve this disorder. They are poets, musicians, and artists. That is
their answer to the ugliness of the world. They do not ask to be under-
stood. They do not even ask to be liked. But without them we should
find the universe an intolerable habitation” (165).

This idea of the necessity of multiple modes of masculinity is
especially apparent in Henry Bellamann’s depiction of the young
male characters of Kings Row. Despite their growing up in a small,
rural community, the masculinities that these characters express go
beyond the ideals of the frontier and instead often reflect the grow-
ing urbanization of the newly modern Midwest. Michael Kimmel
writes that, in the beginning of the modernist era, “Rapid industrial-
ization, technological transformation, capital concentration, urban-
ization, and immigration—all of these created a new sense of an
oppressively crowded, depersonalized, and often emasculated life”
(68). We see elements of this phenomenon even in the small burg of
Kings Row. One of the characters who best illustrates this “emascu-
lation” is the novel’s protagonist, Parris Mitchell. We first meet Parris
as a boy of twelve; having been orphaned at an early age, he is under
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the care of his European grandmother, Madame von Eln. Because of
this continental upbringing, other children, “for the most part,
thought him a bit queer . . . ” (19). Here Bellamann’s use of the term
“queer” reinforces American ideals of masculinity, as it equates
Parris’s European upbringing with nonhegemonic masculinity.
Indeed, as the young Parris struggles to come to terms with his out-
sider status in Kings Row, he fears that such status will somehow ren-
der him less masculine in the eyes of the town. In an early scene, the
adolescent Drake McHugh scoffs at Parris’s use of the French and
German languages, saying that “‘[i]Jt’s funny for an American boy to
be talking any other kind of talk but American’” (40). Here Drake’s
use of the term “boy” suggests that Parris’s trilingual status renders
him an Other not just rhetorically, but in terms of his gender as well.
Parris then expresses his insecurity by asking, “‘Does—does it sound
sissy, the way I talk?’” (40).

While such insecurities are obvious in the young Parris, they are
not enough to stop him from expressing his own brand of nonhege-
monic masculinity. From the beginning of the novel, as Parris lingers
on the precipice of puberty, he is always in touch with his emotions
in a manner that belies the self-reliance and stoicism of the frontier
man. Regarding the man of this particular time period, Kimmel
writes that “ . . . [e]motional outbursts of passion or jealousy, which
had been associated with manhood in the eighteenth century, were
now associated with lack of manhood; it was women, not men, who
were said to feel these emotions most acutely. Real men held their
emotions in check, the better to channel them into workplace com-
petition” (87). Indeed, Parris is very prone to such outbursts. In the
beginning of the story, he lies awake one night and thinks about the
fact that his elderly grandmother will die someday, some day that is,
most likely, not so far into the future. His reaction is clearly one of
fear, fear that causes him to weep: “Terror seized him. He took the
edge of the quilt between his teeth so he wouldn’t cry, but it was no
use—he was already crying. His throat felt like stone” (21).

This instance is only the first of a series of crying episodes on the
part of Parris Mitchell that continues even as he becomes a young
man. When Parris is fourteen, he loses his virginity to his friend and
neighbor, Renee Gudrun; after the two of them are caught in flagrante
delicto by a neighbor, Renee’s father, Sven, beats his daughter vio-
lently and soon ends up moving his entire family to another locale
(which is most likely the Ozarks, as mentioned previously) to avoid
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the shame of having Renee’s sexual activity known to the town. After
Sven takes Renee away, Parris walks around the yard of her house in
an effort to somehow reconnect with his lost love and, in the course
of his exploration, stumbles upon a barrel full of garbage; among the
debris he finds presents that he had brought for her from his time in
Philadelphia (after all, as a modern youth with European connec-
tions, Parris has access to the urban realm in a way that many of his
peers do not). Here Parris’s reaction to seeing Renee’s presents in the
garbage does not bring on anger in the form of brute force; rather,

his sense of dejection expresses itself in the form of a crying spell:
“Then he began to cry, a broken whimper that puffed out his lips and
hurt his throat. He leaned against the barrel and held to the rim with
both hands while tears ran down his face and dripped into the bar-
rel. The drops fell on the soil and crumpled silk and made round,
dark spots. He cried with long hoarse sounds, weakly, hopelessly —
filled with despair and a harsh pressing realization of his own help-
lessness” (66).

This is not the powerful resolve of the frontier man; rather,
Bellamann overtly emphasizes the “weakness” and “hopelessness”
behind such vocalizations. Years later, as an older Parris remembers
the loss of his first love, he has to invoke consciously the model of
his friend Drake McHugh’s masculinity in order to keep his natural
instinct to cry at bay: “He was near to crying, but he thought of Drake.
He was sure Drake wouldn’t cry about a girl” (102).

While Parris’s gender nonconformity does render him something
of an outsider in Kings Row, he is hardly a social pariah. In fact, he
forms a number of close relationships over the course of the novel. His
friendship with Drake McHugh is an important example. Even though
Parris is bookish and emotional, he nevertheless forms a close bond
with Drake, who acts as his foil in many ways. While Drake does, early
on in their relationship, express incredulity at Parris’s foreign ways (as
in the aforementioned comment regarding American boys “talking
American”), he comes to express open admiration for Parris’s modern
lifestyle. Before Parris leaves for medical school in Vienna, Drake tells
him, “‘I don’t know much of anything, Parris. I'm not smart like you
are. You think about things . . . I never think about anything unless
someone makes me. I never could figure out anything much for myself.
I guess I never even wanted to, and I guess that’s just exactly the dif-
ference between a smart person and somebody that ain’t” (142).



“To Honor a Man” : The Decline of Hegemonic Masculinity 23

While Drake admires Parris’s more urbane, modern brand of
masculinity, there is much that Parris admires about Drake as well.
From the story’s beginning, Drake’s masculinity manifests itself in
ways more normative than those of his European counterpart. While
the two are still schoolboys, Drake impresses Parris with his physi-
cal maturation: “Drake McHugh said he would have to shave next
year. Drake already boasted the possession of a razor of his own”
(50). It is the sexually precocious Drake McHugh whom Parris chan-
nels when he loses his virginity to Renee at the age of fourteen: “He
scarcely knew what he did, but he knew with an amazing clarity how
Drake McHugh’s talk had prepared him for this moment” (59).

Parris’s ease with sexual matters does not end there. Years later,
when he is studying under the tutelage of the reclusive Dr. Tower, the
latter’s daughter Cassandra (also known as “Cassie”) seduces him:
“Cassandra lowered the shades and closed the door. In just a few min-
utes the room became hot and close. In the flashes of lightning
[Parris] saw her fling the shining green dress across a chair. A white
slip followed. Then she stepped out of a fluffy circle of frills that lay
around her feet . . . Then she dropped beside him, and her deft fin-
gers loosened his tie” (150). This particular scene is important for a
number of reasons. For one thing, the ease and freedom with which
the teenaged Parris expresses his sexuality is indicative of modernist
masculinity. Kimmel points out that, while sexual continence was an
important feature of hegemonic masculinity in nineteenth-century
America, this view began to change during the Freudian era: “Freud
was a fierce opponent of sexual puritanism . . . To Freud the sexual
instinct was just that, an instinct, inherited and normal . . . (89).

Being the modernist character that he is, Parris’s attitude toward
sex is very reminiscent of Freudian ideals. He feels no shame or guilt
for having sex outside of marriage; in fact, when Drake mentions
marriage, he balks at the idea: “‘I just never had thought about either
one of us being old enough to get married’” (243). When Drake men-
tions the fact that Parris has been “old enough” for sexual activity for
years, Parris responds, “‘Ye-es, I know. I never have been sorry,
either’” (244). For Parris, as for Freud, sexuality is “inherited and
normal.” There is no bravado or machismo in his sexual expression.
He does not need to prove his masculinity by sleeping with women;
it is something that just happens naturally. This is another example
of Parris’s nonhegemonic expressions of masculinity, especially sig-
nificant because it was Cassie who seduced him and not the other way
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around. Parris does not wish to dominate women but to enjoy sexual
relationships with consenting partners. When, after they finish mak-
ing love for the first time, Cassie laments that Parris must think that
she is a “terrible girl,” Parris instead tells her that he loves her (150).
Later on, after Parris learns that his grandmother is dying of cancer,
we see Parris yet again express his emotions in a manner not charac-
teristic of hegemonic masculinity. He begins to cry in front of
Cassandra: “All at once he felt unbearably desolate and tears started
in his eyes. He held his head carefully to one side, but Cassie felt a
drop on her shoulder. She put up her hand to his face” (225). We then
see a further reversal of traditional gender roles, as it is she who com-
forts him, just as it was she who initiated their sexual relationship.

While Parris keeps company with rakish man-about-town Drake
and the beautiful Cassandra Tower, he also befriends Jamie
Wakefield, a classmate who, as we come to learn, is a homosexual.
After Jamie makes sexual advances toward Parris, Parris rebuffs him
and grows angry. We soon learn, though, that homophobia is not what
motivates Parris’s behavior; rather, it is the fact that the experience
brought back traumatic memories of his encounter with Renee and the
ensuing abandonment: “He wanted to hit Jamie. He realized that it
was the first time he had ever wanted to hit anyone —not for this night
but for a strange ugly trail that Jamie was breaking across an area in
his memory he had thought inviolable” (101). Here the notion of vio-
lence (presented in the form of Parris wanting to hit Jamie) reinforces
complicated notions of masculinity; Parris considers using aggression
as a means of dealing with his emotions but, in the end, does not do
so. The fact that this incident was the “first time” that he had ever
wanted to hit anyone further serves to reinforces the nonhegemonic
nature of Parris Mitchell’s masculinity. The situation becomes even
more complicated the following day, when Parris remembers the inci-
dent with Jamie on a walk around his grandmother’s property:

His resentment against Jamie was less violent today. After all, he was
just as much to blame if anybody had to be blamed. He wasn’t sure
it was a question of blame. Jamie—well, Jamie was just different,
that was all. He did seem kind of like a girl, sure enough—as Drake
McHugh said. Now if Jamie were really a girl . . . that thought
crossed another which he must not let himself think. Jamie was—
yes, he was really beautiful, and he made you like him just for that.
And that was strange—Parris couldn’t exactly make sense of it.
Beautiful in the way a girl is beautiful, and that always made you
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feel you had something to do about it . . . He flounced about and lay
face down, shutting his eyes in the crook of his arm. He pressed his
face hard against his rough sleeve, and his breath came back hot and
damp against his face. He shut his eyes tight. Pictures shaped in the
reddish pulsing dark—rather meaningless pictures—Drake and
Jamie, and over and over, Renee—and again, Jamie and Cassie
Tower. He came wide-awake and stirred. Cassie Tower . . . what was
she doing here with Drake and Jamie—and with Renee? (104)

This passage is significant because it is one of the instances in
which we see that Parris is not homophobic; instead, in the spirit of
Midwestern progressivism, he accepts the fact that Jamie is “just dif-
ferent” Not only does Parris tolerate these differences, but the fact
that he would not allow himself to think about what would happen if
Jamie were a girl suggests a degree of bisexuality; Bellamann rein-
forces this suggestion as Parris sees members of both sexes in his
imagination as his breath comes “hot and damp against his face.”

While Parris’s sexual experiences are furtive and complicated (due
not to any sense of shame on his part but rather due to the imposing
morality of parents and the town itself), young Drake openly boasts of
his sexual bravado. He brags of his numerous sexual encounters to
Parris, often invoking the names of two of his favorite paramours, sis-
ters Poppy and Jinny Ross; after his guardians die and leave him their
house, he becomes even more transparent about his conquests: “‘All
this time I’ve been taking Poppy Ross out to Moore’s tobacco barn! 1
just kind of forgot that I’'m my own boss and live in my own house!
Say, I’'m going to get her to come up there—her and Jinny. Hot-choo,
Parris, we can have us a time right in my own house’” (133).

