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PREFACE

" With the apperance of MidAmerica VII, the Society for the
Study of Midwestern Literature marks its tenth year of existence,
a fact which, as Abraham Lincoln said of his marriage, “to me
is matter of profound wonder.” It is also to me a matter of deep
pleasure. The anniversary will be marked at the Tenth Anmual
Conference, “The Cultural Heritage of the Midwest,” at Michigan
State University on May 13, 16, 17, 1980. Membership continues
to increase, as does the scholarly and creative work of its mem-
bers, as the essays and bibliography in this, the seventh Mid-
America, give ample evidence.

This volume is inscribed to Dr. Walter Havighurst, one of the
pioneers in the study of the literature and culture of our region,
with the gratitude of the members.

Davm D. ANDERSON
November, 1979
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DANIEL DRAKE, M.D.:
THE FRANKLIN OF THE WEST

Davmn D). ANDERSON

On September 23, 1834, a forty-nine-year-old Cincinnati physi-
cian was called upon to address the Union Literary Society of
Miami University in Oxford, Ohio. The Society was nine years
old, the University forty, and the physician, Daniel Drake, M.D.—
the Society’s second choice for the address; its first was Judge
David Lane of the Ohio Supreme Court—had, in the previous
thirty-five years become the leading medical practitioner in Cin-
cinnati during his residence there, the author and editor of the
first books and journals concerned with the peculiarities of disease
in the Ohio Valley, and a medical educator whose ambition was
to found a great medical school in the Ohio Valley,

We can only speculate on the reasons why the young men of
the Society had invited Drake as their second choice. The topic
of Drake’s discourse to the young men of the Society was one
that he was better qualified to discuss, one that he had done more
to define, than anyone else in the Ohio Valley, perhaps in the
entire nation. His topic was “The History, Character, and Pros-
pects of the West,” a subject that to a great extent was the focus
of his Iife’s work to that date as it would remain to his death in
1852 in his beloved Cincinnati. , '

Unlike others who had already earned greater reputations in
the East as spokesmen for the West and creators of a Western
literature and intellectual tradition—Timothy Flint, Judge James
Hall, James Kirke Paulding, James Fenimore Cooper—Drake was
a Westerner who had grown up on the frontier, and rather than
an observer of its evolution, he was one of those who were deter-
mined to shape its development. Born in rural New Jersey in
1785, he was taken by his parents to Limestone (now Maysville),
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10 MIDAMERICA VII

Kentucky, before he was three, and near there he experienced
what were to be his first memories: clearing the forest so that crops
might be planted and the hard work that was demanded of those
who would make and maintain a home in the wilderness. Not
unti] he was fifteen, in 1800, did he see what was to the frontier a
city, the thriving community of Fort Washington as it was becom-
ing Cincinnati. But his twelve years in the family’s growing
clearing on the Ohio remained his most important experience,
providing the foundation for a curiosity about and reverence for
the West that remained with him the rest of his life. So important,
in fact, was this early experience that in a note appended to the
published version of his discourse he commented that

The failure of Mr. Cooper in his Prairie, and Mr. Pauld-
ing in his Westward Ho, is conclusive evidence, that in
delineating the West, no power of genius, can supply the
want of opportunities for personal observation on our
natural and social aspects. No western man can read those
works with interest; because of their want of conformity to
the circumstances and character of the country, in which
the scenes are laid.

This comment was not mere disparagement of successful
authors, however; Drake’s curiosity, reverence, and observations
had been made evident as early as 1810 in a brief volume entitled
Notices Concerning Cincinnati, Its Topography, Climate and
Diseases, the work that marked out the path of his future interests.
Published when Drake was 25, after having served a five-year
medical apprenticeship with Dr. William Goforth of Cincinnati,
briefly practiced medicine as Goforth’s pariner, and then studied
at the Medical College of the University of Pennsylvania for a
term before practicing in Mays Lick, Kentucky, and then return-
ing to partnership and practice with Goforth in Cincinnati, it was
the distillation of ten years of close observation of virtually every
facet of life around him from climatic conditions to the exami-
nation of individual patients.

During those ten years Drake had not only become a practicing
physician and a pioneer in medical education in the West, but he
had taken an active part in the intellectual life of Cincinnati in
the Lyceum and the Library Association; he kept careful meteoro-
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logical records; he gathered, recorded, and tested botanical spe-
cimens, particularly for medical use; he catalogued mineralogical
and fossiliferous data; and he gathered Indian artifacts and data,
excavating the large mound that is now commemorated in Mound
Street in Cincinnati and in the remarkable remnants that he con-

* tributed to museums in Ohio and elsewhere.

This scientific and medical data provided the substance of his
Notices Concerning Cincinnati, which was the first attempt to
provide an ecological cross-section of a region west of the Appa-
lachians. Reflecting the influences of his teachers, Benjamin
Rush and Benjamin Barton, as well as Thomas Jefferson’s Notes
on the State of Virginia, Drake’s Notices makes clear two impor-
tant principles that were to direct his thinking and activities for
the rest of his life and that he attempted to communicate to stu-
dents, medical or literary, on every possible occasion. For Drake,
medical science was and would remain a part of natural phi-
losophy.

The first principle, stemming perhaps from the eighteenth
century, is his belief in the ultimate unity of all knowledge, based
upon the conviction that in a fixed, balanced universe each aspect
of the physical world reveals a portion of the natural laws by
which the universe is governed by a rational God. The second
principle, also based in eighteenth century philosophy, is his
conviction that man and his institutions are perfectible. For
Drake as a medical practitioner these principles implied that for
each disease in the universe somewhere there existed a specific
cure. As a scientist, an educator, and a man of strong social
conscience, the principles meant that the attainment of all knowl-
edge was a rational, attainable goal for him, his students, and his
professional colleagues.

Evidence of the impact of these eighteenth century ideas lies
in Drake’s intent in writing and publishing his Notices. In his
preface, he comments,

Such a Calendarium Flora as would exhibit the progress
of vegetation at this place, and answer for insertion in the
Medical and Physical Journal, or some other Magazine,
and nothing more, was at first intended. But the physical
sciences are so intimately connected, that the narrow limits
then prescribed, have been overstepped, and the addition
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of notices respecting our soil, climate, and diseases, now
renders the floral calendar the most inconsiderable part.

_ Turther evidence of the eighteenth century philosophy under-
lying the Notices is Drake’s insistence that his readers “make a
careful distinction between what is given as fact, and what as
hypothesis, or deduction: The latter may be correct, the former
can scarcely be incorrect.” The first four sections, devoted to
topography, geology, climate, and “Conditions of the Town,” are
factual, based on careful observation and recording of data,
although he combines morality and medical theory in his com-
ments on the use of tobacco and alcohol in the latter section. The
last section, diseases, is composed of both fact and deduction as
he seeks to combine the observations and experiences of his medi-
cal practice with deductions concerning the relationships between
specific diseases and the physical environment. Marsh miasmuta
is thus the result not only of natural swamps, easily drained, but
of putrefied refuse, a behavior pattern readily correctable. Excited
if not caused by variations of atmospheric temperatures are
“Catarrh, Consumption, Pleurisy, Peripneumony, Rheumatum,
and Tooth-ach.” However, he comments, specific relationships
between diseases and causes of death are difficult to determine
because “No bill of mortality has yet been kept in this place.”
Although Drake’s attempt in the Notices to generalize from
his observations left much to be desired—he had not yet mastered
the technique of inductive reasoning but instead relied heavily
upon intuition, carefully qualified, for the means by which he
joined generalities with the specific observations upon which
they were based—he made a clear case for the premise upon
which his future work and his philosophy of education were to
be based. This premise was his conviction that the inductive
method was the only path to truth, a conviction that he propa-
gated to students at every occasion. Although he recognized the
shortcomings inherent in the Notices, he felt that he had made
a good case for the principle at the same time that he had demon-
strated its use. -
~ Unfortunately, however, the reception of the Notices was not
what he had expected. Western editors did not see the book as
a breakthrough in scientific and medical research in the Ohio
Valley; they saw it as a slanderous attack on the reputation of the
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area. Developers and speculators as well as journalists were pre-
senting the area to prospective settlers and purchasers as the
“Garden Spot of the West,” indeed, the “New Eden,” and they
were impatient with Drake’s effort to describe and interpret it

objectively.

‘The Notices consequently had very little circulation, probably
accounting for its rarity today, and Drake was disappointed but
not discouraged. Instead, in conjunction with others, he began
to plan a new “School of Literature and the Arts” in Cincinnati,
and he continued work on an expanded version of Notices, which,
he felt, would meet some of the criticism directed at the shorter
version and expand its usefulness at the same time. The School
became a reality in 1813; in keeping with Drake’s concept of the
nature of learning, it was designed to encourage scientific inquiry
as well as pursue the more traditional activities of a literary group,
to carry knowledge of the arts and sciences to the larger com-
munity, and to encourage discussion and debate among its mem-
bers. It was the first such society in Cincinnati and probably the
first in the West. On its first anniversary, November 23,-1814,
Drake reviewed its accomplishments for the members:

. . . We have assembled, for litexary exercise, more
than twenty times; and our President (Josiah Meigs) has
delivered, on Astronomy and Natural Philosophy, a variety
of Lectures, equally eloquent and perspicuous. . .

The essays of the members . . . consist chiefly of origi-
nal matter, while others manifest a degree of research,
which is honorable to their authors, and auspicious to the
School,

It would be amusing to review their contents, but being
restricted to limits too narrow for the undertaking, I will
submit a catalogue of their titles, that, by a single glance
we may see the number and diversity of the subjects to
which our attention has been directed. I shall enumerate
them in the order of their delivery: ‘

1 An Essay on Education—2 on the Earthquakes of
1811, 1812 and 1813—3 on Light—4 on Carbon—5 on Air—
6 on the Mind—7 on Agriculture—8 on Caloric—9 on
Gravitation—10 on" Instinct—11 Notices of the Aurora
Borealis of the 17th of April and 11th of September, 1814—
12 an Essay on Water, considered chemically and hydro-
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statically—I3 on Common Sense—14 on Heat—15 on the
Mechanical Powers—I16 on the Theory of Earthquakes—.
17 on Enthusiasm—18 on the Geology of Cincinnati and its
vicinity, {llustrated with mineral specimens and a vertical
map—19 on the Internal Commerce of the United States—
20 on Hydrogen—21 on Rural Economy—22 on the Geol-
ogy of some parts of New York—23 on General Commerce.

As pleased as he was with the productive record in the pur-
suit of scientific knowledge, Drake was equally pleased with the
fact that “our Album of poetry already exhibits specimens indica-
tive of a cultivated taste,” But his greatest concern was not with
what had been done but what would lead to an enlightened
future, and he was particularly sensitive about comparisons
between East and West:

But it will, perhaps, be asserted, that in a state so young
as this, no literary distinction is attainable, that would out-
value its cost; that academics and colleges are as yet
scarcely instituted; that libraries, philosophical apparatus
and scientific teachers are equally rare and imperfect; that
associations for improvement, animated and impelled by
a persevering spirit, can find no habitation in these rude
and chequered settlements; and, lastly, that our country-
men are accustomed to look with frigid indifference on
every species of literary effort. This is, indeed, pouring
cold water on the flame of literary ambition: but that noble
passion is not to be thus extinguished; and if a single spark
remain, it will enable us to perceive, through the Gothic
darkness which envelopes our literature and science, the
certain tho narrow paths to a brighter region.

The path to that brighter future was clear to Drake: it con-
sisted of work, education, and leadership, and, as he had in the
past, he continued to follow it. His family was growing, with a
son born in 1810 and another in 1813; he founded the First Dis-
trict Medical Society in Cincinnati in 1812, organized the Cincin-
nati Manufacturing Company in 1813 and the Cincinnati Lan-
casterian Seminary in 1814, meanwhile continuing to work on his
Natural and Statistical View, or Picture of Cincinnati and the
Miami Country, which he anticipated would be published as he
made plans to spend another term at the University of Penn-
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sylvania Medical School. The book appeared as he returned
from Philadelphia with his new M.D. degree, but it carried an
1815 copyright date.

Although Drake indicated in the Preface to what became
known as-Picture of Cincinnati in 1815 that the new book was

. * i«
essentially “a more extended, and less professional” version of

his Notices of 1810, that is, a book that might be useful to
travelers and prospective settlers, it was much more than that.
Drake’s concession to such a function is, however, evident through-
out, and much of it seems to be directed at his journalistic critics
in the West rather than prospective emigrants, to those who would
more likely skim the book for review purposes rather than read
it carefully for factual information. The first of his qualifying
statements appeared in the introduction to Chapter 1, “Geo-
graphical and Historical,” but even then he refuses to deviate
from the factual or to omit statements that may discourage pros-
pective emigrants. Thus, although he begins with a statement
that might appear in almost any prospectus, that “The principal
inducements for immigrants to this state are, the fertility of its
soil; the low prices of lands, and entire security of title; the high
price of labor, and the exclusion of slavery,” he then cites. factors
that have both contributed to and inhibited Ohio’s increase in
population:

The progress of increase, in this state, has been equally
rapid with that of immigration. From the abundance of
subsistence, the preventive checks to population do not
operate, and marriages are both early and productive.
Males frequently marry before twenty-one, and females
before seventeen. The positive checks are neither numerous
nor powerful. The diseases peculiar to new countries, and
incidental to those who change their climate, have an effect
not susceptible of estimation, but which is unquestionabl);
considerable. This, however, is the only cause to which
much should be ascribed. . . .

Much of the work is descriptive of the topography, mineral
resources, prehistoric mounds, settlement pattern, and political
structare of the Cincinnati area and Ohio in general, and the
conclusion is devoted to projected future improvements—bridges
roads, and, an idea entirely his own, a canal that would connecl,:
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the Maumee River of the north with the Miami River of the
south, thus connecting Lake Erie with the Ohio River and making
Cincinnati the river terminus. The canal was not authorized
until 1825, and it was completed to Toledo in 1845.

Chapter V is devoted to Drake’s favorite topic: “Medical
"Topography,” the relationship between climate and physical
geography and disease. “We have,” Drake says, “most of those
which are common in the same latitudes, east of the Alleghenies.
Some of them, however, are less violent and frequent here than
there.” They include “Pulminary Consumption; which, in the
Atlantic cities, destroys from a fourth to a sixth of all who die;
while in this town, it produces not more than one-twentieth of
the deaths.” In difference to his avowed purpose of usefulness to
prospective emigrants, he adds, “So favorable, indeed, is this place
to those who are threatened with Consumption, that a migration
to it from the Northern states might be advantageously recom-
mended, when this complaint is about commencing, or not very
far advanced.”

Other evidence of the healthiness of Cincinnati’s climate
abounds; “The Croup is a formidable disease in this place (but)
I have never seen it of that malignant and epidemic character
at Cincinnati, which it exhibited in Virginia in 1799 . . . Rheuma-
tism occurs; but is not so frequent and formidable as in the
Northern states . . .” and, with his tongue in cheek, suggesting,
perhaps, his attitude toward his new profession of promoter, he
adds, “Drowning in the Ohio, is an accident which often happens,
and one which we are entirely unprepared to remedy, not having
the instruments necessary, either for the recovery of the immersed
body, or the restoration of life.” Perhaps more telling, however, is
his revelation that “As no bills of mortality are kept in this place,
it is not known what proportion die annually; what diseases carry
off the largest nunaber; or which of the seasons is attended with
the greatest mortality. . . .”

Drake concludes his section on “Medical Topography” with
what was becoming a matter of increasing interest to him. Just
as hie was convinced that there was a relationship between disease
and topography, he was also convinced that there was a similar
relationship between topography and the cure or alleviation of
disease. The final section of his chapter on “Medical Topography”
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deals with mineral springs within easy traveling distance of Cin-
cinnati. Included are descriptions of the springs, comments on
diseases which may be eased by the waters, and specific doses.
He concludes the section with a reference to his own attempt
to construct fountains by which the residents of Cincinnati would

~ be supplied with artificial mineral water as well as a brief descrip-

tion of “Bone Valley,” a fossiliferous site near Cincinnati. “And
if, according to Mr. Jefferson,” Drake writes, “the passage of the
Potomac through the Blue Ridge, be a scene worth a voyage
across the Atlantic—the tomb of the mammoths will certainly
reward the traveller of taste and science, for a journey from
Cincinnati.” :

Picture of Cincinnati in 1815 proved to be the success that
had eluded Drake in his Notices. Not only does it contain the
only thorough and trustworthy account of the prehistoric mounds
obliterated by setlement in the Cincinnati area, but it was popular
with Western editors, emigrants, and armchair travelers. Widely
distributed and translated, it was a commercial success as well.
However, Drake was determined to devote his energies to estab-
lishing a medical college in the Chio Valley and to continue his
observations, and the success of the book was valuable to him
only insofar as it provided support for that cause,

Upon his return from Philadelphia in 1816, he established
with his father and brother Benjamin a firm, “Isaac Drake & Co.,”
for the sale of medicines, artificial mineral waters, and a variety
of other goods; he resumed his medical practice; and early in
the new year he and Dr. Goforth reformed their -partnership.
Upon Goforth’s death on May 12 he formed a partnership with
Dr. Coleman Rogers for medical practice and the instruction of
medical students. However, on January 7, 1817, he had been
elected to the medical faculty of Transylvania University in
Lexington, Kentucky, and that fall he took up his duties as pro-
fessor of materia medica and botany at Transylvania,

However, his brief tenure at Transylvania—he resigned on
March 24, 1818, amid charges of attempting to ruin the medical
department—suggests the tenuous and controversial nature of
medical education in the West at the time. Equally evident is
the fact that Drake’s heart and his planned future were in Cin-
cinnati. Upon his return he lectured upon botany at the Lancas-
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trian Seminary, inaugurated a series of medical lectures at the
same place, organized the “Western Museum Society” and the
“Cincinnati Society for the Promotion of Agriculture, Manufac-
ture and Domestic Economy,” and petitioned the Ohio General
Assembly for charters for the Medical College of Ohio and the
Cincinnati College. In November, 1820, instruction began at
the Medical College, with Drake as president and professor of
medicine.

During the decade of the 1820’s circumstances were as con-
fused as Drake was determined. Controversy in the Cincinnati
Medical Society over the founding of the Medical College—
Cincinnati physicians, led by Coleman Rogers, were perhaps
understandably upset because the College was reducing the num-
ber of medical apprentices available—led to Drake’s resignation
and founding of the Medico-Chisurgical Society of Cincinnati,
whereupon Rogers challenged Drake to a duel. Drake refused,
but voted to expel Rogers from the College faculty, whereupon
their partnership was dissolved. Further controversy developed
within the College in 1822, when Drake was dismissed as presi-
dent and professor by vote of the faculty. Reinstated by demand
of the citizens of Cincinnati, he resigned and returned to Tran-
sylvania University as professor of materia medica and medical
botany, becoming dean of the medical faculty in 1824. He re-
mained in Lexington until 1827, when he resigned to return to
Cincinnati.

During the decade he had petitioned the Ohio General Assem-
bly for a charter to establish a “Commercial Hospital and Lunatic
Asylum” to be established in Cincinnati; he began work on his
“Treatise on the Diseases of the Western Country,” and, con-
vinced that scientific knowledge could be the only sound basis
of human medicine, he further refined his theories of medicine
and medical education, in the process attacking and repelling
counter-attacks from the wide variety of herbalists, mesmerists,
toe-rappers, and others who purported to treat the diseases of
the West; and he intensified his conviction that a democratic
society in the area must be based upon an educated electorate.
In 1827 he founded and from 1828 to 1838 edited The Western
Journal of the Medical and Physical Sciences, dedicated to the
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advance of science and scientific medicine. In it, in a sarcastic
review of popular “doctor books” and patent medicines, he wrote:

A new excitement now springs up. A blue light, such
as the superstitions see rising from the church yard, spreads
over the people, and reveals the ecstacy of every vacant and
credulous countenance. Now is the time for dyspeptics and
ashmaticks and hypochondriaks. Give them but a single
draught. O how delightfull Perchance a ladle full from the
chaldron of Macbeth; but no matter. Administered by
wizard hands it can do no harm. Down with the profession,
vive le Charlantanerie. The world has been long enough
duped by lawyers, and priests, and doctors. Let us rid our-
selves of the last of them, if no more. If not the greatest
imposters, they cheat us out of most money, and kill us
to boot.—They bleed us to fainting, blister us to wincing,
stupefy us with opium, vomit us with tartar instead of
lobelia, salivate us with mercury, in place of the ‘panacea;
or the ‘stone mason’s balsam,” and, purge off with calomel
all kinds of phlegm, but that which encumbers our brain!
Let no one be over nice. The end sometimes justifies the
means. Suffering humanity cries aloud, and must be
rescued from the keeping of science and skill and - profes-
sional charity. The world has been in error four thousand
years: and the path of medicine may be followed back by
the carcasses of its victims. . . . Break down the aristocracy
of learning and science: give the people their rights: let
the drunken and lazy among the tailors, and carpenters,
and lawyers, and coblers, and clergy, and saddlers, and
ostlers, now rise to the summit level, and go forth as minis-
tering angels! Become their patrons, and snuff up in twn
the steams of their incense: sustain them against the pro-
fessional Doctors: lecture them into notoriety: mould them
into form as the bear licks her shapeless pups into beauty:
turn jackels and procurers lest they might want business:
stand responsible for their success: newspaper abroad their
pretended cures; and handbill away the proofs of their
murders| . . .

After his return from Lexington he had visited Philadelphia
and Washington to observe techniques and institutions devoted
to eye care, establishing the Cincinnati Eye Infirmary as a result;
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he served as professor of the theory and practice of medicine at
the Jefferson Medical College in Philadelphia; in 1831, he or-
ganized the short-lived Medical Department of Miami University,
which, after litigation with the Medical College of Ohio, was
merged with that institution; and he became active in tem-
perance agitation, founding the Hamilton County Temperance
Society in early 1834. His brief re-affiliation with the Medical
College of Ohio ended with his resignation amid renewed charges
that he was trying to destroy the college, and a brief pamphlet
war ensued. Nevertheless, he continued to publish, largely in
his Western Journal, on disease and to speak on science and edu-
cation at every opportunity. His Practical Treatise on the History,
Prevention, and Treatment of Epidemic Cholera, published in
1832, had become a standard work, but his continued warnings
that Cincinnati was threatened with an epidemic frightened
many of the citizens and alienated most of the editors and physi-
cians of the town.

Consequently, when Drake stood before the Union Literary
Society of Miami University on September 23, 1834, he was not
only Cincinnati’s most prominent physician, but he was also its
most coniroversial, and perhaps the controversies that surrounded
him were responsible for his being second choice to the non-
controversial Judge Lane. Nevertheless, at the same {ime it was
evident that neither Judge Lane nor any other potential speaker
had exhibited Drake’s vision of what the West might become or
his drive and-dedication to make that vision real, In the course
of his talk Drake attempted to communicate both his vision and
his dedication to his listeners, and, perhaps more important, he
attempted to articulate his reasons for both: his determination to
create, to re-order, to construct a society that emulates the balance,
harmony, and beauty of the natural world that was Drake’s
textbook.

Intrinsic to Drake’s vision and his purpose is his conviction
that beyond diversity lies unity and beyond apparent chaos lies
order. Important, too, is his faith in the necessity of a rational
awareness of the close relationship between the natural environ-
ment and those who would use it as the foundation for a new
society devoid of the social and psychological ills of the old.

=

e
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The West was, to Drake, the opportunity to build that new
society, and not only had he accepted that mission as his own,
but he attempted to share it with his listeners:

The ancient and venerable maxim, Know Thyself, has
been generally addressed to individuals, but it is equally
applicable to communities; who should be familiar with
the natural resources of their country, and the genius and
tendency of their social, literary, religious, and political
institutions; or they cannot cherish the good, and success-
fully cast out the evil. This self-knowledge of nations, is
especially necessary for one of recent origin, where every-
thing is still green, and must be fashioned according to the
skill of those who regulate its growth.

This situation, Drake asserts, provides a remarkable oppor-
tunity for the young men in his audience:

Society in these Backwoods, even in the most thickly
settled parts, is but in its forming state; and we are, there-
fore, invited to scrutinize, with care, the principles which
control its development; for otherwise its maturity may
offer less of perfection, than is found in communities which
sprang up at an earlier period, instead of displaying, in its
own strength and beauty, the beneficial fruits of their ex-
perience and wisdom.

In an age in which regional conflicts-—East and West, North
and South-—were becoming increasingly evident as sources of
tension in the fabric of the national life, Drake, aware of the pos-
sible dangers inherent in his position and his concern, neverthe-
less saw his determination to enhance life and culture in the West
as a necessary concern for life and culture in the nation as well.
It was a concern to which Drake had directed his remarks at a
literary conference in Lexington, Kentucky, the previous Fall, in
which he insisted that the Union not only shounld not but could
not be dissolved; here, rather than repeat himself, he remarks that

It may be asked, however, whether it is consistent with
the peace and perpetuity of the Union, to inculcate a devo-
tion to one of its parts? I. .. reply, that a devotion to the
West, is manifestly compatible with both, and indeed the
most efficient means of promoting both.
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Confident that East and West were one, that the Aaron Burr
incident of his youth as well as the contemporary Jacksonian
energy of the region were cement for the national fabric, Drake
turned to his purpose: “in the spirit of the West (1) shall wander
to and fro, expiating on whatever may seem attractive, but still
keeping within its ample bounds.”

In ranging to and fro within the broad boundaries of the West,
Drake emphasized two major points in his address to the young
men of Miami. First he defined the differences between East
and West in social and cultural affairs, and then he pointed out
the advantages that these differences provided for young West-
erners. The former consisted of those elements that comprise
an orderly society, contrasted with a new society that aspires to
an order it has not yet achieved; the latter becomes, for Drake,
the foundations of opportunity as well as the substance of a
literature.

As a scientist, therefore, Drake observes, records, and inter-
prets the physical and social phenomena for his young audience,
and then he generalizes to construct the principle that underlies
his data:

Young Gentlemen: The scenery, history, and biog-
raphy, of the Valley of the Mississippi, constitute the very
elements of our literature, and their retrospect naturally
leads us to inquire into its resources, and the character it
will probably assume. When the young planter, on the
banks of the Yazoo or the Illinois, clears away the forest,
and prepares his lands for tillage, his tastes and judgment
are displayed in the plan on which he marks out his fields
and the seeds with which he sows them. It will depend on
himself, whether his farm be beautiful in its arrangement
and varied in its products, or irregular, unsightly, and more
prolific in- weeds and briars, than the useful and elegant
products of agriculture. Thus it must be with the scholars
of the Great Valley. They have a vast field to cultivate,
but small portions of which are as yet laid off and planted,
and its future beauty and abundance will be according to
their skill and industry.

Having provided both a past and a present reality for the
young men of the Society, Drake turned then to defining the
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langunage, the parameters, and the substance of the literature they
would produce. Foreseeing the vigor that would enter the living
language with Mark Twain and his followers, he defined the
sources and the course of evolution of a peculiarly Western
literary language:

Many of our writers have received but little education,
and are far more anxious about results, than the polish of
the machinery by which they are to be effected. They write
for a people whose literary attainments are limited and
imperfect; whose taste is for the strong rather than the
elegant. . . . Moreover, the emigration into the Valley being
from every civilized country, new and strange forms of
expression are continually thrown into the great reservoir
of spoken language . . . gradually, the heterogeneous rudi-
ments will conform to a common standard, and finally shoot
into a compound of rich and varied elements; inferior in
refinement, but superior in force, variety, and freshness to
the language of the mother country. -

Drake saw little classical influence or allusion among his con-
temporary writers and scarcely more in the future, and he foresaw
no continuity with the pre-Revolutionary past; he saw a continu-
ing emphasis upon a popular literature that would be both
religions and declamatory; he deplored the lack of a musical
literature and saw musical development as an interesting experi-
mental adjunct to literary growth; he saw a continuing American
patriotism and a growing American nationalism.