This almost hypermasculine brand of sexual expression would
not, at first glance, seem to violate the stereotypical bravado of the
hegemonic masculinity that was in place during this period, yet
Bellamann still effectively uses the character of Drake McHugh to
undermine conventions of masculinity in many ways. For one thing,
Drake, like Parris, is very accepting of the character of Jamie
Wakefield. “‘Aw, Jamie’s all right,”” Drake says when asked. “‘A lit-
tle sissy, but that don’t hurt anybody’” (117). In Masculinities,
Connell writes that homophobia is deeply “connected with dominant
forms of masculinity.” Not only is Drake not homophobic, but he
admits to engaging in homosexual acts with Jamie Wakefield as a
youth: “‘When we were kids, of course we fooled around and—kind
of experimented, and played little games and all that stuff. That was
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all right, I guess. Didn’t do anybody any harm’” (305). This comment
harks back to the Freudian, modernist ideals discussed at the begin-
ning of this essay. Connell explains that “[c]onfronted with the facts
of inversion, Freud offered the hypothesis that humans were consti-
tutionally bisexual, that masculine and feminine currents coexisted
in everyone” (9). Bellamann brings this sophisticated, modernist
view of sexuality to small-town Missouri; in the character of Drake
McHugh, he shows that even the most voracious womanizer can
explore other modes of sexual expression. One should note, though,
that Drake does see homosexual acts as something lesser than het-
erosexual encounters, something that he himself has outgrown. He
explains to Jamie that “‘[t]here’s one kind of natural sex stuff, and all
the rest is—just crazy’” (306). He supports his hypothesis by telling
his friend that only one mode of sexual expression “‘gets kids into
this world’” (306). This latter statement is ironic and only serves to
undermine his argument as, despite all of the sex that happens
throughout the course of the novel, no pregnancies occur. Drake’s
brand of arm’s-length acceptance of Jamie’s sexual orientation is
very much in line with Freud’s theories; even though Freud did
accept the idea of innate bisexuality, he still viewed homosexuality
as pathological. Connell writes that “inversion,” according to Freud,
stemmed from “failure to separate from mother” (89).

Drake also defies hegemonic masculinity in his ultimate choice
of a partner. We first meet Randy Monaghan as a young classmate of
Parris and Drake. As she demonstrates feats of athleticism for the lat-
ter two in the railroad icehouse, she literally strips off her feminine
restraints: “She flipped her dress over her head and hung it carefully
on a projecting plank. Her frilled and starched white petticoat fol-
lowed. She stood up, round and stocky in waist and drawers . . . She
swung up on the parallel bars with ease and flung herself through the
double roll” (43). Not only does Miranda Monaghan choose to go by
the masculine moniker of “Randy,” but, as illustrated earlier, she
keeps company with the boys in her class, preferring athletic activi-
ties to more conventionally feminine behaviors. As a teenager, Parris
thinks of Randy as “like a boy” (46).

After Parris leaves Kings Row to study psychiatry in Vienna (a
move that not only signals a modernist flight from the rural to the
urban, but also suggests not so subtly the modernist influence of
Freud), Drake and Randy begin an affair that, while having a sexual
component, is about more than just sex. It is not a masculine conquest

999
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but a mutually satisfying relationship; as Randy explains, “‘Listen,
Drake, when a girl acts the way I do about you, she means it. It’s
because I want to, because I like you better than anybody in the
world’” (298). Drake does not see her as a ruined woman but wants
to marry her, although, ultimately, it is she who decides when they
do get married. When they do marry, it is only after Drake has lost
both his inheritance and his legs due to separate misfortunes, thus
diminishing his hegemonically masculine presence in their house-
hold; it is she who takes care of him and not the other way around.
Bellamann makes note of this gender shift via tableau right after
Randy decides to marry him: “Drake raised his arms and clutched the
head of the bed. Then he turned his face to the wall again, but one
hand reached out for hers. He held it so tight she winced, but she held
perfectly still . . . It seemed to Randy that all of the balances of life
were slowly turning in the singing silence of the little room” (380).
Another character whose depiction challenges notions of hege-
monic masculinity is the aforementioned Jamie Wakefield. Just as
Randy is always “Randy” and not “Miranda,” Bellamann always
refers to Wakefield, even as an adult, with the diminutive “Jamie”
rather than “James,” thereby undermining his status as a fully real-
ized adult male. From the novel’s very beginning, other characters
consistently comment on how he is not like other males. As his
schoolteacher, Sally Venable, looks at the twelve-year-old Jamie, she
thinks, “‘He’s pretty, that boy . . . Too pretty for a boy’” (4). This
thought reinforces hegemonic notions of masculinity, i.e., that one
must look a certain way to be “a boy.” The character’s opposition to
such norms becomes even more apparent as he matures; even though
the 1940 novel dared not show us the word in print, Jamie Wakefield
is clearly a gay character. This becomes blatantly obvious during the
aforementioned scene in which Jamie makes a pass at Parris:

Jamie had strange hands—small, and plump for so slight a boy. His
fingers left a tingle where they touched . . . Without warning —Jamie
leaned forward and kissed him on the mouth. Parris was too amazed
to move, too amazed to think. He felt as if a gust of flame swept him
from head to foot. He was not too clearly aware of anything for a
while except Jamie’s caresses and his flattering hands which carried
both violence and appeasement in their touch. (101)

Here we see a rejection of hegemonic masculinity not only in Jamie’s
advances but also in Parris’s reaction to them. He does not invoke the
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homophobia which, as discussed earlier, we typically associate with
traditional masculinity; not only does he not dislike the experience
but, as we see via syntactical choices such as fingers that “left a tin-
gle” and “flattering hands,” he does enjoy it on some level. The fact
that Parris associates his friend’s touch with both “violence and
appeasement” illustrates the Freudian rejection of sexual binaries
that is so important to the burgeoning modernism characteristic of the
time period and even to the town of Kings Row itself.

Jamie has a similar power over Drake McHugh. As Bellamann
makes the reader privy to the character’s innermost thoughts, we real-
ize that, even though Drake decries adult homosexuality as “unnat-
ural,” he maintains sexual feelings for his male friend that have lingered
beyond the days of youthful “experimenting”: “Jamie was much as he
had always been. He looked no more than sixteen, Drake decided. His
face was as soft of contour and warm and lovely in coloring as ever . .
. Drake slapped the horse with the reins, and half-whistled under his
breath. He would not have liked for anyone to know just what he was
thinking at that moment, or how Jamie actually made him feel” (303).

Parris Mitchell, Drake McHugh, and Jamie Wakefield are all able
to realize their own brands of masculinity in the small community of
Kings Row. Even though they face an insularity that modernist writ-
ers frequently associated with small towns, they also experience a
freedom and acceptance typical of the Midwestern progressivism of
the time period. Kings Row shows us that gender expression need not
be limited by binaries and neither should geographical spaces. While
Bellamann’s Kings Row is, in many ways, a classic revolt from the
village, it also brings the revolt to the village and ultimately shows
us that modernist ideals can thrive even in the rural Midwest.

University of Arkansas
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“THE MOVING WAS OVER AND DONE”:
THE PROFESSOR’S HOUSE AND MIDDLE AMERICA

PATRICIA OMAN

As Janis Stout has argued, the new historicist turn in Cather
scholarship began about twenty years ago as scholars began explor-
ing how Cather’s work engages with its contemporaneous culture,
material culture in particular. The Professor’s House (1925) has been
a popular subject of this type of study because of the protagonist’s
obvious resistance to mass and material culture. As the title suggests,
houses are a specific object of critique in this novel, but I argue in
this essay that The Professor’s House not only reflects the United
States’s complicated obsession with houses in the 1920s but also
helps to usher in an era of homogenized domestic architecture in an
increasingly homogenized Midwest.

The novel’s protagonist, Godfrey St. Peter, is a history professor
who teaches at a small liberal arts college called Hamilton College
in the small town of Hamilton, Michigan. The opening line of the
novel, “[t]he moving was over and done.” refers to the fact that the
St. Peters family has just moved into a new house built with the
rewards from the professor’s lucrative scholarly research. St. Peter is
not happy about this move, however, and spends most of the novel at
the old, empty house that the family rented for over twenty years and
that he continues to rent. While his wife loves the new house, St. Peter
is not interested in the luxuries of the new house or any of the “stuff”
his relatively new wealth allows him to buy. The professor’s stub-
bornness thus constitutes one of the novel’s primary critiques of
material culture.

The professor’s two houses are not the only houses of note in the
novel, however. Like their mother, the professor’s two daughters,
Kathleen and Rosamond, are interested in luxury. Rosamond and her
husband Louie are incredibly wealthy and have built a huge mansion;
however, Kathleen is married to a journalist and thus lives in a much
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more modest, though brand-new, bungalow. The rivalry between the
two daughters is demonstrated through several material objects in
addition to their houses, including furs, jewelry, and even door knobs.

Given the emphasis on accumulating material objects and the
jealousies that result from that desire, the novel has been interpreted
by many scholars as a critique of material culture of the 1920s. St.
Peter’s reluctance to move into his newly built house or to accom-
pany his family on what is essentially a shopping trip to Europe,
many suggest, indicates an uneasiness with material culture in gen-
eral. One of the reasons this novel has been so fascinating to schol-
ars, however, is its ambivalence about material culture. Despite the
novel’s explicit critique of materialism through the characters of St.
Peter and his daughters, the novel also embraces materiality in many
ways. In fact, by the end of the novel, St. Peter has given up his
qualms about moving to the new house.

This paradox exists on many different levels. Stout, for instance,
has revealed through an examination of Cather’s personal letters that
Cather herself enjoyed the material benefits of The Professor’s
House. Sales of the novel were pretty good, but even before it was
published as a novel in September of 1925, Cather was paid $10,000
by Collier’s Weekly to serialize it during the preceding summer. Even
though within the novel Rosamond and Kathleen fixate on furs as one
of their many modes of competition, Cather gleefully wrote to her
friend Irene Miner Weisz on January 22, 1926, that she used the
money she made from the novel to buy a nice mink coat (Stout 67).
Thus, Cather was not totally opposed to material objects.

On the level of form, John Hilgart has argued that “in the Twenties
a friction is apparent between Cather’s aesthetic model and her stance
regarding mass culture and its levelling effects” (380) and that the
novel was “an enactment and critique of the most formalist version of
Cather’s aesthetic” (388). In Cather’s famous remarks about The
Professor’s House, she argued that a novel’s style should be like an
unfurnished house, unadorned with the trivial and material descrip-
tions characteristic of realist novels by writers such as Balzac (“The
Novel Démeublé”). The professor’s empty house and Outland’s
empty mesa are literal representations of this simile, but the failure of
both St. Peter and Outland to protect these special places indicates the
central problem with this aesthetic style. Hilgart writes, “Cather
embodies ‘culture’ itself in the structural qualities of an empty build-
ing removed from all of its contexts. However, the novel’s surround-
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ing plot shows the idealism of such a project to be ineffectual against
the contingencies of the present” (388). In other words, Cather’s
attempt to transcend material culture through form is a failure.