Of most importance to the development of a new literature
in the West, Drake saw the impact of the new technology and the
emergence of new themes and new heroes. Of the former, he said,

Our Jiterature will be tinctured with the thoughts and
terms of business. The mechanic arts have become loco-
motive, both in temper and capacity—they travel abroad,
and exhibit themselves in every department of society. To
a certain degree, they modify the public mind; supply new
topics for the tongue and pen; generate strange words and
phrases, as if by machinery; suggest novel modes of illustra-
tion, and manufacture figures of speech by steam power.
They afford canal transportation to the ponderous compiles
of statistics; a turnpike to the historian; a tunnel to the
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metaphysician; a scale of definite proportions to the moral
philosopher; a power loom and steam press to the novelist;
fulminating powder to the orator; corrosive acid fo the
satirist; a scalpel to the reviewer; a siesta chair to the essay-
ist; a kaleidescope to the dramatist; a balloon to the poet;
a railroad to the enthusiast; and nitrous oxide to the dunce.
While we devoutly indulge the hope, that our literature
will not depend for its elevation on the lever of the arts,
" there can be no objection to a fellowship between them; nor
any reason why it should not adopt, whatever they may
offer, to diversify its objects and enrich its resources.

If Drake’s predicted new language grows out of that of the
people and his envisioned imagery and subject matter out of the
literal and metaphorical movement of the new technology, his
concept of new themes and new heroes draws upon the immediate

past:

The early history, biography, and scenery of the Valley
of the Mississippi, will confer on our literature a variety
of important benefits. They furnish new and stirring themes
for the historian, the poet, the novelist, the dramatist, and

" the orator. They are equally rich in events and objects for
the historical painter. As a great number of those who first
threaded the lonely and silent labryinths of our primitive
woods were men of intelligence, the story of their perils
and exploits has a dignity which does not belong to the
early history of other nations. We should delight to fol-
low their footsteps and stand upon the spot where, at night,
they lighted up the fire of hickory bark to frighten off the
wolf; where the rattlesnake infused his deadly poison into
the foot of the rash intruders on his ancient domain; where,
in the deep grass, they laid prostrate and breathless, while
the enemy, in Indian file, passed unconsciously on his
march. We should plant willows over the spots once fer-
tilized with their blood; and the laurel tree where they met
the unequal war of death, and remained conquerers of the
little field,

Drake’s conclusion is eulogistic and visionary as he exhorts
the young men to take up the work that he and his generation had
begun in the Valley of the Ohio in the closing years of the

e
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eighteenth century and the early years of the nineteenth, the

work that he was to continue for the eighteen years that remained
of his life:

‘With this preparation in mind, and willing devotion of
heart, you will labor, in harmony, till the monuments of
your skill and industry shall cover the land, from Michigan
to Louisiana—from the mountain rivulets of our own un-
rivaled Ohio, to the grassy fountains of the savage Arkansas.
You will contribute to raise up a mighty people, a new
world of man, in the depths of the new world of history,
and the friends of liberty, literature, and religion, in all
nations, will look upoen it with love and admiration: com-
posed of the descendants of emigrants from every country,
its elements will be as various as the trees which now attire
our hills; but its beauties as resplendent as the hues of their
autumn foliage.

As he expected the young men of Miami to do, Drake went
back to his work, spending much of his time in residence at the
Louisville Medical Institute, but continuing to work toward the
establishment of a great, permanent medical college in Cincinnati.
He returned there to stay in 1852 as the Ohio College became a
reality, but he died as it opened. During those years, too, he
continued his observation, experimentation, and writing, publish-
ing a prodigious array of papers and speeches on medicine, natural
philosophy, the arts, and practical affairs. In 1850 he published
the first volume of what he considered his life’s work, a 900-page
volume called A Systematic Treatise, Historical, Etiological and
Practical on the Principle Diseases of the Interior Valley of North
America, as they Appear in the Caucasian, African, Indian, and
Eskimoux Varieties of its Population.

Two years after his death, the second volume, of equal weight
and length, appeared, the two together comprising one of the
most remarkable, complex, and detailed works by one person in
the publishing—and literary—history of this country. For, as
Drake exhorted the young men of Miami—and those other young
men of the West, Abraham Lincoln and Ulysses Grant, too young
to sit in that lecture hall, and William Dean Howells and Mark
Twain, not yet born—the course of Western destiny, he knew,
could be shaped only by Westerners. And as that destiny was
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shaped, so was that of the nation, indeed of the world. As the
Franklin of the West, Drake knew that region to be the American
heartland just as his physician’s insight taught him the aptness of
that image.

Michigan State University

THE POETRY OF JOHN HOWARD BRYANT

Jorx E. Haviwas

I

Like so many early Midwestern poets, John Howaxrd Bryant
(1807-1902) has been completely neglected by twentieth-century
scholars, However, this younger brother of William Cullen Bryant
deserves to be recognized as one of the few poets of the Midwest
in the nineteenth century who wrote lyrics that are still worth
reading. His canon is limited to a single collection, which was
twice expanded and published under a different title: Poems
(1855), Poems Written from Youth to Old Age (1885), and The
Life and Poems of John Howard Bryant {1894). The last of
these volumes includes an essay by E. R. Brown entitled “John
Howard Bryant: A Biographical Sketch,” which is the most
important source of information about the poet’s life. Like most
poets, Bryant’s best work is but a fraction of his total output, but
his achievement is genuine and ought to be known by those who
are interested in the development of Midwestern poetry,

Thirteen years younger than his famous brother, John Howard
Bryant was born on July 22, 1807, in Cummington, Massachusetts,
a lovely village in the Berkshire foothills.! He was the youngest
of five sons and two daughters. Like William, he was encouraged
to enjoy the natural world, to read, and to write by his father,
Dr. Peter Bryant—until the Jatter died in 1820, After attending
a “select school” and an academy in Cummington, John was a
student at Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute in Troy, New York
from 1828 to 1829. He was subsequently a census taker and a
teacher back in his home region during the next two years.

He began writing articles and poems for newspapers while
still a teenager. In fact, his most well-known poem, “My Native
Village,” was written when he was only eighteen—the same age

o7
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at which William, whom he idolized, had written “Thanatopsis.™
It appeared in the United States Review and Litafmry .Gazeitc_z,
which was edited by his famous brother. “My Native Vﬂl'age is
certainly not one of his best lyrics, but it is typical of his wox:k
in some ways. Nostalgic longing for the past and romantic
delight in nature are the prominent characteristics, as the closing
stanzas indicate:

Ah! happy days, too happy to return,

Fled on the wings of youth’s departed years;
A bitter lesson has been mine to learn,

The truth of life, its labors, pains, and fears.
Yet does the memory of my boyhood stay,

A twilight of the brightness passed away.

My thoughts steal back to that sweet village st.ill;
Its flowers and peaceful shades before me rise;

The play-place and the prospect from the hills,
Its summer verdure and autumnal dyes;

The present has its storms; but while they last,
I shelter me in the delightful past.®

The lyric reads like a mediocre imitation of William’s poetry, and
indeed, the latter’s influence on John was enormous.

The most significant year in Bryant’s career as a Poet was
probably 1831, when he moved to Jacksonville, Illinois, where
his brother Arthur already resided, and where a third brother,
Cyrus, would soon move also. It was at this time that he .began
to write lyrics about Western subject matter, He contributed
poems to a local newspaper, The Illinois Patriot, from 1831 to
1833—sometimes under the pseudonym “Prairie Bard”—and he
also had poems published in James Hall's Illinois Monthly Maga-
zine (located in Vandalia) during the same period.*

It is also worth mentioning that in 1832 William came to
Tacksonville for a visit, and he and John rode together for a .few
days over the wild landscape, stopping at such villages as Spring-
field and Peoria. As a result of this excursion, William wrote a few
poems, including “The Prairies,” which may have encouraged
John to write lyrics about his own experiences in the West.

In any case, John remained in Jacksonville for only a year and
a half. In the fall of 1832 he and Cyrus moved to Princeton,
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Ilinois, where they were soon joined by Arthur. During the next
year, John married Harriet Wiswall, whom he had met in Jackson-
ville, and they settled on a 320-acre tract.of land. In 1835 his
mother and eldest brother, Austin, came west to live in Princeton
too. Of the five Bryant brothers, only William remained in the
East—although he seriously considered moving to Illinois during
the 1830’s.

John remained in Princeton until his death seventy years later,
During this time he occasionally wrote poems, but his total output
was meager. He evidently became too busy with other concerns.
Aside from being a pioneer farmer, he was extensively involved
in government and politics, was a newspaper editor for a time,
and was active in a variety of community and state affairs. He
was, for example, the first recorder of deeds for Bureau County
and the first chairman of the Bureau County Board of Supervisors
—to which he was reelected for several terms. More importantly,
he was elected to the state legislature in 1842 and again in 1858.
Partly as a result of these years of work in Springfield he came to
know Lincoln well. From 1847 to 1850 he was editor of the
Bureau Advocate, and he used that position to espouse the prin-
ciples of the Free Soil Party. In 1854 he ran for Congress as the
nominee of that party, and upon his defeat, organized the Bureau
County branch of the newly formed Republican Party. He was
also prominent in the Ilinois State Agricultural Society and active
in the movement to establish industrial colleges in the west.

Furthermore, Bryant was a staunch abolitionist and, hence,
was an ally of the famous preacher and politician in Princeton,
Owen Lovejoy (the younger brother of Elijah, who was murdered
in 1837). Both men were very active in the Underground Rail-
road. In an 1845 lyric called “Hymn”—one of several poems by
that title in his canon—Bryant refers to the use of Lovejoy’s
church (the Princeton Congregational Church) for this purpose:

Here hath the fleeing bondman found

A shield from Hell's pursuing hound;

And hence have Freedom’s truths gone forth
To shake and light and bless the Earth.®

During the final decades of his long life, Bryant continued to
take an interest in agriculture, government, and education—and
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he continued to write poetry. However, a long series of deaths
darkened those post-Civil War years. His four brothers and two
sisters all preceded him in death; his wife died in 1888, and his
son Elijah died in 1892. (His only other son, Henry, died in
1854.) It is, then, not surprising that his final lyric in The Life
and Poems of John Howard Bryant, entitled “At Fighty Seven,”
finds him counting his losses:

Alone, Alone! why wait I here,
When all most loved have passed away;
Parents and wife and children dear,
Brothers and sisters, where are they.

Gone to the boundless silent past. . . . (p. 229)

He was also, during this period, the most well-known old pioneer
of the Princeton area, and he was often called upon to write
poems for local celebrations. He finally died in 1902, at the age
of ninety-five.

11

Bryant wrote a number of poems that were based on the Illinois
landscape around Princeton, but there is little sense of a unique
Jlocale in them. Rather, he chose to focus on his own emotional
and religious response to the natural world. In fact, two of the
most common eclements in Bryants poems are romantic land-
scape description and religious sentiment. These are often com-
bined to express the conventional theme that nature bespeaks
the presence of God—as in the two closely associated lyrics,
“A Night Scene” and “Hymn.” (Taken together, they are similar
to his brother William’s famous poem, “A Forest Hymn.”) In
the first of these, 2 midnight walk through the unspoiled land-
scape near his Princeton home allows the poet to experience
God’s influence, and become worshipful:

Standing here,
And looking on this varied scenery, spread
So beautiful around, I feel a power,
As of the Great Omnipotent upon e,
That calls my heart to worship: I will kneel
Here by the side of this o’erhanging wood,
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And like the patriarchs of ancient time,

Who worshipped on the mountains, offer up
Beneath heaven’s mighty arch, my humble hymn
To the Great Keeper of the sleeping world. (p. 56)

The following Iyric contains the text of th s

_ e poet’s “hymn.”
Although addressed to God, it is really a meditation on the
darkened landscape, as the following lines indicate:

Nothing is so minute, but speaks Thy power;
Each spring flower proclaims infinity,

And every stirring leaf, a God. This earth,

This mighty globe upon its centre turns,

And gives a glimpse of Thine eternal works, —
A narrow glimpse that shows superior worlds
As specks, and distant suns as points. How vast
How beautiful, are thy works, O Godl (p. 57) ,

Anc.>tl‘1‘er poem that depicts a benevolent, God-wrought natural
world is “The Maples,” into which Bryant also works his favorite
theme, transience. (This is also the most common theme in the
poetry of his brother William.) The opening stanzas find him

musing on the years that have gone by since he first settled in
Bureau County:

In the shadow of the maples
That cluster round my home,
I watch the silent changes
That with the seasons come.

"Tis six and forty summers,
Since the naked prairie land,

With the slender forest saplings,
Was planted by my hand.

Then so slender, now so sturdy,
Their round tops towering high,
While beneath them on the greensward
The broad, dark shadows lie.

And still in youthful vigor,
The struggling branches climb;
While my life’s powers are ebbing
With the passing years of time.
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Beneath these spreading branches,
Cool as the sky o’ercast,
I dream of the boundless future,
And muse on the mighty past. (p. 115}

Evident here is the remarkable smoothness of style that charac-
terizes his best lyrics. The “boundless future” is a reference to
eternity, for Bryant soon wonders whether the delights of the
natural world will be experienced in heaven. And meditation on
the “mighty past” brings to mind his loved ones who have died,
the saddest aspect of his recollections. Then he goes on to admit
that his theme is conventional—but he offers an unusual, comic
employment of the Methuselah story to make his point:

*Tis a trite and hackneyed subject,
This rapid flight of time;

It is one that men have grieved about
In every age and clime—

And I doubt not old Methuselah
Felt that nature did him wrong,
As he marked how fast the centuries
Were hurrying him along.

And there is a tradition

That at last he died of grief,
O'er his lack of opportunity

In a life so very brief. (p. 117}

Yet in spite of the fact that transience lies at the heart of nature
and often makes life difficult to bear, Bryant closes by affirming
the essential goodness of the world:

*Tis true its paths are toilsome,
At times exceeding rough;
But save its crimes and sorrows,
This world is good enough.

And He whose hand hath formed it,
Plain, mountain, sky and flood,

When the great work was finished
Pronounced his labor good. (p. 118)
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All things considered, “The Maples” is Bryant’s best lyric on the
conventional notion that man’s life is a fleeting enterprise.