Similarly, Charles Johanningsmeier identifies this conflict in his
recent theorization of the reader reception of The Professor’s House.
Johanningsmeier examines the serialization of the novel in Collier’s
Weekly and attempts to construct a profile of the novel’s initial audi-
ence and predict their responses to the novel based on what Stanley
Fish calls the “reading field” created by the other articles included in
those issues of the magazine. Given the magazine’s general empha-
sis on material culture, especially its “fixation—almost obsession —
with houses” (82), he argues that “what modern scholars have seen
as Cather’s implied critique of modern house-fetishism would likely
have fallen on deaf ears among the Collier’s audience” (83). That is,
the reading field of the magazine encourages readers to be critical of
St. Peter, not of the materialism he tries to resist.

In another brief analysis of advertisements that appeared in the
same issues of Collier’s as The Professor’s House, Matt Lavin argues
that Cather was “an engaged participant in the [technological] debate
of her historical moment” (31). He focuses specifically on the num-
ber of advertisements for new scientific technologies that appeared
in these issues alongside Cather’s celebration of the mechanical and
scientific genius of Tom Outland. After all, his invention is a vacuum
or gas-engine, depending on which version of the text you look at.
Thus, both the novel’s content and its serialized context enact a ten-
sion between critique and valorization of material culture.

While Johanningsmeier does not mention advertisements specif-
ically and Lavin focuses primarily on advertisements for new tech-
nologies, after looking at the original issues of Collier’s that contain
The Professor’s House, I found that the ad tie-ins were actually more
obvious than either author had implied. The first installment of the
novel appeared in the June 6, 1925, issue of Collier’s. Accompanying
the opening line of the novel, “[t]he moving was over and done,” on
page five is an advertisement on page four for the REO Speed Wagon
(Figure 1), which was a vehicle designed to haul things. In other
words, it was a vehicle that could help you move. The second install-
ment of the novel (in the June 13 issue) is accompanied by an adver-
tisement for door knobs (Figure 2). Door knobs, of course, become
an object of jealousy in the novel when Louie remarks offhandedly
that he and Rosamond had just outfitted their new house with “won-
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Figure 1. The opening page of Cather’s The Professor’s House, juxtaposed
with an advertising tie-in for the REO Speed Wagon. (Collier’s June 6,
1925. pp. 4-5).
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Figure 2. The second installment of The Professor’s House, accompanied
by an ad for Russwin Distinctive Hardware (Collier’s, June 13, 1925. pp.
24-25).
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derful wrought-iron door fittings from Chicago . . . None of your
Colonial glass knobs for us!” (40). Mrs. St. Peter is annoyed by this
thoughtless remark because her younger, less affluent daughter had
just fitted her new bungalow with glass door knobs (41).

The advertisement for Russwin Distinctive Hardware that
appears alongside the second installment of the novel is not just an
obvious appeal to readers’ covetous desire for Louie and Rosamond’s
door knobs, however. It features a very large metal door knob, echo-
ing Louie’s snobbish sentiment about “wrought-iron door fittings,’
and even helpfully notes that the company has an office in Chicago.
(Perhaps we are supposed to assume that Louie purchased his door
knobs from Russwin Distinctive Hardware itself?). Underneath the
company name the ad notes that Russwin Distinctive Hardware is
“[flor the Bungalow—the Pretentious Home—the Monumental
Structure” We can perhaps infer that Louie and Rosamond are likely
customers in the “Pretentious Home” category, but the ad assures us
that even Kathleen and her less affluent husband can afford distinc-
tive hardware for their modest bungalow. The implication is that con-
sumerism at any level is good, despite the accompanying novel’s cri-
tique of it.

This simultaneous appeal to customers of both generous and
modest means points to the general readership of the magazine, as
other ads and articles suggest. Prominent in these issues, as
Johanningsmeier notes, are many articles related to homeownership,
homemaking, and the improvement of one’s material condition.
While he calls this an “obsession” with houses, this obsession is not
specific only to Collier’s readers. This trend was actually part of a
major cultural push by private organizations, national and local gov-
ernments, and trade organizations to educate and encourage con-
sumers to build new houses. Organizations such as Better Homes in
America, Inc. (founded in 1922), the Small House Architects’ Service
Bureau (founded in 1919 in Minneapolis), and the Home Owners
Service Institute (founded in the 1920s in New York and run by archi-
tect Henry Atterbury Smith) sponsored design contests and public
exhibitions. Discussions of homeownership were thus ubiquitous in
the post-World War I decade, and many private businesses took
advantage of and encouraged this home-building mentality by sell-
ing ready-designed house plans and even pre-cut, ready-to-assemble
houses. The focus was on nice but modest-sized homes. (This type
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of home-building was so common that Buster Keaton parodies ready-
to-assemble houses in his 1920 short film One Week.)

In addition to ads, Collier’s also included helpful articles about
house-building. In the June 6 issue (which contains the first installment
of the novel), for instance, there is an article by Harold Cary called
“Counting the Costs on a Small House” This is the last installment in
a series chronicling the building of a new house and is clearly designed
to encourage readers to build their own homes by demonstrating how
to control costs. Although this article does not start on the same spread
as Cather’s novel, they are both continued on the same spread toward
the end of the magazine (Figure 3). The end of the first installment of
the novel is juxtaposed with the floor plan of this affordable small
house. In fact, when readers finish reading Louie’s explanation of his
plans to turn his magnificent new house into a museum to Tom Outland

1

Mayl?e smoke, too, “Nex” on
is “thicker
than water”

Figure 3. The end of the first installment of The Professor’s House, juxta-
posed with an article titled “Counting Costs on the Small House” and var-
ious and sundry advertisements (Collier’s, June 6, 1925. pp. 38-39).

on page thirty-eight, their eyes might naturally be drawn to the floor
plans placed directly opposite on page thirty-nine. (This spread of the
magazine also demonstrates just how embedded the novel is within
advertising, including ads for Mifflin Alkohol, Wrigley’s Gum,
Edgeworth Pipe-Tobacco, and the Milano Pipe.)
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The very last lines of the novel, which appear in the August 1
issue, are juxtaposed with another article by Harold Cary titled,
“Don’t Let Building Costs Scare You.” Thus, at the end of a novel that
critiques house worship and material culture is an article that explic-
itly encourages them. Of particular interest in these articles by Cary
is the combined rhetoric of advertising and public service announce-
ment. In the Counting the Costs on a Small House series, he breaks
down the actual costs of building a small house and gives readers
advice about how to save money. In fact, one article begins, “We have
saved 32 per cent on the demonstration house about which I have
been writing” (23). What Cary does not state explicitly is that the
method used for this house is the modular stone method of Ernest
Flagg, which Cary had written about in a book published by Collier’s
called Build a Home, Save a Third (1924). Thus, in addition to giv-
ing advice about house building, Cary is also implicitly advertising
a particular building method.

This same rhetorical combination of advertisement and public ser-
vice announcement can be found in house catalogues from the 1920s.
A partnership between Dover Publications and the Athenaeum in
Philadelphia has made many house catalogues from the early twenti-
eth century cheaply available, so it is now easy to compare these cat-
alogues to the house articles that appear in the Collier’s issues that
contain The Professor’s House. The 1925 Harris, McHenry, and Baker
Co. catalogue, for instance, includes inspirational descriptions with its
house plans. The description for an American foursquare design called
The Webster reads, “Those only are great who love and are kind, and
these greatest of human faculties are best developed in the home.
Those who strive hardest to attain a home, strive hardest for the devel-
opment of the best in themselves and in turn bring out the best in
others they meet. Striving for a home such as The Webster elevates,
educates and ennobles” (9). Similarly, a text box placed above the
house plans for a bungalow called the Brewster explains, “The nick-
els and dimes that go down in drink and up in smoke could easily solve
the housing problem” (88). Owning a house, therefore, is likened to
improving oneself spiritually and morally.

If we think about these house catalogues in relation to Cather’s
novel, we might surmise that the Brewster is similar to Kathleen and
Scott’s “new bungalow,” the one with the glass door knobs. Cather is
thus situating the novel squarely within its cultural milieu, even echo-
ing the inherent contradiction between simultaneously calling for
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moral/spiritual betterment and advertising the latest materialist
craze. Even though Kathleen’s jealousy of her sister’s larger and
nicer house is meant to seem petty (as the professor remarks), the
novel as a whole still gives in to the seductiveness of the post-World
War I housing craze: every member of the St. Peter family lives in a
newly built house by the end of the novel. The professor’s eventual
acceptance of his own new luxurious house thus mirrors the rhetoric
of Cary’s articles and many of the house catalogues from the decade.
The original readers of Cather’s novel might not have even recog-
nized its critique of material culture, however, since they, as con-
sumers, were being constantly encouraged to build new houses as a
method of self-improvement. The lines between fiction, nonfiction,
and advertisement are considerably blurred in these examples.
What I find particularly interesting about the house catalogues
from the 1920s is not that they all offer a variety of houses, but that
they offer the same variety: several classic American foursquare or
farmhouses, several colonial-inspired houses, a few Tudor-inspired
designs, and many bungalows. The offerings from these different
companies were so similar, in fact, that some companies advertised
the same designs, even using the same copy. For instance, the
Standard Homes Company, based in Washington, D.C., published a
catalogue in 1928 called Better Homes at Lower Cost. The content of
this catalogue is essentially a condensed version of the 1925 cata-
logue of the same name from the Harris, McHenry & Baker Co.,
based in Elmira, New York. These might, in fact, be the same com-
pany under a different name, but another example, the Gordon-Van
Tine Home No. 608, called “A Rarely Distinctive Bungalow Home,’
uses the same picture as the Harris, McHenry, and Baker house called
“The Cardenas,” even though the houses have different floor plans.
Clearly these companies are trying to offer the same house types.
Further, because there were so many of these companies that shipped
pretty much anywhere in the United States, house designs and even
house materials no longer had to be regionally based. The Gordon-
Van Tine Co., for instance, had timber sources and shipping points in
Davenport, Iowa; St. Louis, Missouri; Chehalis, Washington; and
Hattiesburg, Mississippi. Thus, standardized house designs and the
ability to ship anywhere in the United States after World War I began
to homogenize domestic architecture in the United States. It is no
wonder, then, that Tom Outland’s mesa village and St. Peter’s quirky
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old house are eventually abandoned for newer models in The
Professor’s House.

As I have already noted, many scholars have pointed out the con-
flict that stems from The Professor’s House’s simultaneous critique and
embrace of materiality: Stout looks at the ironic material benefit that
Cather enjoyed with the success of the novel; Hilgart notes that
Cather’s overly abstract aesthetic style proves ineffective against mate-
rial culture; and Johanningsmeier argues that the novel’s serialization
in Collier’s would have encouraged readers to dismiss the novel’s cri-
tique of materiality. I am suggesting another layer to these cultural
readings. Given the larger cultural milieu of the 1920s that emphasized
the importance of home ownership, I argue that Cather’s interest in
domestic architecture is related not just to material culture as such and
not just to an obsession with houses, but also to the trend in the post-
World War I period to make house design more homogenized.

The combination of advertising and public service rhetoric in
house catalogues and in the Collier’s issues that contain The
Professor’s House implicitly encourages this homogeneity, but so,
too, does the novel. The first line of the novel, “[t]he moving was
over and done,” suggests that the quirkiness and regional specificity
of the professor’s old house is a relic of the past. The older house
illustrates the Midwest’s vital regional characteristics and its many
cultural crossings, that is, the intersection of both geography and his-
tory. The walled French garden represents the strong French influ-
ence on the region; the German landlord, various central and north-
ern European settlers; the faded blanket that St. Peter keeps in his
office, a Native American presence; and so on. The new house may
be more luxurious and the professor may appreciate having his own
bathroom instead of sharing one bathroom with his wife and two
daughters, but the house has none of the quirks or unique charm of
the older house.

The death of Tom Outland and his failure to preserve the Blue Mesa
is another example of a lost regional identity. While the novel is sym-
pathetic to his efforts to save the mesa, Outland’s failure to secure help
from any politicians in Washington, D.C. underscores the inevitability
of the mesa’s loss. Even though the village seems to be the epitome of
regional architecture since it is built directly into the sides of the mesa,
the reality is the huge and pretentious house that Louie and Rosamond
build in Michigan with Outland’s fortune, a house they ironically name
“Outland” Thus, even though the novel critiques the loss of the mesa
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and the professor’s old house, it nevertheless ushers this change along
by showing that critique to be a lost cause.

This homogenization of even highly personal things such as
houses is, I argue, one of the steps toward the Midwest’s identifica-
tion with the vague regional label Middle America—a label that is
not really associated with a particular region, but with a middle-of-
the-road relationship to art, politics, the economy, architecture, and
even national identity. Cather may have been critical of this cultural
shift to homogeneity, but The Professor’s House’s initial publication
in Collier’s points to a much more ambivalent relationship to the
material culture of the 1920s. The content, reading field, and larger
cultural context of this serialized novel all reflect acceptance, or at
least resignation to, architectural homogenization.

Hastings College

NOTE
Many thanks to the staff at the University of Nebraska—Lincoln’s Love Library, who
were kind enough to pull these 1925 issues of Collier’s out of storage for me. Although a few
issues were missing and all issues were in fragile condition, I was able to examine six of the
nine issues that contained The Professor’s House.
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THE MYTH OF THE MIDWESTERN
“REVOLT FROM THE VILLAGE”

JON K. LAUCK!

When the twentieth century dawned, the American Midwest
stood tall as the republic’s ascendant and triumphant region—eco-
nomically prosperous, politically formidable, culturally proud, and
consciously regional. The Midwest, according to the geographer
James Shortridge, “reached a pinnacle of self-confidence in the
1910s” when it was popularly viewed as the heartland of “morality,
independence, and egalitarianism.’> In quick succession, however,
this popular conception was upended and the region’s standing
embattled. In the years after World War I, vocal intellectuals recast
the Midwest as a repressive and sterile backwater filled with small
town snoops, redneck farmers, and zealous theocrats or, in a more
benign version, as a “colorless, flat spot in the middle of America’”?
This nascent interpretation was sparked by cultural rebels who had
escaped their crimped upbringings in the region and unmasked its
failings and collectively, so it was argued, constituted a “revolt from
the village,” or a cultural rebellion against the small town and rural
folkways of the Midwest. The “village revolt” interpretation won
wide approval from cultural elites of the era and was reinforced by a
wider gathering of intellectual and political forces which were
amenable to such a formulation and fueled a spike in the number of
attacks on the Midwest and, ultimately, a decline in attention to the
region, despite the interpretation’s deep flaws. To find the Midwest
and its lost history, this flawed interpretation—which is still
embraced by many intellectuals and still exerts great power in the
American cultural imagination—must be dissected and amended so
that a dated and one-sided but still common interpretive construction
does not block the path toward finding the history of the Midwest.*
“One reason to know our own histories,” Lucy Lippard explains, “is
so that we are not defined by others, so that we can resist other peo-
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ple’s images of our pasts, and consequently, our futures,” and, as
David Radavich argues, so that it is possible to combat the “cultural
silencing” that too often mutes the voices of the Midwest.?

The formative thrust of the “revolt from the village” interpreta-
tion came by way of an essay by Carl Van Doren, a Columbia
University English professor and the literary editor of the increas-
ingly radical magazine The Nation, in The Nation’s fall book supple-
ment of 1921.° Van Doren argued that for a half-century American
literature had been “faithful to the cult of the village”” The “essen-
tial goodness and heroism” of the village had been a “sacred” pillar
of literature and had become a “doctrine” whose tenets included lit-
tle white churches, corner groceries, decent and wise ministers, faith-
ful local doctors, diligent farmers, and picturesque country scenes.?
But then, as World War I was raging, a cadre of literary truth-tellers
emerged who revealed the realities of the “slack and shabby” village
and exposed its closeted skeletons, secrets, sexual escapades, degen-
eracy, “grotesque forms,” “subterfuges,” “pathos,” “filth,” ‘illusions,’
“demoralization,” “rot,” “complacency,” “stupidity,” and “pitiless
decorum which veils its faults” and obscured an “abundant feast of
scandal”® Van Doren celebrated, in particular, Edgar Lee Masters’s
Spoon River Anthology (1915), Sherwood Anderson’s Winesburg,
Ohio (1919), Sinclair Lewis’s Main Street (1920), and F. Scott
Fitzgerald’s This Side of Paradise (1920) and noted their embrace of
a “formula of revolt” against “provincialism” which, after being con-
sumed by the American reading public, would finally undermine the
“hazy national optimism of an elder style” and cause the “ancient
customs [to] break or fade”!? The “bright barbarians” of Fitzgerald,
for example, “significantly illustrate[d] . . . the revolt from the vil-
lage,” according to Van Doren, by breaking the “patterns” and “tra-
ditions which once might have governed them” and then “laughing”
and pursuing “their wild desires” among “the ruins of the old.’!!

Van Doren’s interpretation was absorbed into subsequent histor-
ical treatments of the era. Frederick Lewis Allen’s famous synthesis
of the 1920s, published soon after the close of the decade, set the tone
by spotlighting the “revolt of the highbrows” against boosters and
Rotarians in “cities and towns where Babbitry flourished” and not-
ing the “overwhelming” impact of authors such as Sinclair Lewis,
who “revealed the ugliness of the American small town.’!'? An early
and influential interpreter of the era, Alfred Kazin, age twenty-three
and writing from his kitchen table in Brooklyn as World War II
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approached, drew on Van Doren’s formulation, cited the works of
Masters, Lewis, Fitzgerald, and Anderson, and explained how the
rebels “had revolted against their native village life in the Middle
West” and attacked “provincialism” and the “ugliness” and “bitter-
ness of small town life’13 After World War 11, in his well-known
summary of American intellectual history, Henry Steele Commager
included a chapter on “The Literature of Revolt” that argued it was
“incontrovertible” that almost “all the major writers” of the 1920s
were critical of American culture and commercialism and embraced
the “revolt from the farm” theme.!* When Mark Schorer’s massive
biography of Sinclair Lewis was released in 1961, Lewis was touted
as the “great emancipator” of stunted souls from the Midwest’s
“smug provincialism” and “false sentiment and false piety.’!> In
1969, Anthony Channell Hilfer published a book essentially restat-
ing the “revolt” thesis for a new generation and argued that the work
of the cultural rebels of the 1920s could be revived and used by the
rebellious students of the 1960s.16 In another major synthetic treat-
ment published during the 1970s, Richard Pells described the village
rebels, who shared their “origins in rural and small-town America,’
as people who “found the village or farm claustrophobic” and “too
constricting for individual creativity and self-expression.’!” Pells
specifically points to Anderson, Lewis, and Fitzgerald and sees them
as part of a broader movement among intellectuals who rejected
American life during the 1920s for its “stupidity, aimlessness, and
vulgarity’18

The working assumption that the Midwest was “culturally
impoverished” and the critical focus on cultural rebellion have per-
sisted in recent decades.!® Citing Fitzgerald, Anderson, and Lewis,
Lynn Dumenil’s 1995 synthesis of the history of the 1920s specifi-
cally relies on the “theme that historians have called the revolt against
the village’?® In Christine Stansell’s more recent treatment of the
era, cultural “rebels” were drawn to Bohemia because, as one
Greenwich Village resident said, they were “bored by some small
place in the Middle West” and, as Stansell says, because they found
the Midwestern towns Sinclair Lewis described “self-satisfied” and
“mean-spirited.”?! Critics continue to see Spoon River, Winesburg,
and Main Street as the “principal monuments of a phase of American
fiction known as ‘The Revolt from the Village’”?? In his compre-
hensive literary history of the Midwest which tends to follow Van
Doren’s lead, Ronald Weber notes Van Doren’s “celebrated 1921 arti-
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cle in The Nation” about the “revolt-from-the-village books.’??
Weber views 1920, which saw the publication of key works of revolt,
as the “high-water mark” for “Midwestern writing,” giving the vil-
lage rebels center stage in the literary history of the Midwest.?*
These supposed works of rebellion afforded privileged status and,
“conditioned by their early reception,” provided “confirmation for
what [critics] already believed” about the provincialism and monot-
ony of the “American waste land,” the “plains and prairies that started
west of the Hudson River,” and this mode of thought has been con-
sistently echoed by historians and other critics.?

These historians and critics have thus contributed to the entrench-
ment and institutionalization of Van Doren’s original interpretation,
which has also migrated into journalistic accounts of the era.2® They
have helped create what Maurice Beebe called the “revolt-from-the-
village tradition,” one shorn of any of the nuance Van Doren may
have once recognized.?’” Anthony Channell Hilfer, who favored the
writings of the village rebels, explained that the “revolt from the vil-
lage” formulation had “become an accepted rubric of historical crit-
icism.”28 The social and cultural criticisms in the alleged village
rebels’ books, which focused on the repression of thought and emo-
tion and the conformity of small towns in places such as the Midwest,
“gave the revolt unity.’?® When Main Street became a national “sen-
sation,” Hilfer explains, the “revolt from the village became official,
public, almost institutional” and Van Doren’s thesis was proven
beyond doubt.3® Van Doren’s “famous phrase;” Gordon Hutner
observes, became a “premise seemingly so true that it has never
needed to be revisited”>! As an entrenched and unquestioned force
in American letters, one that tidily summarizes an important cultural
moment, however, the revolt thesis —an interpretation based on one
tossed-off magazine summary of a few works of literature, not on his-
torical analysis—serves not as a useful and accurate shorthand but
functioned and still functions as a set of blinders, blocking out and
distorting significant parts of the past.

The “village revolt” interpretation is simplistic and flawed and its
“institutionalization” within the annals of history clouds our vision of
the Midwestern past. The failure to account for the intellectual and
cultural context of the revolt obscures the reason that the thesis took
hold and persisted. Accounting for the intellectual and cultural forces
that gave the revolt thesis currency explains why it emerged to the
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exclusion of other emphases or more nuanced interpretations. The
revolt thesis fails to comprehend fully other intellectual trends and
cultural forces that complicate and undermine its assumptions and it
remains too stark and one-sided. It ignores, more specifically, region-
alist or anti-rebel voices. The revolt thesis is also premised on a one-
sided interpretation of the supposed rebels, who were more compli-
cated than the thesis presumes. The village revolt interpretation thus
blurs our ability to see accurately regions such as the Midwest, which
often served as the home of the rural areas, small towns, and “villages”
under assault. If the typical traditions of the small town were the tar-
get of the purveyors of the village revolt thesis, as Hilfer notes, the
“Midwestern small town was doubly typical;” and thus the Midwest’s
“hick towns” were doubly the target of attack.>> The works of
Masters, Anderson, Lewis, and others, Ronald Weber notes, made the
Midwest a “convenient whipping boy” and generated a “massive cul-
tural resistance to the region’ 33 The “Middle West [became] a
metaphor of abuse.”3* But if the dominant place of the revolt thesis
can be weakened and space can be created for more and varied voices
from the past, the Midwest can be more fully comprehended.