It is in relationship to such works as “A Night Scene,” “Hymn,”
and “The Maples” that a more unusual lyric called “Drought”
should be read. The poem is dated “June, 1871,” and so it was
evidently written in response to a period of unusual dryness in
Illinois at that time. In“this lyric, natural conditions certainly do
not indicate the presence of God, as the opening stanza demon-
strates:

Not a cloud in the sky, but a brassy haze,
Through which the sun glares hot and red,
Day after day, these long June days,
“Till the grass is withered and the flowers are dead.
(p. 160)

Indeed, the entire landscape is depicted.as suffering from a lack
of moisture:

From the bosom of earth goes up a sigh,
From every living thing a plaint;
The leaves on the shrubs are crisp and dry,
And the mighty woods look sick and faint. (p. 161)

Moreover, the world is suffering from spiritual drought as well,
for there is no one with enough faith to assert a ready end to the
parched conditions through the Lord’s help:

Ol for the faith and prayer of Him,
Who bowed upon Carmel’s mount of yore;
When rose on the far horizon’s rim,
The little cloud with its priceless store.

“But those times of undoubting faith are past,”
Men say, “And the age of law has come,
Trust in the Lord is waning fast,
And his prophets of power are dead or dumb.” (p. 161)

In short, the poet does not depict himself here as kneeling in
prayer “like the patriarchs of ancient time”—as in “A Night
Scene”™—for he himself lacks the faith to ask for, and expect, God
to remedy the situation. “Drought” may have been influenced
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by William’s portrayal of dryness in “Summer Wind,” but the
latter is not as fine a poem.

From the 1860’s on, Bryant occasionally wrote poems for local
celebrations, and while they are not among his best lyrics, they
display another aspect of his role as 1llinois poet. For example,
“Then and Now,” which is sub-titled, “Lines Read at the Old
Settlers’ Meeting, 1864,” includes a brief description of Bureau
County as it was when he first arrived:

. « . here and there beside the wood,

The squatter’s rude, rough cabin stood;
While all around, fair nature smiled,
Untamed and beautiful and wild. (p. 146)

Likewise, after the Civil War ended, he wrote “Welcome to the
Returned Soldiers, 1865,” which closes with the following stanza:

Union and Liberty are ours,
The fruit of your endeavor,
God help us keep the heritage
Forever and forever. (p. 178)

Before closing the discussion of Bryant’s longer. lyrics, one
more poem deserves attention, “Temperance” was “Read before
the Princeton (Ill.) Washingtonian Society” in December of 1840.
Tt is his only poem on this subject, but it is one of his finest
achievements. As in “The Maples,” Bryant deals with the past
and the future in order to assess the present, but in this case,
his frame of reference is entirely Christian. At the beginning of
the poem, he describes Eden as a place of joyfulness. Water was
the only drink, and so man was in tune with nature. The scourge
of alechol had yet to appear: |

No alchymist, as yet, had found,

In his dark cave beneath the ground,

The liquid fire, that friend of strife :
Which eats the silken threads of life. (p. 125)

In contrast to Eden, he depicts the world after the Flood (i.e.,
after the first biblical age, from Adam to Noah) as a period of
degeneration because of liquor:

When from the ark our sires went forth,
And spread abroad upon the earth
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And planted there the clinging vine

And pressed its purple fruit for wine,

How soon the years of man had run

From nine long centuries down to one;

How thick were sown along his path,

Sorrow and crime, disease and death. (p. 126)

With this passage, he makes liquor responsible for the diminishing
of man’s biblical longevity, and for the woes of life. In short,
alcohol is associated with all the evils of a fallen world. On the
other hand, he declares that in the Christian heaven of the future,
the saved will find the “Water of life” gushing from the throne
of God: “That radiant, bright and blessed river, / Whose crystal
wave flows on forever.” Ience, water is presented as a symbol
of eternal life, Having in this way very effectively associated
alcohol with temporality and sorrow, and water with eternity and

joy, he concludes that temperance will help to undo the effects
of the Fall:

Then let us all our steps retrace,
Regenerate our wasted race;
Temperance shall lengthen out the span
Allotted here on earth to man.

Bring in the coming years to view,

The reverent age the patriarchs knew;
Give to the glad Millenium birth,

And make a paradise on earth. (p. 126)

Although not a brilliant poem, “Temperance” is a good one—
perhaps the finest lyric on this exceedingly common topic in
early Midwestern poetry,

III

Bryant’s sonnets are also an important part of his achievement.
Of course, he sometimes used the sonnet form to express his
favorite theme, transience, and the nostalgia that often accom-
panied it in his mind—as in the following sestet: -

Could I bring back one day of that far time,

With the dear friends that gathered round our hearth,-
Childhood and youth, and manhood’s noble prime,
I've dreamed I could resign all else on earth.
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But all those years of life have once been mine;
I've had my time, and why should I repine? (p. 164)

As one might expect, his least effective sonnets are constructed
around such conventional themes.

A better poem is “Sonnet—October,” which first appeared in
The Illinois Patriot on November 16, 1833. Most of the lyric is
devoted to a conventional romantic deseription of the autumn
landscape, to which the poet feels more responsive as he grows
older—as the opening quatrain indicates:

I love the time of Autumn’s fading groves,
For with the sere and yellow leaf appears
A dreamy sadness, that my spirit loves,
And loves the more with my departing years. (p. 137)

However, the closing lines present a reversal of the common notion
that fall is associated with death, for late summer was a time of
“fell disease” for the pioneers—while in October “the hand of
death is stayed, / And pallid cheeks with healthful bloom are
spread.”

Much more significant is a poem simply entitled “Sonnet,”
which describes a frontier preacher at work. Bryants gift for
creating effective rhythms is especially evident in this lyric:

I saw a preacher in the house of God,;

With frantic gestures and in accents loud

And words profane he spread his hands abroad
And poured anathemas upon the crowd!

His speech was set with many a phrase uncouth,
And frivolous remark and common jest;

A mixture strange of folly and of truth,

With fierce denunciations for the rest.

Is this, I thought while listening to his strains,

A follower of the meek and lowly one?

Are these the accents heard on Bethleh'm’s plains
When angels hailed the birth of Mary’s Son?

Is this the Gospel sent us from above

Whose words are peace and charity and love? (p. 189)

Many of the sermon techniques that he mentions (“jests,”
“anathemas,” “denunciations”) were the stock-in-trade of Peter
Cartwright, who was for a few years presiding elder of the
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Methodist Church district in which Bryant lived. And it would
indeed have been diflicult to see Cartwright—whose love of con-
frontation was legendary—as “A follower of the meek and lowly
one.” But whether or not the preacher described here was Cart-
wright, the poem is a thought-provoking criticism of the hellfire-

- and-histrionics style of preaching that he (and others) practiced.

Undoubtedly, Bryant reacted negatively to the preacher because
he himself was a member of the Congregational Church, whose
ministers did not indulge in the emotionalism that was so charac-
teristic of the Methodists and certain other frontier sects.

Another sonnet about an unnamed individual is also well
written to praise and encourage someone who had set an enormous
task for himself, as the opening quatrain indicates:

Bold champion of the poor, a thorny road

Before thee lies: for thou hast bared thy breast

And nerved thine arm to lift the heavy load,

And break the chains from limbs too long oppressed. (p. 70)

The fourth line suggests that the “champion” was Owen Lovejoy,
Bryant’s close friend and political associate, who was the leading
abolitionist in Illinois after the murder of his brother Elijah at
Alton in 1837. The occasion for this sonnet may have been Love-
joy’s election to Congress in 1856, for the conclusion of the poem
refers to the making of laws to avert the shedding of blood:

Lol the day dawns along our eastern shore;

Soon shall the night of prejudice be o’er,

And a bright morning give thee freer scope

To rouse thy countrymen to deeds of good,

And just and equal laws shall save the land from blood.

Tt is also possible, of course, that the sonmnet refers to Lincoln,
whom the author knew “intimately” from about 1854 “until the
time of his assassination.”® However, the unnamed man’s bold-
ness of purpose in regard to freeing the oppressed more closely
fits the character of Lovejoy.

In any case, Bryant did write a sonnet about Lincoln in 1865
which is thematically related to “Sommet to ,” for it emphasizes
the President’s role as emancipator of the slaves. One of a great
many Lincoln lyrics written after the assassination, it is simply
entitled “Death of Lincoln.” Several years earlier, the poet had
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written another poem called “Hymn” which powerfully conveyed
his desire for the freedom of the slaves:

. Upon the nation’s heart, -
A mighty burden lines;
Two hundred years of crime and tears,
Of anguish, groans and sighs.

How long, O Lord! how long!
Crushed, trampled, peeled and dumb,
Shall thy bound children suffer wrong,
And no deliverer come? (p. 153)

Of course, prior to 1860 Bryant probably did not suspect that the
deliverer might be Lincoln, his friend from the Illinois legislature.
But when the emancipation finally took place, and the assassi-
nation closely followed, the poet could not help but view his
fellow Illinoian as a martyr for freedom. This is his perspective
in “Death of Lincoln™: '

“Make way for liberty,” cried Winkelried,
And gathered to his breast the Ausirian spears.
Fired with fresh valor at the glorious deed,
O’er the dead hero rushed those mountaineers
To victory and freedom. Even so
Our dear, good Lincoln fell in freedom’s cause.
And while our hearts are pierced with keenest woe,
Lo, the black night of slavery withdraws,
And liberty’s bright dawn breaks o’er the land.
Four million bondmen, held in helpless thrall,
Loosed by his word, in nature’s manhood stand,
And the sweet sun of peace shines over all.
The blood that stained the martyr’s simple robe
Woke the deep sympathies of half the globe. (p. 160)

Through the comparison to Winkelried, the Swiss hero of the
fourteenth century, Bryant conveys the notion that Lincoln is
just as much a martyr as one who died in battle. But unlike
Winkelried’s sacrifice, which had a comparatively limited effect,
Lincoln’s death “Woke the deep sympathies of half the globe.”
Moreover, this reference to awakening in the final line is pre-
pared for by the dawn imagery that conveys the impact of the
emancipation in lines eight and nine. In other words, Bryant
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sees the emancipation and the assassination as part of the same
historical event, bringing the dawn of a new era of liberty in the
world. “Death of Lincoln” is not only one of Bryant’s finest
achievements, it is comparable in quality to the much more well-
known poeem by William, “The Death of Abraham Lincoln.”

Thus, John Howard Bryant may have a small canon of lyrics
to show for eight decades of work as a publishing poet, but some
of his poems are among the finest achievements in early Mid-
western literature, His romantic landscape pieces, like “A Night
Scene” and “Hymn,” are readable—if unremarkable—examples
of the kind of poetry that his brother William was noted for,
Although these lyrics were based on the Illinois landscape, the
language is so conventional that they could just as easily have
been written in Massachusetts. Likewise, even “Drought,” “Tem-
perance,” “Hymn” (on slavery), and the best sonnets show that
Bryant never escaped from the eastern literary influence—nor
could he be expected to, as the admiring younger brother of
William. However, the latter poems also demonstrate that, when
he avoided conventional themes like the presence of God in nature
and reverence for the past, he could write distinctive, and even
powerful, lyrics. For this reason, he is one of the few Midwestern
poets of the nineteenth century who still deserves to be read.

Western Illinois University .

NOTES

1. The Summary of Bryant’s life is chiefly indebted to E. R. Brown’s “John
Howard Bryant: A Biographical Sketch,” in The Life and Poems of John
Howard Bryant {Elmwood, Illincis: [no publisher], 1894), pp. 5-42.

2. A. F. PBridges makes this point in his article, “The Bryant Brothers,” Potter’s

" American Monthly, 12 (1879), 133. o

3. Poems (New York: D, Appleton, 1833), p. 8. This Iyric is altered slightly and

 re-titled “My Native Vale” in The Life and Poems of John Howard Bryant,
"pp. 45-46. '

4, Some information about Bryant during this period is given in Frank J. Heinl’s
“The Bryants at Jacksonville,” The Journal of the Illinois State Historical

' Bociety, 18 (1925), 218-27. The article includes two of Bryant’s early poems,
“To H.—1831"” and “John Smith’s Epistle to Kate.”
5. “Hymn,” in The Life and Poems of John Howard Bryant, p. 98. All subsequent
quotations from Bryant’s poems will be taken from this edition, and page
references will be included in parentheses in the text.

6. From the headnote to “At the Tomb of Lincoln,” in The Life and Poems of

John Howard Bryant, p. 190,



- VOLTAIRINE DE CLEYRE’'S FEMINISM:
A STUDY OF HER THEORY AND CHARACTERIZATION

MARILYN JuDITH ATLAS

In this study of Voltairine de Cleyre (1866-1912), I have
attempted to understand the personal code of an anarchist-
feminist from Leslie, Michigan, one who gave public lectures
encouraging and accepting life-giving compromises, yet one who
created female characters in her fiction who blindly lived a moral
code which was self-destructive, or who were so torn by contra-
dictory values that they grew too weak to have any choices at all.
de Cleyre was intelligently sensitive to the human difficulty
of finding one’s own balance between self-suppression and self-
restraint. Oppressive outside messages could only increase the
difficulty of finding such a balance. She blamed her isolation on
the fact that she was living in a politically repressive environment
and on the fact that she was a woman. In her essay, “Sex Slavery,”
she expresses her outrage at the way women are treated and asks
for individuals to compromise their rigid values in order to help
one another. She establishes the plight of women by stressing
their isolation:

When America passed the fugitive slave law compelling
men to catch their fellows more brutally than runaway dogs,
Canada, aristocratic, unrepublican Canada, still stretched
her arms to those who might reach her. But there is no
refuge upon earth for the enslaved sex. Right where we are,
there we must dig our trenches, and win or die.?