The inspiration for Van Doren’s assessment can be traced in part
to the writings of the critic Van Wyck Brooks, who helps explain the
origins of the revolt thesis and its effect upon the Midwest, and, later,
exposes its central flaws.3> Brooks grew up in New Jersey, the son of
a failed and personally distant businessman, and attended Harvard,
where his professors emphasized the coarseness of, among other
things, “the wilds of Ohio.”3¢ Brooks’s first book, The Wine of the
Puritans (1908), blamed the continuing influence of the Puritan
colonists and the materialism of the westward-moving pioneers for
the sterility and shallowness of American culture.3” Brooks’s second
book, America’s Coming of Age (1915), was, according to Van Doren,
highly influential and “virtually the first book to voice the new age”
complaints about the cultural repressiveness and provincialism in the
hinterlands that formed the basis of the revolt thesis.3® For Brooks,
the pioneer and the puritan were “our cultural villains™ and he specif-
ically traced this villainy to the American Midwest.>® Brooks’s third
book, The Ordeal of Mark Twain (1920), which was published the
year before Van Doren’s “village revolt” interpretation appeared,
argued that Twain’s imagination was repressed by “puritanism and
pioneering” because he came from, as Brooks said, the “dry, old bar-

29 4¢

ren, horizonless Middle West,” “a desert of human sand!—the bar-
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renest spot in all Christendom, surely, for the seed of genius to fall
in.4% Brooks hoped for a day when “grotesque” places such as Sioux
City, Iowa, and the “unlovable and ugly” towns of the American inte-
rior more generally would finally have culture and thus “dignity’*!

When Van Doren published the revolt thesis while drawing on
Brooks’s intense criticism of American culture, Brooks was closely
allied with H.L. Mencken, who exerted great influence over American
intellectual life and generally hated “Middle Western Kultur.”*> The
“keynoter” of the cultural “revolt” of the 1920s, Frederick Lewis
Allen concluded, was Mencken.*? In 1927, Walter Lippmann called
Mencken “the most powerful personal influence on this whole gener-
ation of educated people.”** Mencken saw Americans as “provincial”
and “stupid” and his “most articulate opponents were village editors,
clubwomen, Fundamentalists, or conservative critics,” who were
often located in the Midwest.*> Mencken focused on the “loneliness
and hopelessness of the buried life of small towns” and directed his
attacks at the “provincial American” and viewed the elements of
American backwardness as an “essentially rural phenomena.**® The
Chicago writer James T. Farrell saw Mencken’s writings as based on
the “superiority of the values of the city over those of the rural
areas”’*’ Mencken attacked “yokel” farmers as “simian” and the
source of, as Hilfer says, a “husbandmanly tyranny” over the nation.*
Mencken was voicing a “well-worn vocabulary of condescension”
among intellectuals that included “bumpkin, hick, yokel, hayseed,
clodhopper.**® Mencken belongs to “the ‘revolt from the village’ writ-
ers” and remains a valuable voice, as one New Yorker critic recently
noted, because of “his campaign against provincialism.*>" In addition
to having a broad impact on the intellectuals of the era, Mencken was,
more specifically, a “central influence” on major revolt books such as
Sinclair Lewis’s Main Street>! Although the themes of the revolt the-
sis and Mencken’s attacks could be applied generally, the focus came
to be on the American small town, which, Hilfer says, was “nicely
adaptable” for articulating criticisms of repressiveness and confor-
mity.>2 In Van Doren’s formulation, the “villages of the Middle West”
were particularly threatening because their “provincialism” could
spread and thus present a wider danger.>

The intellectual heft of Brooks and the polemical firepower pro-
vided by Mencken’s more popular media platforms gave voice to a
broad intellectual attack on the alleged provincialism of American
culture and were thought to signal and justify new literary themes.
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As Van Doren explained in his influential essay, it was crucial that
intellectuals transcend and undermine an existing “cult of the vil-
lage,” or the existing respect for the traditions of small town and rural
life which persisted from the nineteenth century.>* Broadly speak-
ing, Brooks, Mencken, and Van Doren were seeking to undermine
and overcome the persisting customs and values of nineteenth-cen-
tury Victorian culture. The village revolt thesis both fueled and was
bolstered by criticism of Victorian culture and thus was launched at
a propitious time for its adoption and perpetuation. The purveyors of
the revolt thesis found strong allies among the critics of Victorianism
generally and, more specifically, among those who embraced the
vogue of literary modernism.

Victorianism, as Daniel Joseph Singal explains, was the “culture
against which the early Modernists rebelled.”> Victorianism’s
“American reign” roughly stretched from the 1830s to the early twen-
tieth century and its “guiding ethos was centered upon the classic
bourgeois values of thrift, diligence, and persistence and a recogni-
tion of the value of standards learned through education, religion, and
manners that created a separation between stable communities and
savagery.™® Victorian ideals were especially strong in the rural areas
and small towns of the Midwest, leaving the region vulnerable to the
criticisms of the literary modernists.>’ If the decade prior to World
War [ was seen as the “last age of innocence,” it was “a time in which
simplicity and moral idealism still reigned supreme in the small
towns and Midwestern farmhouses.>® Even as it began to erode in
other areas, Victorian culture still lived on in small cities and towns
and in the rural areas.”® Citing the rural sociology literature of the
1920s, the historian James Shideler explained how rural people were
“conservative and tradition-minded” and “rested patiently on a con-
ventional certainty about good and evil, with staunch adherence to
the values of hard work, thrift, and self-denial’® Carol Kennicott’s
husband in Main Street adhered to the Victorian code of honest labor,
moral uplift, community service, and patriotism. These Victorian
beliefs and cultural norms came under assault, as Stanley Coben
explains, by a “growing subculture of alienated intellectuals” which
would form the basis of support for the village revolt thesis and con-
tribute to what Paul Gorman deems the project of “breaking up the
Victorian moral and cultural synthesis.”®! The revolt thesis, Barry
Gross concluded, was invented and perpetuated by intellectuals
“who themselves wanted to see the village revolted from, who were
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convinced that provincial life, especially in the Middle West, con-
demned America to the status of second-class culture.’6?

The influence of the intellectuals who led the criticism of
Victorian culture was a new phenomenon in American life. While
novelists, patrician writers, ministers, newspaper commentators,
public speakers, political leaders and others had always shaped
American public discourse, the emergence of intellectuals as a
“social type” was new.%3 More specifically, “alienated” intellectuals,
or writers and thinkers who felt disconnected from the main tradi-
tions of American life and sought to criticize and reform them, rose
to prominence. A dedication to “intellect” and the “life of the mind”
was often set against an ingrained tendency toward the “[g]lorifica-
tion of the small town” and the emphasis on “horse sense” and *“sim-
ple honesty” out in the provinces such as the Midwest.®* When The
New Yorker was launched in the 1920s it proclaimed its reverence for
the serious and urbane intellectual life and its opposition to rural
provincialism by announcing its motto as “Not for the old lady from
Dubuque.’®> “From its superior vantage point in the citadel of New
York, The New Yorker persistently in its early years deprovincialized
the rest of America through ridicule and satire,” Edward A. Martin
explains, and the “most persistent debunking campaign of the early
years involved ridicule of those regions of the country so unfortunate
as to lie outside of New York.’®® A primary goal of the new “cos-
mopolitan” intellectual that The New Yorker would cater to, as David
Hollinger has explained, was to oppose “parochialism” and “provin-
cialism” and to “transcend the limitations of any and all particu-
larisms” and to undermine Victorianism, patriotism, and
“Puritanism."®’ These new intellectuals tended to privilege writers —
including the “refugees from the Midwest” who provided the corpus
of work which substantiated the village revolt thesis—who bolstered
their critique of American life.%8

A common enemy of the emergent intellectuals was the strictures
of American Christianity. Van Doren included among the symbolic
tenets of the cult of the village “the white church with tapering spire”
and the “venerable parson.” The prominence of New England and its
Puritan tradition in American historical development, in particular,
became a frequent target of criticism, causing one critic of the period
to note the “present preoccupation with ecclesiastical muck-rak-
ing”’%° Frederick Hoffman has explained how the Puritan became
“an unhistorical victim and villain” during the 1920s and how it



The Myth of the Midwestern “Revolt from the Village” 47

became “fashionable” to attack religion and an invented form of
Puritan history “in the attempt of the 1920s to justify its successful
revolt against convention’ 70 The Puritan, Hoffman argues, became
a “convenient ‘enemy’” for the cultural rebels of the 1920s and the
emerging intellectual class, which sought to transform American cul-
ture.”! Intellectuals believed that American religiosity, Warren
Susman once explained, made it “impossible to have a decent art,
architecture, and literature”’? They venerated the freedom of
Bohemian enclaves such as Greenwich Village as a refuge from
provincialism and the repressiveness of religious doctrine.”?
Intellectuals saw Greenwich Village as an “escape” and a “dream
Mecca” for young spirits who “fled their Western villages” for the
joy and freedom of a “stool in the Village Café.”’* One reason that
American intellectual expatriates preferred living in France was its
freedom from any stain of Puritanism, as in England, and because
their images of France “clearly drew attention to many of the weak-
nesses of America.”’> The veneration of Greenwich Village and Paris
complemented the assault on Puritanism and the interior villages and
farm life in the Midwest because, as Walter Lippmann noted, the
“deep and abiding traditions of religion belong to the countryside.’7
The influence of these assaults upon religiosity and provincialism
was felt far beyond Bohemia. As Malcolm Cowley recalled, there
were people all over country “who had never been to New York and
yet were acting and talking like Greenwich Villagers.’”’

The critiques advanced by the emergent and alienated intellectuals
and writers were both part of and bolstered by the rise of social science,
especially anthropology, sociology, and psychology. Franz Boas and
Ruth Benedict—both, like Van Doren, associated with Columbia,
where, Van Doren said, “everybody seems to be reading” Main
Street—and other anthropologists saw Victorian culture as backward
and repressed when contrasted with other foreign and primitive cul-
tures.”® The village rebels’ attacks on American puritanism were sup-
ported by the anthropologists’ praise of primitivism and their efforts
“to point out the great happiness of people who were not brought up in
terror of sex and who therefore lived a normal, happy, casual life.””°
Margaret Mead, a student of Benedict, believed that, in comparison to
South Pacific cultures, “Victorian culture crippled Americans emo-
tionally” and was the cause of their “neuroses.’® Mead and other
anthropologists embraced the cultural practices at work, for example,
in Samoan and Mexican villages as superior to the American way of
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life.3! These anthropologists, along with the village rebels and other
emergent intellectuals, felt “estranged from the dominant values of
their society” and thus were eager to find alternatives.5?

Before a later division, anthropology and sociology had existed
as one field of study and were focused on conducting studies of vary-
ing ethnographic groups. By the 1920s sociology had emerged as a
prominent and independent field dedicated to “scientific” methods of
analyzing society and often embraced “a model of modernizing soci-
ety that suggested folk culture, and therefore communal order, was
becoming extinct.’83 These methods shaped Middletown (1929), the
“single most influential book by social scientists published during the
1920s."8 Middletown, written by Robert and Helen Lynd, focused on
the social inadequacies —the “lag of habits” caused by tradition—of
the medium-sized Midwestern city of Muncie, Indiana, and proved
to be a popular interpretation with other intellectual and literary crit-
ics of the Midwest, providing a method of analysis borrowed by these
critics.®> Sinclair Lewis’s Main Street, for example, has been viewed
as “not only a sociological novel but a sociological event.”8 Lewis
was known for doing extensive research and for using research assis-
tants and, as one biographer notes, went “into ‘the field’ like any cul-
tural anthropologist.”8” Lewis’s “meticulous” research in Minnesota
and Kansas and other states enabled him to depict the “life of the new
middle class, in Dakota villages and in the Cincinnatis and the
Minneapolises.’8® Consequently, Main Street has been interpreted as
“a sociological caricature unmasking the small town.”8® With his
extensive research and pseudo-scientific field work, Lewis was able,
as E.M. Forster said, “to lodge a piece of a continent in our imagina-
tion” and to shape permanently the popular view of the Midwest.?

In addition to anthropology and sociology, the field of psychol-
ogy had a pronounced effect on the intellectual life of the 1920s.
Freud, as Alfred Kazin noted, “suddenly became the indispensable
text’?! The growth of Freudian psychology and its strong emphasis
on the impact of repressed emotions were directly linked to the
“Puritan-baiting” of the era.? Freud’s analyses were also connected
to attacks on the pioneer for his “continuous suppression of desire.”>
The psychological focus on “personality,” with its emphasis on soul-
searching, personal liberation, and appealing to one’s peers, began to
replace Victorian “character,” with its emphasis on self-reliance and
moral restraint.”*
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Some intellectuals of the 1920s —whether writers, critics, anthro-
pologists, sociologists, psychiatrists, or those in other fields—were
tempted to take their criticism beyond the realm of intellectual dis-
course and into the field of active politics. While some were active
in progressive causes, others were drawn to more radical politics and
forms of Marxism, especially in the wake of the Russian revolution
and its supposed accomplishments.” Lionel Trilling later recalled
the “commitment that a large segment of the intelligentsia of the West
gave to the degraded version of Marxism known as Stalinism” and
the “belief that the Soviet Union had resolved all social and political
contradictions and was well on the way toward realizing the highest
possibilities of human life.”?® Sinclair Lewis talked of praying to the
“spirit of Lenin” and noted the growing number of “good writers” in
the Soviet Union.?’ In the late 1920s, Stalin called for the “intensifi-
cation of the class war on the cultural front” which led, in 1929, to
the formation of the John Reed Club in New York as a platform for
promoting “proletarian artists” who could combat reactionary
forces.”® The club adopted the motto “Art is a Class Weapon.’??
Whether supporting the fledgling communist movement or less
activist forms of politics, intellectuals often saw the rural and small
town traditions of the country as barriers to the political transforma-
tion they sought. Van Doren’s assault on the “cult of the village” bol-
stered the case of those who thought the enduring beliefs in the val-
ues of small towns were simply “propaganda” used by business to
combat “centralized control” by government and that the “praise of
the small town was a covert way of denying the need to think, a
method of evading the admission that old formulas no longer served
the new conditions.’!% The praise of the small town was viewed as
a technique to “deny the bleaker realities” of America.'%! To the frus-
tration of radicals, however, the belief in the value of small towns still
held sway. In the 1928 presidential race, Herbert Hoover of lowa was
successfully billed as “a boy from a country village.’10?

In addition to critiquing small-town life and its effects on poli-
tics, Marxists also targeted the leading figure in the field of
Midwestern history. In 1933, Louis Hacker, a Marxist historian, also
at Columbia, published the first major assault on Frederick Jackson
Turner’s views on American history in—like Van Doren—The
Nation.'93 Hacker was a student of Charles Beard, whose highly
influential and critical form of history sought to debunk much of what
was once thought sacred in American history.!% This included
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Turner’s scholarship on the frontier, which had become a “major ide-
ological force” in the country and thus in need of criticism and
debunking.!% Hacker viewed Turner as an obstacle to reform and
viewed his own “scholarship as building a historical consciousness
for the coming revolution.”1% Drawing on Van Wyck Brooks—who
saw the frontier as an “almost totally negative” force—a new gener-
ation of historians came to believe that how one viewed the past
determined how one operated in the present and how one should act
in the future and therefore, as Warren Susman explained, the “con-
trol over the interpretation of the nature of that past [became] a burn-
ing cultural issue.”1%7 It “became especially the function of the intel-
lectual to find a useful past” which could “overthrow the official
view” and therefore the “values and policies repellent to these intel-
lectuals’'%® Turner understood the motivation of this new intellec-
tual current. In a letter to Arthur Schlesinger Sr. in 1925, Turner
argued that efforts to minimize the importance of the frontier were
part of the “pessimistic reaction against the old America that have fol-
lowed the World War—the reaction against pioneer ideals, against
distinctively American things historically in favor of Old World solu-
tions” and the desire “to write in terms of European experience, and
of the class struggle incident to industrialism.’1°

The critiques of an emergent group of scholars during the 1920s
and the strong intellectual forces they represented provided lift to and
substantiation for the “revolt from the village” interpretation and
helped create a generally favorable intellectual climate for its per-
petuation. The disillusionment with World War I and its intense
moment of hyperpatriotism and the realization that the nation had
become more urban than rural contributed further.!!% The mood fos-
tered an urge to expose and discredit and created a ready audience for
such treatments. It was an age in which “debunking” had become de
rigueur and included not just assaults on the supposed myths of the
small town and Turner’s frontier, but attacks on George Washington
and Queen Victoria.!!! Rochelle Gurstein explains the “popularity of
debunking” which “quickly became a staple of the party of expo-
sure,” or those who sought to unmask the hidden and ridicule the pri-
vate and traditional.!'? In the new era of debunking, the “veil was
removed from the small town” and the “debunkers turned with hos-
tile joy against the staunch belief . . . in quiet country towns and ham-
lets”!13 One writer of the era noted that the ascendant intellectuals,
“remembering bitterly the small towns they were brought up in,”
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turned to “Puritan-baiting” Freudian analysis, and debunking.!!*
Those who advocated a “revolt from the village” thesis were a part
of this movement. Literature, as they saw it, needed to break free of
the “obsolete dreams of the farm and village” and “destroy the myth
of the village,” which was “hostile to the imagination,” and expose its
iillusions and lies.’!13

The power of these combined intellectual forces during the 1920s
had an impact on the ways in which the supposed village rebels fash-
ioned their writings. John T. Frederick, who was attempting to pro-
mote local writers in Iowa, noted the effect of outside influences on
Midwesterners. Frederick worried about what Ronald Weber calls
the “harmful commercial influence” on writers caused by the con-
centration of the publishing industry in New York, which instilled
what Frederick called a “tendency to false emphasis, distortion, in lit-
erary interpretations.”!1¢ Frederick’s attempts to provide Midwestern
writers a regional platform was a response to New York demands that
the “midland artist warp his material to conform to a preconceived
notion of what represented the Midwest, or that he burlesque his
native soil for the amusement of the East’!!7 Writers were “warped
to the market,” Hamlin Garland said, by the power of “New York pub-
lishers and managers” and the lure of financial gain.'!® “New York is
Medusa,” Edgar Lee Masters warned young writers.!!® Would-be
writers noticed, of course, how authors such as Lewis were “being
applauded for exposing the small town in Main Street as being a
place of repression and small-mindedness” and making money and
becoming famous in the process.!? Many of them recognized that
Lewis was obsessed with marketing and publicity and finding clever
methods to sell books and that his efforts paid handsomely.!'?!
Thomas McAvoy, a Notre Dame historian, priest, and native
Indianan, noted the incentive for financial gain among the village
rebels, choosing to exclude from his survey of the “Midwestern
mind” the “pessimistic view of the Midwest drawn up chiefly by the
literary critics who went east to New York or west to Hollywood to
reap the benefit of their midwestern origins.’'??> McAvoy was argu-
ing that certain ambitious writers in the Midwest were willing to “sell
out” to those in the East who, given the intellectual forces of the era
and the urban biases of the publishing industry, were eager to pub-
lish works critical of the Midwest, especially those by “insiders” who
could write in a revelatory mode.!?> The “cultural coercions and
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imbalances” caused by Eastern cultural dominance, in other words,
created a strong market for the “revolt from the village” genre in the
East and incentives for rebels to advance negative portrayals of the
Midwest.!2* One University of Minnesota English professor chided
Midwestern writers who “derided their homeland for the edification
of Manhattan””!2> The novelist Herbert Krause, a Minnesotan who
was trained in Iowa and taught in South Dakota, grew weary of
Midwesterners too concerned with Eastern tastes and too “in awe of
dicta from beyond the Appalachians” and their attempts to “write as
though their offices overlooked the Hudson River.126

However much the village rebels were influenced by the incen-
tives of fame and fortune and failed to resist the gravitational pull of
Eastern cultural centers and publishing houses, the varied intellectual
and political forces of the era certainly caused the “revolt from the vil-
lage” thesis to be embraced, widely believed, and afforded special sta-
tus. Because some of the writings of the supposed village rebels were
“usable” to the causes of prominent intellectuals, their writings were
given the spotlight and canonized while other authors who tended to
dissent from the cause of cultural rebellion were derided or ignored. 2’
The resulting bias in favor of the cultural rebels and famous expatri-
ates yielded a distorted view of the events of the 1920s which persists
in the historical literature.!?® The continuing awareness of the village
rebels, as well as the fame maintained by the “lost generation” and the
attention afforded their “moveable feast” leaves far too much buried
in the past, however, including regionalist works set in the small towns
and on the farms of the Midwest.'?® The rebels’ and expatriates’ great
literary status abides while the rural Midwest remains stereotyped and
marginalized. “The most celebrated literature about the Midwest has
been written by those who left,” notes Scott Russell Sanders when dis-
cussing Lewis and Anderson and others, “and who made a case for
their leaving” a place “populated by gossips and boosters and Bible
thumpers who are hostile to ideas, conformist, moralistic, utilitarian,
and perpetually behind the times.’130

In addition to leaving a residue of disdain behind which contin-
ues to obscure the view of the rural Midwest, privileging the cultural
rebels and expatriates compels a privileging of urbanism and rural
dislocation and a discounting of regional attachments. Still-famous
writers like Fitzgerald, for example, were strongly urban oriented,
James Shideler once explained in a presidential address to the
Agricultural History Society in Ames, and his “twilight fell over
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cocktails at the Biltmore.”!3! Privileging the cultural radicals and
expatriates necessarily meant privileging and favoring rootlessness
and circumscribing regionalism. Malcolm Cowley recalled that the
lives of the expatriates had involved a “long process of deracination”
and asserted that their early experiences were “involuntarily directed
toward destroying whatever roots we had in the soil, toward eradi-
cating our local and regional peculiarities, toward making us home-
less citizens of the world.’132 The privileging of the rebels and expa-
triates thus emphasized alienation, dislocation, and flashy flapper
circles and overlooked the common life of people in areas such as the
rural Midwest. As Sinclair Lewis’s first wife Grace once asked,
“Were the 1920s really the Jazz Age except for a few?”133 While
some of the expatriates may, at times, have had nostalgic thoughts of
home, these fleeting longings were seldom the subject of popular
attention, which further highlights the favoritism displayed toward
the narrative of rebellion against provincialism.