The central thrust of this essay is to urge anarchists to sign a peti-
tion, even though signing a petition means acknowledging the
government, for signatures might help release Moses Harman, a
defender of women’s rights, from prison. Harman has committed

40
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no larger a crime than using language considered obscene by the
government when speaking against male sexual violence in mar-
riage. de Cleyre appeals not to the necessity of direct action but
rather to the moral necessity of helping one another. She uses the
rhetorical-device of immediacy, switching from third to second

- person in an attempt to make her request as personally urgent as

possible:

To those extreme Anarchists who cannot bend their dignity
to ask pardon for an offense not committed, and of an
authority they cannot recognize, let me say: Moses Iar-
man’s back is bent, low bent, by the brute force of the Law,
and though I would never ask anyone to bow for himself,
I can ask it, and easily ask it, for him who fights the slave’s
battle. Your dignity is criminal; every hour behind the bars
is a seal to your partnership with Comstock. No one can
hate petitions worse than I; no one has less faith in them
than I. But for my champion I am willing to try any means
that invades no other’s right, even though I have little
hope in it.2

de Cleyre is embracing practicality when others are concerned.
She does not believe in government, but she acknowledges iis
existence and uses its strengths if she feels it may help her aid
innocent people. On May 1897 she wrote a letter to the Honorable
William E. Chandler, Senator from New Hampshire, in which
she begs him to use his influence in the Senate in order to protest
the Spanish government’s torturous treatment of prisoners.® She
is sensitized to the need of compromise, but she is afraid of being
self-serving. In her sketches she explores what happens when
individuals will not compromise for themselves. Her female pro-
tagonists in both “The Heart of Angiolillo” and “The Sorrows of
the Body” suffer irreparable damage because of their inflexible
natures,

Although still relatively unknown, Voltairine de Cleyre is
receiving increased attention by modern scholars. Paul Avrich
of Queens College recently wrote a biography entitled, An Ameri-
can Anarchist: The Life of Voltairine de Cleyre, in which he
informatively establishes her position as an American radical and
feminist, but he does not discuss the psychological tensions por-
trayed in her political and artistic works.* Margaret S, March
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of Stockton State College uses the career of Voltairine de Cleyre
to expand upon her discussion of anarchist-feminism in her essay
“The Anarchist-Feminist Response to the ‘Woman Question’ in
Late Nineteenth-Century America.”® While she notes de Cleyre’s
political isolation, she neither fits into the individual anarchist nor
communist-anarchist mold, March does not note.the personal
isolation which comes from de Cleyre’s variable stance concern-
ingn self-serving action. Contrary to March’s understanding,
de Cleyre is not personally convinced that women must them-
selves take the initiative through individual rebellion against pre-
vailing attitudes and behavior.® Her inconsistent attitude toward
self-effacement becomes clear when one studies the relationship
between her essays and sketches.

There is no question as to whether de Cleyre is a feminist, but
certainly it is obvious that she is a confused one. Part of her
confusion comes from her strong male identification. For instance
she ends her essay, “Anarchism and American Traditions,” with
the following lines:

And when Modern Revolution has thus been carried to the
heart of the whole world—if it ever shall be, as I hope it
will,—then may we hope to see a resurrection of that proud
spirit of our fathers which put the simple dignity of Man
above the gauds of wealth and class, and held that to be an
American was greater than to be a king.

In that day there shall be neither kings nor Americans,—
only Men; over the whole earth, MEN.”

In a letter she wrote to her mother, Harriet Elizabeth Billings de
Claire, she discusses her response to Charlotte Bronté’s Jane Eyre.
Although de Cleyre confesses that much of the book has dis-
appeared from her memory she remembers feeling sorry for
Rochester. She believes it is a grave injustice for him to be tied to
a mad wife—she never questions his role in his wife’s becoming
mad.®

Most of de Cleyre’s mentors were male, among them Dyer D,
Lum, poet and anarchist, and Francisco Ferrer, innovative edu-
cator. It also seems that she recoiled from her fellow woman
anarchist, Emma Goldman, for unconsciously sexist reasons: she
wrote in a letter to her mother, “ ‘I have never liked Emma Gold-
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man or her speeches; I don't like fishwifery or billingsgate,””
characteristics that she accepted more readily, or at least’ d1dnt
write home about, in men.?

But even though her writing is at times laced w1th the sexist
prejudice of nineteenth century America, even though she cannot
fully reject the glorification of self-sacrifice and quiet personalities
in women, she is one of the more liberated women of her era and
she is often aware of her own conflicted nature. She can be, as
March notes, assertive, demanding and approving of individuals
making personal demands, but she is afraid of her own personal
needs. In a letter she wrote to her best friend, Mary Hansen, she
reveals a recurrent desire to withdraw: - :

“Do you know, Mary, T often and often long desperately
for the quiet and order of convent life. I suppose it would
be intolerable if I got it, but for the last three or four years
it has been a continually recurring feeling: ‘Oh, if only I
could be in a place of order and well-regulated pesce, and
silent tongues.’ ”*°

Emma Goldman noted her conﬂ:lcted nature, but- she dld not
understand its cause. In her pamphlet on de Cleyre she wrote:

With all her devotion to her social ideals, she had another
god—the god of Beauty. Her life was a ceaseless struggle
between the two, the ascetic determinedly yearning for it,
worshipping it in utter abandonment, only to be dragged
back by the ascetic to the other delty, her social ideal, her
devotion to humanity.

de Cleyre’s conflict was deeper than the tension between the
aesthetic and the ascetic: it was a conflict between freedom and
the self-hatred and guilt that came with self-expression whenever
these expressions were not productive or for the good of others.
A few years before she died, de Cleyre wrote a letter to her mother
in which she shows discomfort with her emotions. In it she states
that joy is no longer appealing to her. She can no longer seek it
because she can no longer believe in people. Each individual
she has trusted has proven to be different than she suspected. She
trusts no one and this lack of trust is poisoning her ability to relate.
de Cleyre is angry at herself for feeling protective: she wants to
be free to experience her feelings but they anger her for she finds
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them unproductive and ungenerous. She can neither trust nor
forgive herself for feeling negative,”*

Intellectually, de Cleyre knows that she is not to blame for
her disappointment with people, particularly in her relationships
with men. Her lover, Samuel Gordon, for instance, once a fellow
anarchist, disappointed her by becoming too conservative to
either cope with anarchism or with her independence. She tutored
him in English and financed him through medical school only to
find that the depth of his spirit was less than she has suspected:
Gordon wanted money more than human liberation; he wanted
ownership more than the fluid cotillion of love. de Cleyre wrote
to her sister, Adelaide Thayer, revealing her attempt to accept the
new “Samuel Gordon™: -

‘T'm just the same friends with Gordon I always was, but
he isn’t satisfied with me because I won't agree to the regu-
lar program of married life (I don’t mean the ceremony
but the rest of it—exclusive possession, home, children, all
that) so we don’t see each other very often. I'm sorry, but
T'll have to stand it. I've done the worst of my worrying
over it, and have settled down to facts,®

But de Cleyre had not settled down to “facts.” During the summer
of 1906 Alexander Berkman was released from prison after serving
a fourteen year sentence. He had attempted to assassinate Henry
Clay Frick, manager of the Carnegie Steel Company, in order to
prevent any more cold-blooded murders of Homestead Steel
workers. de Cleyre tried to help Berkman regain the strength to
survive his personal confusion and depression by writing him a
letter in which she praised sensitivity and breadth of experience,
and identified herself with him: “‘I like you as a spirit akin . . .
I like you because you are strong, and because you are troubled
with weakness; and because you are not cock sure; because you
have lost the power to be narrow—as 1 have ™

de Cleyre knew that her personal problems with relationships
were reinforced by a government which kept women in a power-
less position. Hippolyte Havel, a fellow anarchist, noted that
de Cleyre’s pain was caused by her knowledge of “universal
pain,”®® but he did not connect her sadness with the fact that
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she was a woman trying to remain whole while living in a sexist
society which demanded that she view herself as an object.
While she would readily admit that capitalism and a swelling
interest in materialism were crippling America, while she fought
the evils of imperialism and racial prejudice, it was the way that
she was exploited as a woman that embittered her personal life.
She saw sexual exploitation as a horror which cut across every
form of human oppression. In her 1895 essay, “The Past and
Future of the Ladies’ Liberal League,” she explicitly states this:

The sex question is more intensely important to us than
any other, because of the interdict which generally rests
upon it, because of its immediate bearing upon our daily
life, because of the stupendous mystery of it and the conse-
quences of ignorance of it.!®

In 1895 the law in most American states treated a wife as the
property of her husband, allowing him to use violence against
her, denying her the disposal of her property, and refusing to
recognize her as an equal parent. de Cleyre opposed marriage
because it placed the woman in a position of dependence in the
fact of the law and encouraged her to fall into the role of house-
keeper. She expressed her anger at women who had decent
“masters” and who therefore were blind to the outrages practiced
on their sisters. Those women who told their abused sisters to
simply leave were reprimanded in her essay, “Sex Slavery”:

Will you tell me where they will go and what they shall do?
When the State, the legislators, has given to itself, the
politicians, the utter and absolute control of the opportunity
to live; when, through this precious monopoly, already the
market of labor is so overstocked that workmen and work-
women are cutting each others’ throats [sic] for the dear
privilege of serving their lords; when girls are shipped from
Boston to the south and north, shipped in carloads, like
cattle to fill the dives of New Orleans or the lumber-camp
hells of my own state (Michigan} when seeing and hearing
these things reported every day, the proper prudes exclaim,
‘Why don’t the women leave, they simply beggar the
language of contempt.'

de Cleyre is angry because she realizes that economically de-
pendent women have few choices. In this particular essay she
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refers to marriage as a prison. Women are captured in a repressive
enclosure and like Moses Harman, individuals who fight for free-
dom are denied exactly that for which they fight. de Cleyre
stresses that Harman is placed in prison because he threatens
existing social order, The government is attempting to stop him
from saying: “°
children be pure love children, born of the mutual desire for
parentage. Let the mannacles be broken from the shackled slave,
that no more slaves be born, no more tyrants converted.” "

De Cleyre is outraged and bitter. What society calls virtue
becomes, in her perception, disease, stupidity and criminality;
the obscenities that get punished by our society are righteous
attempts to reach back toward a more life-giving legitimacy.

In this same essay, she quotes August Bebel as saying that the
fathers of the Church allowed women their souls in the sixth
century. Now she and others are demanding their bodies. Because
she believes that women have no way of actualizing these de-
mands, given their present state of dependence, she asks men
to preserve what they love and to help stop women’s slavery.
The standards that she finds placed on women, standards of false
purity and repression, are driving them mad. She addresses men:

. take the statistics of an insane asylum, and you will
find that out of the different classes, unmarried women
furnish the largest one. To preserve your cruel, vicious,
indecent standard of purity (?) [sic] you drive your daugh-
ters insane, while your wives are killed with excess. Such
is marriage.'

Thus, the message of “Sex Slavery” is for people to fight for each
other’s freedom, even when compromise is necessary. Men must
fight for women, anarchists must bend their dignity and ask the
government’s forgiveness for a crime not committed, Individuals,
however, must not bend their standards for themselves.

de Cleyre’s personal code is reluctant in allowing people to
save themselves. She is herself frightened of personal compromise.
Action is more comfortable if it serves amother. de Cleyre is
fighting for freedom in order to have the right to find her own
balance, but she is more comfortable trying to free others than
finding the forgiveness to simply be self-serving.

Let the mothers of the race go free! Let the little
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While “The Past and Future of the Ladies’ Liberal League,”
was published five years after “Sex Slavery,” de Cleyre’s tendency
toward passivity when she is divectly fighting for herself is still
evident. Her article on the Ladies’ Liberal League explains the
history of the organization and its refusal to be a “Ladies Aid.”
These women wanted control over their own funds and thus
separated from the men. de Cleyre confesses that when these
women were without funds and the more radical among them
suggested the formation of a Lecture Society, she felt that the
lectures would fail to support the league: de Cleyre could not
imagine women financially supporting themselves by their own
intellectual pursuits. When they attempted the lecture series and
the entrance fees proved sufficient to support the organization,
de Cleyre is delighted and relieved.

The ideal of the group is to allow for free speech. The group
members encourage reactionary speeches. de Cleyre summarizes
two of these speeches, obviously annoyed at their content, yet
clear that reactionary individuals must be heard and must be
encouraged to listen if changes are to occur within society. One
man, Professor Cope, verbalizes that women are unable to do
anything as well as men for they are “ ‘hopelessly, unredeemably,
everlastingly mediocre.” “*® Another conservative speaker attempts
to define his ideal woman. A good wife will serve him and his
children, approve of him, entertain him, agree with him and
never mix in public matters. de Cleyre responds by stating that
this man, Mr. Raleigh, “longs for the good old days, and the ease
and restful quiet of the woman who didn’t know anything and
didn’t want anything.” She poignantly concludes that this
blessed woman got precisely what she wanted.

de Cleyre intellectually comprehends that women who want
nothing get nothing, and she does want women to begin wanting
things for themselves. She is moving toward liberation, com-
mending women for separating from men if they are being oppres-
sive, commending them for financial independence, but she is not
a separatist, nor is she fully comfortable with believing in herself.
de Cleyre is trying to free men as well as women; she is trying to
believe in change and in personal, self-serving, and self-actualizing
strength.
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In summary, the persona in de Cleyre’s feminist essays is
attempting to be realistic, quick to perceive the need for action,
but this persona is also afraid of selfishness, even though she knows
that too much self-sacrifice will kill the organism.

When one analyzes de Cleyre’s sketches another persona
appears. The female characters she creates are self-destructive:
through them, de Cleyre is studying her own hesitancy to be self-
assertive and self-forgiving. On a political level she is working
toward more assertive men and women, but in her fiction she
explores the victims of self-effacement.