Because of the bias for cultural rebellion, the “village revolt”
writers were given great attention while others were ignored until
they showed signs of joining the revolt. National praise and attention
for Midwestern writers, Sara Kosiba notes in a recent study, were
generally limited to those who perpetuated stereotypes of the
Midwest.!34 Van Doren’s construction of the revolt thesis includes
Zona Gale, for example, who was from Frederick Jackson Turner’s
hometown of Portage, Wisconsin. Gale received a much more posi-
tive treatment from national critics when she seemed to leave behind
her positive “Friendship Village” stories and became more critical of
the Midwest, a move which became a “positive turning point in
Gale’s career.’!3> Interest in the “Chicago Renaissance”—or the
burst of literary activity in Chicago about the time of World War I—
also stemmed in part from its emphasis on critical realism or early
modernist influences, its Bohemianism, its role as a feeder system of
writers who moved to New York, and its position as a distinctly
unique outpost in the Midwest, seemingly removed from the agrar-
ian and small-town traditions of the region and a haven for refugees
of rural life.!3¢ Chicago is interesting to critics, in other words,
because its writers were seeking a “cosmopolitan center beyond their
seemingly small native worlds."!37

If the village revolt school privileged certain writers to the exclu-
sion of others, it also depended on a stark dualism. It relied on the
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image of a sanitized pre-revolt view of happy village life in the
Midwest being overthrown by a later tradition of brilliant avant-garde
cultural rebels speaking truth to sterile and oppressive traditions. But
this simple dichotomy obscures a more complex history, one that
included a pre-revolt tradition of both criticism and praise.!38 It is
demonstrably untrue that prior to 1920 the Midwest was portrayed
only with a warm and loving glow, as the early writings of Hamlin
Garland and Willa Cather and other Midwestern realists demon-
strate.!3 Literary realism was a Midwestern export, after all. But Van
Doren downplayed the tradition of critical writing about the Midwest
that disproved his contention about the existence of a long-standing
and monopolistic “cult of the village,” a miscalculation which allowed
his “revolt from the village” characterization to seem like a radical
break in the flow of literary works about the Midwest.!4

The fatal flaw in the revolt thesis —a flaw which fully exposes the
mistaken enshrinement of the supposed village rebels as a represen-
tative group of intellectuals who stand for the wholesale rejection of
the Midwest as a region—remains the rebels themselves. While the
rebels were certainly critical of the Midwest at times, a fragment of
their thought Van Doren permanently burned into literary history, this
negative element is but a partial and misleading component of the
purported rebels’ universe of thought. Masters, for example, whom
Van Doren cast as the revolutionary leader of the village revolt, vehe-
mently rejected his inclusion in the revolt category and “never had
any use” for Van Doren and saw him as a failed novelist.!*! Masters
demanded that he not “be tied up with any one, with any group,” and
specifically rejected being lumped in with “the ‘revolt-from-the-vil-
lage’ group.’!#2 But he went much further than rejecting Van Doren’s
theory and actually promoted his home region, a part of his life story
that is rarely used to supplement or balance the use of Spoon River—
which itself includes what Masters called “joyous parts” —in treat-
ments of American literary history.!#3 Masters’s “literary life” was
pronounced dead in 1917, just after publication of the Spoon River
Anthology, but such a pronouncement grossly misrepresents the
overall character of Masters’s body of work and severely limits our
ability to see Masters’s Midwest.!4* Masters protested the “horse
mind” of simplistic critics, a “mind that has learned the road and fol-
lows it with blinders” and ignores evidence which fails to fit the pre-
ferred grand narrative.'4> Masters thought the critics were too wed-
ded to pursuing theories: “Those fellows get a line going and they
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have to follow it’14¢ When confronted, Masters said, critics too often
protested that authors did something “unwittingly —not what he says
he did but what they say he did”'4’

Masters’s historical and biographical works, which mostly focus
on his home region, are largely forgotten, along with his dedication
to rural life and social and political decentralization and his affection
for the rural Midwest and its writers.*® Masters was strongly
inclined toward Jeffersonianism and saw Jefferson as the “genius of
this republic’ *149 Because of Masters’s adherence to Jeffersonianism,
agrarianism, and local control, his biography of Lincoln, Lincoln, the
Man (1931), was critical of Lincoln’s war-making and his tolerance
of “centralists” and “monopolists.’139 Masters criticized the ugly side
of life in urban Chicago—a city “full of demagogues, corruptionists,
and egotists and snobs” —and New York, but praised southern Illinois
and its Jeffersonian qualities in works such as his last book, The
Sangamon (1942), written for the Rivers of America series, a region-
alist project which was inspired by Frederick Jackson Turner.!3! The
Sangamon was a “celebration of the region of Masters’ boyhood,”
Lois Hartley once noted, and his home country, Masters said, had a
“magical appeal to me quite beyond my power to describe. I loved
the people there then and I love their memory.’!>? Masters endorsed
Emerson’s calls for “less government” and more “private character”
and condemned modern poets because they had “no moral code and
no roots”'>3 He also loved the nonrebel James Whitcomb Riley and
Riley’s attention to “neighborhood flavor” and the “common life” of
Indiana and the way that Riley “put Indiana as a place and a people
in the memory of America, more thoroughly and more permanently
than has been done by any other poet before or since his day for any
other locality or people.’!>*

In keeping with Masters’s embrace of Riley and the
Jeffersonianism of Riley’s Indiana and Masters’s southern Illinois,
Sherwood Anderson was similarly concerned about the detachment
from place, the growing rootlessness in the nation, the rise of tech-
nology, and the “terrible bigness of the country.’!>> Anderson spent
most of his childhood in Clyde, Ohio, and enjoyed piano, baseball,
dancing, sleigh rides, and picnics there. Walter Rideout notes that
despite how Winesburg, Ohio is often remembered, the “profoundest
meaning of Clyde” for Anderson was “not alienation but commu-
nion.”!5¢ Anderson was more focused on the old folkways of the rural
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Midwest, the legacies of “Jeffersonian yeomen,” and “pastoral still-
ness” and on distancing himself from boomtowns such as Chicago,
which Anderson saw as a “strident wasteland, a nightmare of disor-
der, ugliness, and noise’ 157 To break with Chicago, Anderson, as he
wrote, put his “hope in the corn,” or the old rural life of the
Midwest.!>® Anderson was concerned, Lionel Trilling rightly recog-
nized, that the “old good values of life have been destroyed” and
explained how “the river, the stable, the prairie are very dear to
him’!%® Trilling did not care for Anderson, but he recognized
Anderson’s belief in the “salvation of a small legitimate existence, of
a quiet place in the sun and moment of leisurely peace.”'®’ One critic
later noted that throughout his “career the return to the village, not
the revolt from it, was to become the characteristic journey of
Anderson’s idealized self’16! By the mid-1920s, Sherwood
Anderson “had come almost full circle” from the impression left by
Winesburg, Ohio. He confessed that he was “glad of the life on the
farm and in small communities” and ended, as one of his biographers,
David D. Anderson, explained, “his enchantment with bohemian val-
ues and fraudulence”'%2 Recognizing how his work had been mis-
construed, Sherwood Anderson said that New York boosters of his
books such as Winesburg had “always a little misunderstood some-
thing in me” and explained that his goal was to explore the inner life
of the Midwest, not to attack the region.!®> When Carl Van Doren
insisted that Anderson’s writing represented “weariness,” “con-
tempt,” and “bitterness,” Anderson responded by writing a letter to
Van Doren to express his “confusion” about Van Doren’s theories, to
explain that Van Doren was touting “a weariness I do not feel,” and
to note that he preferred living in the Midwest to more trendy liter-
ary haunts such as France.!* Anderson said he “always lived among
these Midwestern American people” and that “I do wish to stand by
these people.’16

The “limited attention” still given to Anderson—despite his own
protests and the recognition of his complexity by some now-distant
critics in some largely neglected criticism—remains focused on
Anderson’s “rebelling against the village” and his other work is dis-
missed.!%0 Anderson’s career, Anthony Channel Hilfer asserted, “hit
its peak with Winesburg” and then his novels became “banal” and as
a “mystagogue of cornfields, he became insufferable.”'®” Anderson
also suffered from the attacks launched by Irving Howe, who, along
with Trilling, was a prominent part of the emerging and still well-
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known community of writers and critics deemed the New York
Intellectuals.'®® Given Howe’s “exaltation of Western Europe and a
slighting of the small town which was Anderson’s origin and fertile
field of operation” and his rejection—in keeping with the New York
Intellectuals —of life beyond the Hudson River as “arid, stultifying,
crude, materialistic, isolated” and of Clyde, Ohio— which Anderson
saw as a “fair and sweet town”—Howe’s attack on Anderson is
entirely predictable.!® Howe thought Winesburg, Ohio was
Anderson’s “best work,” written before his “downward curve” of the
mid-1920s, and his judgment reflects the prevailing view of Anderson
who, when remembered, is cast in the role of village rebel.170
Sinclair Lewis, perhaps the most famous of Van Doren’s rebel-
lious quartet during the 1920s and the author of the work most com-
monly cited as a critique of the Midwest, also, after a second look,
defies categorization. Lewis’s rebel designation is in part explained
by his own intense commitment to marketing and publicity and mak-
ing a literary splash.!”! Lewis understood that scandal sold and he is
remembered as a master entertainer. Lewis was also motivated in his
early years by the criticisms of the intellectual Left and was espe-
cially admiring of H.G. Wells, inclinations which helped him find
favor among the prominent critics of the 1920s.!72 Some note that
Lewis was at times unhappy as a child in Sauk Centre, Minnesota,
and this caused him to seek revenge later.'”> One mentee noted that
Lewis was “fiercely ugly,” which, he thought, added to his bitter-
ness.!74 Lewis’s tendency to sensationalize to sell books, his interest
in leftist social criticism and the support it generated for him, and per-
haps some early grudges may partially explain his motivations and
early literary bent and justify the village rebel label, but an explo-
ration of Lewis should not end there. Lewis’s other actions and state-
ments also deserve consideration. While Lewis could be strange and
petty and attack his friends and drink to excess, he could also be kind
and generous and mentor young writers,!’> such as Midwesterners
Zona Gale and Willa Cather.!7® Lewis also promoted and supported
regionalists such as Ruth Suckow. He noted that after their early
sojourns, writers like Suckow had the “good sense” to return to the
Midwest, and to young writers he “regularly preached the doctrine of
remaining where their roots were.’!”” Lewis said Midwestern authors
were “rough fellows but vigorous, ignorant of the classics and of
Burgundy, yet close to the heart of humanity. They write about farm-
yards and wear flannel shirts.’!’® Lewis also spent a considerable
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amount of time in the Midwest, perhaps hoping to deepen his root-
edness, too, but his restlessness and devotion to publicity and fame
and rubbing shoulders with other literati meant that he could not stay
put for long. When Lewis moved to Madison, Wisconsin, for a teach-
ing stint, he said he wanted to “renew my knowledge of the Middle
West. I find the country beautiful, open and stirring, with enough hills
here to avoid stagnancy.’!7® Although he acknowledged his affection
for the Midwest, Madison was too boring for him and he fled the
scene by midsemester, leaving his students in the lurch.!80

Lewis’s affection for the region could also be found in his famous
works. Lewis’s novels—as the often forgotten ambiguity of Main
Street attests—were not merely assaults on the Midwest. In Main
Street, Lewis reveals Carol as “flighty” and frivolous, and one of his
characters tells Carol that she is “so prejudiced against Gopher
Prairie that you overshoot the mark . . . Great guns, the town can’t be
all wrong!”181 After publication, Lewis stressed the affirmative
aspects of Main Street and confessed a “love of Main Street . . . a
belief in Main Street’s inherent power.’!32 Lewis rejected Van
Doren’s attempt to cram him into the “village revolt” category while
noting his affection for primary characters in Main Street such as Will
Kennicott, Bea Sorensen, various farmers, and others.!®3 Lewis
rebuffed English jabs at America when discussing Main Street in
London and said he “had intended Main Street as constructive criti-
cism of his country’!3* Lewis said, “[i]f I seem to have criticized
prairie villages, I have certainly criticized them no more than I have
New York, or Paris, or the great universities’ 1851 ewis wrote to Mary
Austin and asked “[i]f I didn’t love Main Street would I write of it so
hotly?”186 Lewis also saw Main Street as a “tribute” to his decent,
generous, and hard-working father, the doctor in Sauk Centre. 187 The
ambiguities of Lewis’s work extend beyond Main Street. In Babbitt
(1922), Babbitt happily returns to the normal life of Zenith.!88 In
Dodsworth (1929), Lewis highlighted “Midwestern virtues” and
Sam Dodsworth sees Zenith as a place of “Midwestern saneness.”!8?
John Updike, upon a re-reading of Lewis, concluded that the
Midwesterners in his novels were “basically decent folk’!%