In her sketch, “The Sorrows of the Body,” the narrator is unable
to allow herself earthly happiness, although she feels earthly
happiness is all she ever wanted. The narrator tells her own story:

I have never wanted anything more than the wild creatures
have,—a broad waft of clean air, a day to lie on the
grass . . . leave for a month to float and float along the salt
crests and among the foam, or roll with my naked skin over
a clean long stretch of sunshiny sand . . . this is what I
wanted,—this, and free contact with my fellows; not to
love, and lie and be ashamed, but to love and say I love,
and be glad of it. . . .2

The narrator has not received these natural things, for her soul,
indifferent to her body, has driven her to breathe city air and learn
in man-made temples. The soul repents its hardness only after
the body falls sick from overwork: by then the narrator is beyond
the pleasures of the body, beyond the ability to experience desire.
The narrator states: “only the memory of my denial throbs on,
with its never dying pain.”®® The sketch ends in bitter self-
destruction and painful irony:

If my days are to pass in perpetual idleness I may as well
be annihilated, I will make the wretch do me one more
service.—You have clamored to be naked in the water. Go
now, and lie in it forever,

Yes: that is what It is saying, and J—-the sea stretches
down there—**

The soul is allowed to keep power and the body gets what it has
wanted. The bitter tone and a dash going nowhere end the story.
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In another sketch, “The Heart of Angiolillo,” the female
protagonist is equally self-destructive, if not equally self-aware.
de Cleyre begins this sketch by presenting a four-year old who
through no fault of her own has been born with marvelous grace
and charisma. The narrator informs us that the central story will
involve another woman whose fate is to love the wrong man and
thus to allow herself to be destroyed. Again the tone is bitter.
The narrator takes a stance of detachment:

Some inadvertent little angel in the destiny shop took down
her name when the heroine of a romance was called for,
and put her where she shouldn’t have been, and then ran
off to play no doubt, not stopping to look twice. For even
the most insoucient angel that looked twice would have
seen that Effie was no woman to play the game of hearts,
and there’s only one thing more undiscerning than an

angel, and that is a social reformer. Effie ran up against
both 2

Effie, the story’s main character, is a poor, colorless, overworked
woman who has given birth to a love-child. She is not beautiful
except for her strong profile which implies that once something
enters her heart it will remain and that she keeps her pain within
and will never cry out even thought forsaken by all. David, her
lover, cares only for his own needs and she encourages him to
think of himself as wonderful. Effie is glad to serve him, and even
after he proves himself an unworthy lover (he is willing to pawn
the only dress his baby possesses in order to entertain some
friends), she is faithful to him.

During the evening of the party, Effie walks the streets with
her infant, returning only when she is too exhausted to walk. One
man is still at her home, an Italian social reformer, who becomes
immediately attracted to her. He is sensitive to her exhaustion
and leaves soon after her arrival, but returns after a few days
and makes every effort to become a true friend.

As the relationship between Effie and the social reformer
develops, the sketch becomes increasingly political: the Spanish
Civil war serves as the center of action. She, her effete lover, and
the Ttalian reformer begin to frequent political halls where trans-
lated letters are read revealing the torture of Spanish political
prisoners. At one such meeting Effie is overcome with horror.
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The reformer takes her home where he confesses his love and
desire to serve her and save her from the early death toward which
she seems to be moving. She will hear nothing of his love and asks
him how he dare broach such a subject when innocent people
are being tortured. The social reformer then asks permission to
assassinate one of the victimizers and without thinking she rein-
forces his plan. He requests one kiss, which she refuses, having
no tender feelings toward him. ’

. The Italian man goes to Spain, assassinates a high official, and
is soon garrotted. Only then, does Effie respond to him as a fully
human being. She is overcome with the possibility of her own
responsibility and imagines the torture chamber and his dying
word, “Germinal.” This word, meaning spring, awakens her own
desire for life and she finally feels an urge to kiss him and perhaps
to live. But she remains with her lover and although he begins
to take some responsibility for her and the child and she is able
to eat better, her health has been broken and she, as the Italian
social reformer prophesied, dies.

Through Effie, de Cleyre explores displaced will. If Effie is
a victim of “fate” as the narrator implies, she is also, most cer-
tainly, a victim of self-destructive loyalty and poorly placed
affection.

The issues of compromise and self-sacrifice never crystallize
for de Cleyre: she is uncomfortable with self-involvement but also
realizes that self-effacement leads to meaningless death. Voltairine
de Cleyre is a feminist model because she explores, because she
remains fluidly uncertain and because she creates beautiful essays
and sensitive sketches in spite of her troubled spirit, in spite of
the troubled world.
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SPOON RIVER ANTHOLOGY: AN INTRODUCTION

RoBERT NaARVESON

The years just before the first world war are relatively barren
ones for American literature. Among novelists, Crane and Norris
were dead, Howells and Mark Twain were past their prime,
Dreiser was silenced for most of a decade by the quasi-suppression
of Sister Carrie; both James and Wharton were living out of the
country, and the strongest voices on the domestic scene were
rebels and reformers such as Jack London and Upton Sinclair,
whose talents for literature were less strong than their commit-
ment to the social causes of the Progressive era. As for the poets,
Frost, Eliot, and Pound were learning their craft in obscurity,
while Robinson’s finest work was appearing under adverse con-
ditions and finding little response. In 1912, however, the founding
of Poetry, A Magazine of Verse in Chicago, presaged a growing
spirit of expectation and an increasing receptiveness to novelty.
John Butler Yeats stated in that year: “The fiddles are tuning as
it were all over America.” It was toward the end of such a literary
drought, amid the stirrings of a new awakening, that Edgar Lee
Masters’ Spoon River poems made their sensational appearance.

Masters was a libera] lawyer in Chicago, a literary unknown,
when he began sending his epitaphs in verse to William Marion
Reedy’s weekly Mirror in the spring of 1914, The series of weekly
installments started with the'issue of May 29 and continued with
few lapses—apparently as quickly as they came from the author’s
pen—until by January 15 of the following year some 213 poems
had appeared. Masters gathered them into a book which was
published by Macmillan in May, 1915, In the fall of the next
year came a second edition, expanded by the insertion here and
there throughout the volume of thirty two additional epitaphs
and an epilogue.
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From its beginnings in Reedy’s Mirror and on through the
expanded, definitive edition of 1916, The Spoon River Anthology
was an immediate and outstanding success with both critics and
public. People were shocked, scandalized, indignant, delighted.
The muckrakers had been busily exposing the shame of the cities,
President Roosevelt and others had denounced malefactors of
great wealth, but the small town was still the official haven of
innocence and virtue. Now came Masters’ ghosts, avowing the
presence of vice, corruption, greed, and pettiness in the American
Arcadia.! Their sexual behavior was scandalous; their frank can-
dor violated strong taboos; their conventional religious views were
masks for meanness; their genuine religious feelings were hetero-
dox; and the language and the verse form in which they couched
their sentiments were appropriately unconventional.

On the other hand, the portraits were strongly ironic, pathetic,
heroic, comic; the quest for the good life and the good society,
the god-secking, the love of nature were on a level of high
seriousness; a fundamental affection for traditional agrarian values
informed the whole volume. Along with the notoriety due to
scandal, came a fame based on the book’s solid virtues. Ever
since its first public prominence it has continued to lure new
readers. Often reprinted, translated, and adapted, it has had the
vitality to survive the times that gave it birth; and is by now an
established American classic.

Judged by its setting and characters, the Anthology may be
seen to illustrate the realist’s dictum that one writes best about
what one knows at first hand. Masters knew the life of central
Illinois in the last third of the 19th century. In several earlier
books he had made no direct literary use of the experiences of his
childhood in Petersburg and Lewistown, but the editor of the
St. Louis Mirror, his friend William Marion Reedy, was refusing
to print more of his conventional poetry and demanding instead
something more contemporary in spirit. Masters obliged. With
the example and encouragement of his friend Theodore Dreiser
he began in 1913 writing short prose sketches of the life he had
known.? He wrote Dreiser in the spring of 1914:

Glad some of these things [poems] please you. I am trying
to find a theme for a play that interprets a bit the spirit of
the times. As yet all is nebula, whirling about, emitting
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sparks and smoke. Those central Illinois stories and episodes
would make playlets. Oh for timel®

A short time later he sent Reedy the first of the Spoon River
poems. He did it half-jokingly, but he knew, and Reedy knew,
that he had finally found his subject and method.*

The subject was complex, and not to be separated from the
poet’s attitude toward it. The Spoon River Anthology, as he later
wrote, was born out of long meditation upon the life of two
Illinois small towns in which his immediate ancestors had lived
since the early days of the state and in which he had spent most
of his first twenty-two years.® An equal number of years in
Chicago had not effected his youthful experiences, nor had the
years taken the edge off his memories. However much his per-
spective had been broadened, he still found that his early years
had provided him with a point of view for interpreting all human
existence.

The towns of Petershburg and Lewistown lie on opposite sides
of the Illinois River in the central part of the state. Petersburg
lies two miles north of New Salem, remembered as Lincoln’s
home in the 1830’s, Squire Davis Masters and his wife Lucinda
pioneered land in this area, building up a farm which prospered
with the region. One of their sons, Hardin Masters, had taken his
bride to Garnett, Kansas, where their son Edgar Lee was born
August 23, 1868.° Less than a year later, the family returned to
Petersburg where Hardin took up the practice of law. There
Edgar Lee grew up amid legends of Lincoln and the pioneer
days. He enjoyed long visits to the Masters farm, where the
domestic atmosphere was more tranquil than in the home of his
temperamentally mismatched parents. In 1880 the family moved
fifty miles northward to Lewistown. The transplanting was not
easy. The father’s struggle for an adequate practice cast an
unpleasant shadow over the first few difficult years. Eventually
he did succeed; he became a leading citizen of Lewistown, was
several times elected its mayor, and often served as a delegate
to state and national Democratic caucuses.

In later years Masters remembered Petersburg with affection,
but he wasted no love on Lewistown. Powerful elements in
Lewistown opposed his father in political, religious, and economic
principles, and the son remembered the life there as one of more
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or less constant strife. Then, too, the discord within the family
was increasingly galling as he grew older. Eventually his father’s
opposition to his literary ambitions, among other things, led to
the young man’s departure. He went in the classic American
manner to-the big city-——in this case Chicago—to make his own

‘way as best he could. There he settled to the practice of law,

hoping to gain the leisure to write.

This was in 1892, During the next two decades Masters
married and established a family, became a prominent lawyer
(Clarence Darrow was a partner for eight years) and an influen-
tial Democratic politician, and at the same time pursued an
underground career in poetry, drama and the essay, publishing
generally at his own expense and under a pseudonym. His absorb-
ing ambition was to gain recognition as a poet, and his consistent
failure to progress toward this goal lent a tinge of bitterness to
his outlook. His practice was productive enough, but generally
pitted him against the financial powers of the city. These were
also the years when his Democratic party consistently lost state
and national elections. His struggles in Chicago seemed to him
a mere continuation of his family’s struggles in Lewistown,” He
soon concluded, he said, that the great world of the city and the
smaller world of the rural town were essentially alike.® This idea
was to become his guiding theme in the Anthology.

He began, he said, with “casual experiments in related themes”
and ended by creating “an epic rendition of modern life.” His
first few poems were free imitations of ancient lyrics from the
Greek Anthology. As the influence of his American setting gained
ground over that of his classical model, he began more and more
insistently to write into the epitaphs the familial and community
interrelationships that give most of the dramatic force to his
creation. What happened to the significance of “Spoon River”
serves to illustrate this development. Through the first few
“Garlands” in the Mirror, “Spoon River” seems to have meant no
single incorporated community, but rather the whole territory
from which he was drawing his raw materials. Not until “Dow
Kritt,” the sixty-eighth epitaph to appear (August 7, 1914), was
there an unequivocal reference to a town of Spoon River. Until
then the name had been applied either to a river or to what
Josephine Craven Chandler has called the “Spoon River country.”
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Until one fourth of the way through the series, the author seems
to have resisted naming forthrightly the village on which his
jmaginary community centered. Though he employed other place-
names drawn from his native region—Chandlersville, Thompson’s
Lake, Clary’s Grove, Proctor’s Grove all turn up in the early
epitaphs—nowhere did he mention either town in which he had
lived as a boy. Characters based on memories of each community
spoke instead of “the village.” His problem seems plain, His
fictional community had to represent both Lewistown and Peters-
burg. Eventually “the village” became “Spoon River,” and in it
the differing tendencies that Masters associated with the two his-
torical towns were settled in disharmony. It was a simple solution
to a problem that has never existed for his readers but for personal
reasons was very real to Masters.

Masters appreciated the advantages of his solution. From the
point of its introduction, the specific application of “Spoon River”
to the village occurs in epitaph after epitaph. In rearranging the
epitaphs for the first edition he saw to it that the town of Spoon
River was mentioned in the early pages. The epitaph of Benjamin
Pantier, for example, which had come in one of the middle
Garlands (September 25), was moved ahead to page 14 in the
book. There are many such examples. Even the extensive re-
arrangement in the first edition did not reflect strongly enough
Masters’ interest in the towm as a corporate entity, and in the
first fourteen pages of the second edition he added three epi-
taphs, “Constance Hately,” “Harry Carey Goodhue,” and “Kinsey
Keene,” each of which mentions the town of Spoon River, the last
two in great particularity. Harry Carey Goodhue lists specifically
a number of the issues that divide the town: prohibition, taxes,
public utilities. Kinsey Keene names the men who personify the
institutions dominating the town:

“. .. Thomas Rhodes, president of the bank;

Coolbaugh Whedon, editor of the Argus;

Rev. Peet, pastor of the leading church;

A. D. Blood, several times Mayor of Spoon River;

And finally all of you, members of the Social Purity Club—"

With the advantages of such epitaphs, today’s reader need not
repeat the error, made even by Masters’ close friend Reedy, of
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overstressing the individual portraiture, important as that is,
at the expense of the dramatic battle over the form that com-
munity life should take. So striking is the portraiture that even
the recent Broadway adaptation of Spoon River emphasized the
nostalgic'mood of recollection with which Masters began (“Where
are Elmer, Herman, Bert, Tom, and Charlie—"). But it was
Masters’ satirical critique of contemporary America that soon
became his central theme. In such epitaphs as Kinsey Keene’s
the acrimonious feuds of Lewistown between the liberals and
“the party of law and order,” as Masters satirically has people call
it, are fought out once more. Not until later epitaphs does he
emphasize the mellower spirit that he associated with Petersburg
and the older pioneer generation,

Though the battle in Spoon River has many petty manifesta-
tions, the basic issue is momentous. Masters is writing of that
transitional period in our history when a predominantly rural
society adhering in principle to Jeffersonian-agrarian ideals was
in the throes of change into the urban-dominated society we know
today. He portrays society as an arena in which conflicting ideals
battle to become institutionalized. The issue is joined; society is
in flux, the outcome uncertain. The central question is whether
social institutions shall favor the many or the few, whether the
forms of life shall permit each person the largest possible freedom
to work out his own destiny or whether those forms shall limit
individual options. For him to do this required that he make his
village society mirror the issues of the nation at large; this led
him to portray village life in a way that was for his times little
short of heretical,

Americans had—and still have—their own version of the pas-
toral. It asserted that God made the country and the devil made
the city; and that the United States was a God-favored refuge
from the corrupt city-dominated civilization of Europe. This
pastoral myth was buttressed by the historical fact that most
Americans of that generation were of rural origin and had made
in vast numbers the epic migration from farm to city; the road
to grandmother’s fabulous house did often lie over the river and
through the woods. If they felt that the national character was
decaying, they blamed the life of the city, which in its cruel
competitive individualism contrasted unhappily with the nostal-
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gically remembered cooperative life of the family farm. Though
later writers have attacked this myth of rural bliss, it was nearly
inviolate in 1914, and Masters’ simple assertion of common
nature and motives in city and country people was not only
shocking but liberating, helping to give his poems a scandalous
reputation.

The perspective of years has made it plain that Masters’ love
for his rural society led him to excoriate its evils the more bitterly.
Petit the Poet sings of

“Life all around me here in the village
Tragedy, comedy, valor and truth,
Courage, constancy, heroism, failure. .

kL

In this he speaks for Masters himself. The individual portraits
portray the gamut of human emotions, desires, compulsions; and
petty viciousness in one character is balanced by grandeur of soul
in another. Far from repudiating the American pastoral myth,
Masters made it central in his thought; but he was aware that
the agrarian ideal differed from the actual condition of life in his
times. Both sides of a dichotomy in American thought were
present even in the rural community. Basically this dichotomy
was between the urge to freedom, which he associated with
Jefferson, and the urge to repression, which he identified with
Hamilton. He did not limit his polarity to economics and politics;
he saw it influencing attitudes toward religion and morality as
well. One can see the polarity in the epitaph of Kinsey Keene,
already quoted. Tt is present just as explicitly in “Jefferson
Howard,” who speaks of “my father’s beliefs from old Virginia: /
Hating slavery, but no less war,” and lists his opponents “here
in Spoon River, with its dominant forces drawn from New
England, / Republicans, Calvinists, merchants, bankers.” Such
a formulation of the issue extends the scope of Spoon River
Anthology in space and time. The golden age of the Republic
lies in earlier days, before the Civil War brought about the
dominance of Hamiltonian impulses. The battle, though a losing
one, continues.

Masters’ Jeffersonianism shared the pragmatic spirit of the
Progressive era, For him, freedom was quintessential to human
life. Truth required continual testing in action and a man had
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to be free to seek his own truth because no received truth could
be trusted to point the way. The inadequacy of convention in
sexual mores and economic affairs was for him proved by its mani-
fest failures o achieve order and justice. The libertarian position
receives support by inference whenever the rules for life laid
down by “preachers and judges” fail. The: lives of people in the
Anthology contradict conventional wisdom at every turn. Hod
Putt, highwayman and inadvertent murderer, asserts his kinship
to the rich man who used law to achieve ends that the law should
rightly oppose. Of course Hod Putt is a guilty man; he recognizes
it. More significant, however, than the question of his guilt is
his interest in justice. If society values justice, but does not so
order itself that justice is the rule, then it is as guilty of moral
failure as Hod Putt the murderer; and that is what The Circuit
Judge himself asserts. Editor Hamblin makes the same point
generally and figuratively in attacking perversion of justice in the
Haymarket case. Justice, proverbially blind, and no respecter of
persons, is now foo often no respecter of guilt or innocence.
Sometimes the blindness of convention may be not legal but
moral, as in the case of the Charles Blisses, whose incompatible
marriage was continued on the urgings of Rev. Wiley and Judge
Somers (“preachers and judges”), to the irreparable harm of the
children. By the pragmatic test of results, the inadequacy of
conventional views of marriage is evident.

The attack on provincial dogmatism is conducted with the
village’s own favorite weapon—the specific example. By the
equally pragmatic test of mutual fulfillment, the Matlocks demon-
strate that for some at least marriage is indeed a sublime institu-
tion. Therefore, the purport of one epitaph or group of epitaphs
may be contradicted by one equally as convincing, Who could
unreservedly uphold dogmatic views in the light of such confusing
evidence? The welter of cases supporting every sort of conclusion
does not, however, lead to complete skepticism. Masters own
moral bias is clearly on the side of the greatest possible freedom
for each man to seek in his own way the meaning of life; and the
best social organization is that which enhances personal freedom
to the fullest extent, The Village Atheist states, “Immortality is
not a gift, / Immortality is an achievement; / And only those who
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strive mightily / Shall possess it.” The ideal form of life will least
inhibit the quest.

Knowing both small town and city, and critical of both,
Masters found the illustrations for his themes in the fabric of
nineteenth century life. It is clear enough, from the shock of
repudiation in the communities concerned, that Lewistown and
Petersburg furnished a wealth of individual touches for the por-
traits.’* It is not so easily noticed that Chicago too contributed
numerous characters and incidents. The Chicago Haymarket affair
enters under its own name, and Lambert Hutchens refers directly
to the giveaway by the Illinois legislature of the Chicago lake front
to the Illinois Central Railroad. The scandalous Yerkes streetcar
franchise acts which Governor Altgeld vetoed figure in the
epitaph of Adam Weirauch, Less obviously, the epitaph of
Herman Altman is a disguised tribute to Governor Altgeld, who
could not with plausibility be smuggled into the Spoon River
graveyard under his own name. It should be compared with
Vachel Lindsay’s own verse tribute to the same man, “Sleep
Softly, Eagle Forgotten.” The case of “Butch” Weldy, victim of
the “fellow servant” rule, would seem to be a fictional version of
a Chicago case for which masters was counsel.’* More generally,
Masters’ bitterness toward judges was formed not in the intimate
circles of the rural courts, but in the courts of Chicago where he
observed the close connections between the ruling commercial
class and the likes of Judge Cary (of the Haymarket case) or the
unnamed judge whose rulings harrassed Masters in his defense of
a waitresses’ union in 1913-14. The essays of The New Star
Chamber (1904), especially the title essay which attacks anti-
strike injunctions, are testimony to the important part that indus-
trial Chicago had in defining the social conscience of the liberals
in Spoon River. Would the attacks on the small town plutocrat

Thomas Rhodes, or the prostitute journalist Coolbaugh Whedon _

have been so vehement if they had not been the representatives
of so much that Masters hated in industrial Chicago? Chicago,
Masters knew, represented the shape of things to come, the final
disappearance of the heroic pioneer era. The sense of loss, of life
and vitality slipping away, that often seems like a paradoxical
nostalgia for the communities of his youth (and later, in his
glorification of Petersburg, became just that), is far more the
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expression of emotional involvement in a battle largely lost in
Chicago but still raging in Spoon River.

This battle of a pre-industrial way of life now on the wane
against the advancing era of the megalopolis, as Masters called
it, was a ‘rearguard action which Masters knew must result in
defeat. In 1924, ten years after writing Spoon River, Masters
returned to the subject and style in The New Spoon River. Much
of the lesser dramatic power in the later book results from the
loss of tension between rival value systems, for Chicago has won,
and Spoon River is no longer the largely autonomous community
it once had been: it has instead become “a ganglion for the
monster brain Chicago.”> Megalopolis has triumphed.

Even as the epitaphs were appearing in the Mirror, Reedy
noted that the poems were partly an elegy “of the country’s
declining heroic age, of the age in which came to first acuteness
the personal problem of life multiplying complications.”™® Since
the Civil War, Reedy went on, “materialism came into rule and
more and more idealists in Spoon River and elsewhere went down
to dusty defeat.” This may sound like an exceptional view from
a liberal editor in 1914, just two years after Woodrow Wilson had
led triumphant progressivism into power. But both populism
and progressivism, for all their reformist tendencies, were basi-
cally holding actions, attempting to keep alive the cherished
pre-industrial way of life by counteracting the forces that were
destroying it. Nostalgia and a sense of loss were the other side
of the emergetic, hopeful progressive coin. Even as the poems
were appearing, war had broken out in Europe, and soon the
glorious faith in progress was to disintegrate, under the pressure
of world-wide devastation, into the cynicism and selfishness of the
1920’s, Therefore, even in its twilight mood the Spoon River An-
thology is a faithful reflection of its era, recording hopes and fears,
successes and failures, confidence and bewilderment, of a time
which an historical cataclysm was bringing to a dismaying end.

Because Masters was what he was, the book can be this record
of a particular moment in history and at the same time an in-
tensely personal book. Not only had Masters the wealth of
intimate knowledge of the life he portrayed; he had also felt in
a personal way the peculiar qualities of desperation and resigna-
tion that inform the book and catch so authentically an emotional-
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intellectual mood of that historical moment. The anguish of the
defeated souls is Masters own anguish; the joy of the fewer
victorious souls, and the serenity of the “enlightened spirits” on
their rarified level above the battle, are Masters’ compensatory
vision. The tone of ironic mockery, which Masters mistakenly
allowed to become dominant in the weak “Spooniad” and much
weaker “Epilogue,” is in part the self-mockery of a man who
measures the slight worth of petty daily struggles at which he ex-
pends his best energies, knowing all the while that these struggles
cannot be abandoned.** Rarely is a book so truly the distilled
essence of a personal experience that includes so much of the
experience of its times.

It is curious that many of America’s best books fit uneasily
in recognizable genres. Walden, Moby Dick, Leaves of Grass,
and the Education of Henry Adams are only the most illustrious
examples, The Spoon River Anthology is another of these unique
works. This uniqueness begins with the table of contents, with
its alphabetical listing, like a town directory. The first poem,
“The Hill,” sets up an ironical relationship with traditional high
culture by echoing the ubi sunt formula, which goes back to
antiquity. The well known Rosetti translation of Villon’s “Ballade
of Dead Ladies,” with its melancholy refrain, “Where are the
snows of yesteryear?” is echoed by Petit the Poet: “The snows
and roses of yesterday are faded, and what is love but a rose
that fades?” But the highly conventional form of the ballads
contrasts sharply with the free verse stanzas of Masters’ poem,
just as the highborn ladies who are the poetically suitable subject
matter of the older poem contrast with the commonplace villagers
of whom Masters writes. One is poetry of an elite, educated class;
the other, poetry of comparatively classless democratic society.
Through these contrasts Masters demands for his subjects the
dignity reserved by ancient convention for more exalted figures.

The body of the work sustains this demand. The chief literary
dept is to the lyrics of the classical Greek Anthology. Here again,
the very name Masters chooses—Spoon River Anthology—raises
ironic echoes of an old tradition; but does the echo imply a
flattering comparison or a mocking contrast between the insignifi-
cant modern community and the great civilization of antiquity?
Masters” poems purport to be epitaphs spoken by the dead sub-
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jects themselves, just as the confessional epitaph is a chief mode
in the older collection. The brevity and concentration of his
epitaphs follows the epigrammatic convention of the Greek poems.
Indeed, some of the poems, like “The Unknown” and “Alexander
Throckmorton,” read almost like direct translations from the older

~ work. Even the names assigned to some of the speakers, names

such as Cassius, Amanda, and Ollie, raise classical echoes, not only
because of obvious Latin etymologies but because as printed in
the Mirror a number of them stood without surnames, suggesting
an older practice of naming rather than the contemporary Ameri-
can practice. There was also a touch of an older practice in the
use of generic names, such as Griffy the Cooper, Theodore the
Poet, Schroeder the Fisherman, and The Town Marshal, These
are especially prominent in the early Garlands in the Mirror,
where even people who were later given standard names have
generic designations, An Able Lawyer, for example, becoming
John M. Church, and A Leading Citizen becoming John Horace
Burleson. The term “Garland,” used for each group of poems in
the Mirror printing, ties the Spoon River poems to the group of
poems called “The Garland of Meleager,” which formed the
nucleus of the Greek Anthology; the Greek form of “anthology”
itself translates as “a gathering of flowers,” or “garland.” Again
the effect is ironic, since the majority of the Spoon River epitaphs
seem less like flowers than like weeds, and seem picked less for
aesthetic than for medicinal purposes.

During the spring of 1914 Masters experimented with free
verse poems modeled on Greek epigrams. Reedy had introduced
him to MacKail's Select Epigrams from the Greck Anthology in
1909, possibly even earlier.’® He showed renewed interest in the
Greek poetry in the spring of 1914 when he asked his friend
Theodore Dreiser for a copy of the Bohn library Green An-
thology.* The translations in both these editions were in prose;
since they did not lose their force by this fact, they helped con-
vince Masters that the conventional rhyme and meter of his
carlier and unremarkable volumes A Book of Verses (1898) and
Songs and Sonnets (1910) were not the essence of poetry. He
was assisted to this conclusion by the example of Carl Sandburg,
whom he met in the winter of 1913-14, as well as by Poetry maga-
zine, which Sandburg influenced him to read. Sandburg and
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Masters discussed the new free verse then coming into vogue.
Masters later professed not to have cared for it, and denied in
print that Sandburg had influenced him significantly; but that
was after their friendship had cooled.” It is possible that a
version of “Griffy the Cooper” dates from this period before the
beginning of the Spoon River Anthology as such.®

Though most readers are impressed by the freedom of the
verse in the Anthology, Masters moved progressively toward the
use of conventional metrics, lines, and stanzaic patterns.’ Such a
poem as “Petit the Poet” is in four-stress lines throughout, and if
one observes the end punctuation one finds divisions into quat-
rains and a couplet, much as in a conventional sonnet. Similarly,
“Fletcher McGee” is in traditional English ballad stanzas, and
lacks only the rthymes to be conventional verse. A large number
of the poems ave in a fairly regular iambic tetrameter or penta-
meter, but the overall impression is still of free verse.