The literary historian John Flanagan noted that in later years
Lewis “spoke nostalgically of his Sauk Centre days, of the friendli-
ness of the people, and of the indelible memories of childhood” such
as fishing, hunting, rafting, and hiking.'°! Lewis took pleasure in the
civic institutions of Sauk Centre—the GAR hall, the Community
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Club, the Bryant Public Library, the Main Street Theater.!°? Of his
early years in Sauk Centre, Lewis said, “[i]t was a good time, a good
place, and a good preparation for life’1?3 Lewis “felt a very strong
pull toward” Minnesota and praised its rural landscape and places
such as the St. Croix Valley.'** Lewis wrote that it “is an illusion that
the haze and far-off hills is bluer and more romantic. In every state
of the union, as in Minnesota, we have historical treasures small and
precious and mislaid. It is admirable that we should excavate Ur of
the Chaldees and study the guilds of Brabant, but for our own dig-
nity, knowledge and plain tourist interest, we might also excavate
Urbana of the Illinois.’!%> Lewis was brought home from Italy after
his death in 1951 and buried in Sauk Centre, proving, his brother
thought, that “he had a lot of love for the old place.’1%

But Lewis’s fondness for the Midwest is not what he is remem-
bered for, which is partially explained by his own literary jabs, ambi-
guity, and personality flaws but also, more importantly, by how lit-
erary critics and intellectuals have used his work. In 1920, Main
Street perfectly fit the mood of many intellectuals, who were eager
to assault small-town provincialism. Main Street became the best-
selling book in the country during the first quarter of the twentieth
century and sold because it featured “scandal, and scandal is always
exhilarating,” said the publisher Ernest Brace, and, Richard
Lingeman says, because it “meshed with the postwar mood of cyni-
cism among the intelligentsia and the young”’!®7 Lewis must be
viewed through the village revolt prism, the critics say. Benjamin
Schwartz opined in the Atlantic Monthly a decade ago that “Lewis
can be rightly appreciated only by concentrating on his anomalous
book Main Street.” after which began his supposedly grim decline.!%8
To read Lewis for “anything more” than a blip in “literary and cul-
tural history” as a definer of small towns would be a mistake, Ronald
Weber concludes.!?” After the 1920s, Alfred Kazin thought, Lewis
went into “heart-breaking decline.’??* Lionel Trilling, perhaps the
leading light of the New York Intellectuals, thought it was better for
“the public” to be “confronted” with the Sinclair Lewis (and, he
added, the Sherwood Anderson, then in his Winesburg phase) of
1919-1920—back when Lewis “flamed across the sky with Main
Street” —than the Lewis of 1940, when Lewis embraced the “belief

that to be an American is a gay adventure.’?0!
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Critics’ insistence that Lewis and other Midwestern writers be
remembered only for rebellion is why the fullness of the Midwest is
now so hard to see; it represents a great betrayal of what these writ-
ers intended. In the 1930s and 1940s, the Wisconsin regionalist writer
August Derleth, who had vowed to remain close to his “roots” in
Sauk City, Wisconsin, had several meetings with Masters, Anderson,
and Lewis; he published a little-known account of these meetings in
1963.202 Since Derleth was interested in regional writers and taught
a course on regional literature through the College of Agriculture at
Wisconsin, he naturally inquired about the revolt theory. In their con-
versations with Derleth, the supposed rebels—Masters, Anderson,
and Lewis—all vehemently rejected the village revolt interpretation.
Masters professed his love of the Midwest and his boyhood in
[linois, calling the time period the “best years of my life” and deem-
ing the revolt interpretation as “just about as silly as you can get! . .
. I didn’t revolt against my village . . . . There never was anything to
this revolt from the village business. We didn’t do any such thing.*293
Masters said, “Carl Van Doren started [the revolt interpretation] and
everybody else parroted him . . . It was all nonsense, but they per-
petuated it.’?% He called literary critics who promoted the theory
“lice’?%5 Anderson also rejected the view that his characters were
only “hopeless and defeated” and laughed at the revolt thesis: “There
wasn’t anything to this revolting. I liked Clyde [Ohio] .. .. There’s
no such thing as ‘revolting’ or ‘rebelling’ or whatever it is they want
to call it.20¢ Critics who insisted on giving Anderson’s work such a
“point-of-view” were wrong.??’ Lewis said the revolt interpretation
was “unsound, one of those theories put forth by critics who there-
after tend to look away from any evidence to the contrary.’?® Lewis
dismissed Van Doren’s “theories, unsupported by fact. The trouble
with critics is that they like to create a horse and ride it to death"20?
Lewis thought critics were prone to “dig around and trump up a
whole lot of motives and meanings the author never intended.”?!”
Lewis said he “loved” the characters in Main Street: “1 didn’t think
it was rebellious then. T don’t think it is now, either”2!!

Over the long term, critics have been far kinder to F. Scott
Fitzgerald than to the other supposed rebels, but his inclusion in Van
Doren’s revolt rubric because of This Side of Paradise (1920)
remains, perhaps, the most questionable of Van Doren’s choices.
Even though Van Doren believes Fitzgerald “had broken with the vil-
lage” in Paradise, the book is focused not on the rural Midwest but
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on personal frustrations, drinking, sex, wealth, and self-absorption in
the East and on exposing places such as Princeton, which Fitzgerald
saw as the “pleasantest country club in America.”?'> Edmund Wilson
said Paradise was not “really about anything” and saw it as a “ges-
ture of indefinite revolt.’!3 Others viewed it simply as a “series of
episodes” relating to the main character.?!* Barry Gross is more gen-
erous, finding the novel to be successfully focused on the theme of
searching and finding personal meaning and spiritual guidance.?!’
Others see it as a “college novel.’>!® Whatever the case, Paradise
does little to indict the rural and small-town Midwest. In his other fic-
tion, it must be stressed, Fitzgerald is actually quite generous toward
the Midwest or, at the worst, promotes a mixed picture. Most
famously, in The Great Gatsy, Fitzgerald uses St. Paul to depict a
“stable community of familiar names and places with traditional and
personal qualities that contrast with the chaotic and indifferent ele-
ments of his Long Island experience.”?!” For Nick Carraway, St. Paul
symbolized a “city of the pastoral ideal not altered to an urban ash
heap as was the eastern green breast of America,” a “spiritual home”
and a “place of continuity and consistent values.’?!® Fitzgerald con-
fessed “tremendous nostalgia” for St. Paul and wanted his daughter
to debut there.?!® In other short stories, Fitzgerald also notes some
petty differences among St. Paul socialites and youth, so the image
he presents is mixed. But Fitzgerald was never focused on the rural
and small-town Midwest—"the wheat or the prairies or the lost
Swede towns” —but on St. Paul, and then not very much, and, much
more often, on the dalliances and drama and social climbing of the
Eastern seaboard.?? Van Doren’s classification of Fitzgerald should
be discarded for a final reason: Nick Carraway finally returned to the
Midwest, after all, and came to see it as the “warm center of the
world??!

The weaknesses of the village-revolt paradigm —its subservience
to intellectual trends, its shallow understanding of Midwestern cul-
ture, its bias in favor of cultural radicals, its misreading of or slanted
approach to the supposed rebels’ work, its imperviousness to any
vision of the Midwest as a warm center of stability, calm, and com-
munity —was later revealed by Van Wyck Brooks, who did so much
to launch Van Doren’s interpretation and give the village revolt
form.??2 Brooks had a mental breakdown in the late 1920s that
brought him to the “brink of madness” and incapacitated him for five
years and, after his recovery, he spent less time, as he said, obsessing
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on “the dark side of our moon”; his studies led him “right out into the
midst of the sunny side.”??3 By the mid-1940s, Brooks thought, “we
are heading into a great half-century’?>* In contrast to his early
denunciations of American culture, the Columbia University histo-
rian Casey Blake noted, a later Brooks and some other World War I-
era critics now saw the middle-class culture of the late nineteenth
century “with a fondness unimaginable in the 1910s and 1920s, when
they had led the youthful revolt against Victorian gentility.’?>
Brooks and others began to see the old “Victorian ethos” —which was
particularly strong in the Midwest—as lending “a sense of place and
of belonging to a wider culture” and as an alternative to the “indi-
vidual rootlessness and bureaucratic organization they believed had
supplanted Victorian self-reliance, pride in work, and loyalty to place
and family.’??6 He became annoyed with those who “could not seem
to forgive the towns they were born in” and their tales of “escape”
and thought his generation would be “remembered as the one in
which everyone hated, often without visible reason, the town in
which he was born”227 In 1952, Brooks said, “What an ass I was at
the age of 22!7228 Of his famous America’s Coming of Age (1915),
which inspired so much repetition and rebellion, he said, “It isn’t
right.">2? Brooks dismissed his earlier writing as “youthful levity”
and rejected the work of the other writers of that era, believing that
they had “ceased to be voices of the people” and were instead “poi-
soning one another with their despair and poisoning society” and that
the “literary mind” had “lost its roots in the soil.">*? Brooks began to
work against those writers he thought were trying to “kill off” the
nation’s cultural roots.?3! He also recognized Midwestern regional-
ists for their work to give an interior voice to literature and admired
their mission to “get in touch with the common life, with small-town
life and rural life” and to “root oneself."?32

Brooks largely failed to advance his new cause. As he told the
Minnesota regionalist Frederick Manfred, his later work was
“attacked and sneered at.’>33 By mid-century he was “outmoded” and
“out of fashion” and it had “been at least a decade since anyone con-
cerned with literature took him very seriously.’>3* Casey Blake, sim-
ilarly, could not abide the new Brooks, nor, like so many other crit-
ics, could he recognize the positive portrayals of the Midwest
advanced by the supposed village rebels or accurately see and appre-
ciate the work of Midwestern regionalists.>3> Blake dismissed
Brooks’s abandonment of a “critical voice” in favor of a “misty lyri-
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cism” and “antiquarianism” which would “alienate” him from cul-
tural radicals attracted to his earlier attacks on American culture.?3¢
Blake failed to account for the cultural consequences of Brooks’s
early polemics and the fact that, as Bernard DeVoto noted, “for
twenty years his false description had been a gospel to many writers
whose careers consisted of preaching it to the dwellers in dark-
ness.’?37 Blake thus personifies, in the face of overwhelming evi-
dence to the contrary, the chronic inability of intellectuals to dis-
mantle the rickety framework of the “revolt from the village” thesis,
despite its rotted foundations, and break its persistent hold on the his-
torical imagination.?38

If Casey Blake was too resistant to the new Brooks, Blake’s men-
tor, the Midwesterner Christopher Lasch, was more adept at finding
value in Brooks’s “spiritual conversion’?3° Lasch recognized the
costs of a “wholesale repudiation of American life and a cult of alien-
ation” that undergirded the “revolt from the village” thesis.?*? He
regretted how the early twentieth-century forms of regionalism had
been “abruptly ‘brushed aside’ in the ’20s by the revolt against
provincialism.’>*! He recognized how the later Brooks came to find
earlier precedents for the emergence of an “indigenous culture” in the
provinces and how the work of earlier writers, as Brooks said,
“destroyed the subservience of Americans to the local ideals of the
motherlands—it broke the umbilical cord that attached them to
Europe.’?*? He also recognized Brooks’s new-found opposition to
the purported anti-village themes of Lewis, Fitzgerald and others that
Brooks had made possible.?*> While he recognized Brooks’s many
inconsistencies, odd conversions, and intellectual “ordeal.” Lasch
correctly noted the costs of the tendency —in the early Brooks and
among other intellectuals—to “brush aside the past,” the essential
flaw in the enduring “revolt from the village” formulation, which
obscures, among other things, the ability to see the Midwest and its
complete history.?44

Sioux Falls, South Dakota
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