While the length of his epitaphs tended to increase beyond
the limits of the epigrammatic convention, many of the later
ones running a full page and more, the epigrammatic nature of
Masters’ models may have encouraged him to employ a sort of
sharply worded summation, usually made more emphatic by a
falling cadence in the last line, achieved by shortening it a foot
or more. Ami Green concludes:

“. . . the much-sought prize of eternal youth
Is just arrested growth.”

Alexander Throckmorton says:

“But my weary wings could not follow my vision—
Genius is wisdom and youth.”

An outstanding example, because it also shows Masters employing
a rare degree of alliteration and assonance, is the ending of Wil-
liam H. Herndon™: '

“As the cawing crows winged their way to the wood
Over my house-top at solemn sunsets,

There by my window,

Alone.”

Such devices, often effective in themselves, in their recurrence
create the uniformity of tone pervading the volume.

Spoon River Anthology: An Introduction 65

In the individual poems, little attempt is made to adapt the
style of the speech to the station and character of the speaker.
There is even a certain monotony of diction that makes prolonged
reading in a single sitting somewhat tedious. Yet this slightly
monotonous language of the plain-spoken lawyer’s brief is ex-

" tremely functional; blunt and unbeautiful, it carries an air of

conviction that a suaver diction probably would not. The very
matter-of-factness contributes to the intensity of feeling. The
speech is authentically Midwestern, though not in the idiomatic
vernacular fashion of Mark Twain or Ring Lardner. It is rather
the language of the public record, found in newspaper and court
report. The touches of an older stock poetic diction (“Behold,”
“lol,” “O soul,” “Ye living ones”) may seem intrusions in this
speech, yet can be justified as remainders of the ironical relation
these poems bear to the poetic tradition. They sound, not in-
appropriately, like the clumsy attempts at literary language of
people not fully at home with it. The frequent use of sturdy
home-grown metaphor and simile, earnest, intense, and groping
rather than graceful, precise, or pleasing, keeps the speech con-
creta and vivid, and avoids the diffusion and abstraction of ordi-
nary newspaper or official prose. Toward the end, the opposite
fault of murky and imprecise symbolism is less defensible.

While the characters speak, one is hardly conscious of the
manipulations of the author, Only when Masters carries certain
devices too far or repeats them too often do we lose the sense of
authenticity, In poetry, and even in life, names may suggest
character, but how far one wishes to indulge Masters” fondness
for such names is a matter of taste. Excessively obvious parallels
such as “Robert Fulton Tanner” (an inventor), “Margaret Fuller
Black” (a would-be writer), and “Jonathan Swift Somers” (a
satirist) are fortunately fewer than names formed by recombining
the names of actual people of the communities in which he grew
up. The “occupation analogy™ is another device that is too trans-
parent to bear much repetition, and there are a good many of
these analogies. The dentist, the laundress, the weaver, the
gardener, the chicken farmer, the piano tuner, the cooper, and
many others use the language of their callings to interpret the
meaning of life. Despite these and a few other traces of writing
to formula, the book as a whole teems with individual life,
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If their language is largely undifferentiated, the characters
speak out of their own personal experiences as interpreted through
their own individual outlooks. They come from every station in
the life of their time and place, from nearly every occupation,
sect, racial background, and level of society. The actors who
dramatized Spoon River portraits on the Broadway stage occa-
sionally employed slurred endings and local accents to make
“characters” out of some of them. It made effective drama, but
it allowed a condescension toward certain speakers that the
leveling effect of Masters’ constant diction does not encourage.
In the Anthology all-the speakers share a passionate concern with
life that gives them all—the wise, the foolish, the good, the
vicious—a seriousness demanding respect. They step forward
as before the final bar of judgment, and they speak their inmost
thoughts in recognition of the awesome finality of their pleas.
We feel, not that they necessarily speak truth, but that they neces-
sarily speak what they believe to be truth. They lack the slightest
trace of the duplicity that unavoidably attends speech among
the living. Where the truth lies is for the reader himself to judge.
If the book is regarded as a novel in verse, as some early reviewers
called it, it illustrates the illusion of objectivity for which Henry
James praised the dramatic point of view.*

However moving individual pieces in the Anthology may be,
they do not show to best advantage when removed from the con-
text of the collection. One epitaph supports and modifies another
ag chord modulates chord in symphonic music. The connections
are various, There is first the circumstance that all the characters
are or have been in some sense part of the same nineteenth cen-
tury mid-American community called Spoon River, so that each
contributes to the complex definition of that place and time.
Beyond that, groups of characters are “interlocked by fate,” as
Masters said, in more intimate fashion. A group of connected
epitaphs may tell a story, as in the case of the Pantiers, the Mer-
ritts, or Lambert Hutchins and his daughter. Epitaphs placed
side by side may gain ironic power through contrast, as with
Albert Schirding and Jonas Keene, or epitaphs refer to the same
incidents, showing how events ramify and touch many lives, as
in the case of the bank failure. Sometimes a series of epitaphs
seem to form a colloquy, searchingly examining a topic from a
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number of viewpoints, as in the case of Henry Phipps, Harry
Wilmans, John Wasson, and “Many Soldiers,” who discuss,
directly or by implication, the nation’s adventures in war. The
passionate concern with finding meaning in their own lives and
in life in general serves as the common denominator uniting an
amazing range of material.

Not all of the characters conduct their search for meaning on
the same level. Masters distinguished a three-fold division among
his creations, claiming that as the portraits are arranged in the
book, “the fools, the drunkards, and the failures came first, the
people of one-birth minds got second place, and the heroes and
enlightened spirits came last, a sort of Divine Comedy.”® Unfor-
tunately, no simple three-fold arrangement is discernable in the
book. This does not mean, though, that we should dismiss Masters’
remark. In fact, there does seem to be a subtle progression, and
by the last pages a change is obvious. Toward the end we do find
a concentration of “heroes and enlightened spirits,” just as he said.
The overall progression could perhaps be described as moving
from pettiness of vision to largeness of vision, and consequently
from agitation and discord to serenity and harmony of soul. If
Masters did have in mind an increasing breadth of vision, his
“fools, drunkards and failures” might include those who think
primarily in petty personal terms, his “people of one-birth minds”
those who view human life in the context of the social world, and
his “heroes and enlightened spirits” those whose vision tran-
scends the personal and social to reach the universal, Such an
interpretation is supported by the order of the epitaphs in the
Mirror, where one may follow the course of Masters' changing
conception of his work. The first few Garlands contain a majority
of epitaphs concerned with individual stories; the epitaphs
printed during the late summer and fall are increasingly pre-
occupied with the problems of communal life; and the last few
Garlands showed a heavy concentration of religious and philo-
sophical concerns. This points generally to the three levels of
concern hinted at in Masters’ description, but even there, and to
a far greater degree in the book, the three levels are thoroughly
interwoven.® In addition, any one epitaph may touch on more
than one level.



63 MIDAMERICA VII

One must avoid emphasis on any one of these levels at the
expense of the others. Early critics concentrated on the first level,
and therefore likened the book to village gossip. Masters himself
seemed to be aware of the danger of this, since the epitaphs added
to the second edition tend in a number of cases to strengthen
the second level by emphasizing the public issues in the early
pages.® The third level, on which most readers seem to find
the book least impressive, is nevertheless prominently displayed
in the final section of the book, and demonstrates that Masters
wished to place the personal and the social in a perspective that
denied them the final importance in life. An enviable calm per-
vading the final section contrasts sharply with the agitation that
runs through the rest of the book. The “heroes and enlightened
spirits” seem to have achieved a high degree of harmony with
the essential nature of things.

That beyond the confused arena of human strife there lies a
realm of essential harmony can be inferred also from the treat-
ment of physical nature throughout the volume. The frequent
brief descriptions of nature generally carry suggestions of repose,
in contrast to the tumult of emotions associated with the larger
part of humanity. The heroic old pioneers are described as having
a “mystical pathos”; the “serene sorrow” in their eyes is “like a
pool of water / Amid oak trees at the edge of a forest, / Where the
leaves fall.” William H. Herndon is pictured meditating on
Lincoln’s epic career in the evening of life “As the cawing crows
winged their way to the wood / Over my housctop at solemn
sunsets.”

These examples are from the last part of the book, where the
note of serenity is dominant, but instances from the earlier pages
are easily found. Hare Drummer, without conscious spiritual
insight, found delight in the natural setting. What he recalls of
life are his boyhood walks with laughing companions “When the
sun was low and the air was cool / Stopping to club the walnut
tree / Standing leafless against the flaming west.,” Ile asks nostal-
gically:

... how many are with me, how many

In the old orchards along the way to Siever’s,
And in the woods that overlook
The quiet water?
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In al] these instances the images are of summer and fall. This
is typicall of the volume as a whole. Considering that the setting
is Illinois, winter is surprisingly absent from the portraits. The
general impression is of a nature that is on the whole benign.
There are, to be sure, instances of nature’s cruelty. Bert Kessler
‘describes his death from a rattlesnake bite, Schroeder the Fisher-
man pictures the endless struggle for survival in which strength
is everything, spirit nothing. But most of the speakers feel sub-
limity rather than hostility in the natural order, Dillard Sissman
is typical:

.+ . the buzzards wheel and wheel,
Sweeping the zenith in wide circles
Above my kite. And the hills sleep.

I am shaken as a banner!

All in all, so many of the speakers have sensed a healing power
in communion with nature that the viewpoint of the “heroes and
enlightened spirits” seems fittingly to receive the final place in the
Anthology proper.

Since the Anthology proper does end on this comparatively
elevated plane, what can be said for the “Spooniad,” which con-
cludes the first edition, and what indeed for the “Epilogue,”
added at the end of the second edition? The “Spooniad” does, to
be sure, draw in its burlesque fashion the line dividing the com-
munity into two contending camps, and it may be, as has been
claimed, a parody of Milton’s war in heaven in Paradise Lost.?*
Most readers nevertheless find it heavy handed as well as unneces-
sary. Even worse is the “Epilogue,” a relapse into the Shelleyesque
conventions of Masters” earlier verse, bad as poetry and contra-
dictory in implication to the epitaphs taken as a whole.25

Masters wrote the Spoon River poems in moments stolen from
his busy law practice. He published them under the pseudonym
“Webster Ford,” because he feared that poetic fame would ruin
him as a lawyer (it soon did). But the immediate accolades set
up a pressure for the author to be revealed, and by fall Reedy
had persuaded Masters to let his identity be known. Reedy then
announced “The Writer of Spoon River” in a long article of
appreciation on November 20, 1914, after which Masters happily
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assumed a place among the poets and editors of Chicago, espe-
cially those involved with Harriet Monroe’s magazine Poetry. The
intensity of his creative effort was draining him emotionally and
physically; in early winter he fell victim to pneumonia, and was
critically ill when the proofs for the book arrived from Macmillan.
Harriet Monroe came to his aid by reading the proofs for him;
the book was ready by April, and when he recovered he found
himself a celebrity, courted by. interviewers, editors and pub-
lishers, the friend and equal of writers and creative artists of all
kinds.2® The bitter years of futile aspiration were now behind him,
for all too brief a spell, and he basked in the glare of reputation.

After clarifying and amplifying the Anthology by adding the
thirty-two epitaphs to the definitive edition, he turned energeti-
cally to other writing. Books from his pen poured forth nearly
one every year. The fame of the Anthology won him ready pub-
lication for a time, but he could never repeat the triumph of that
book. He lived on amid increasing critical and popular neglect.
At his death in 1950 he had more than fifty titles to his credit, and
a reputation as a one book man,

University of Nebraska-Lincoln

NOTES

1. There was a tradition of mild dissent in rural America; “village atheists” were
tolerated as amusing and harmless figures, The speeches of Ingersoll, E. W.
Howe's Story of ¢ Country Town, and Mark Twain’s.“Man That Corrupted
Hadleyburg” are examples of pre-Speon River iconoclasm, Perhaps the
Anthology carried things too far and cut too close to the bone, or perhaps
a change of mood in the country caused the unusually vigorous critical stir.

2. One of the sketches survives in the Dreiser collection, University of Penn-
sylvania Library, One page long, it is a vernacular account of a rural
festivity, Masters titled it “The Oakford Derby.” Oakford is a small com-
munity north of Petersburg, Illinois.

3. Letter to Dreiser, April 138, 1914 (University of Pennsylvania Dreiser col-
lection).

4. Masters was already thinking of book publication before the second group of
poems appeared in the Mirror. Letter to Dreiser, June 11, 1914 (Unwers1ty
of Pennsylvania Dreiser collection).

5. See “The Genesis of Spoon River,” American Mercury, XXVIII (January,
1933), 38-55, This article and Masters’ autobiography Across Spoon River
{ New York, 1936) are the chief sources of information about his life. His
facts are unfortunately not always reliable.

'6. Across Spoon River has 1869; however, the earlier date is recorded in the
family bible in the possession of Miss Edith L. Masters, Petersburg, Illinois.

Spoon River Anthology: An Introduction 71

7. His own marriage was apparently at least as unsatisfactory as his parents’,
and eventually ended in divorce. He remarried in the 1920's.

8. See Genesis of Spoon River, p. 46: “The village of Lewistown had furnished
me a key which unlocked the secrets of the world at large.”

9. Toward the Gulf, p. ix,

10, For a detailed discussion of Masters’ use of central Illinois material see

Josephine Craven Chandler, “The Spoon River Country,” Journal of the
“Illinois State Historcial Society, X1V {1921-22), 252.320.

11. On the more personal, less distinetly Chicago, side, “Paul McNeely” is a
fictional tribute to Bertha Baum, the Chicago woman who was his nurse
during his serious illness in 1915; and “Daniel McCumber” and “Georgine
Sand Miner” relate a barely disguised version of Masters' love affair with
Tennessee Mitchell in 1908-10.

12. The New Spoon River, p. 5.

13. William Marion Reedy, “The Writer of Spoon River,” Reedy’s Mirror,
XXHI {November 20, 1914), 2.

14. For Casters” opinion of his legal career, see, for example, Across Spoon River,
pp. 398-99,

15. Reedy discussed this work in “God in Stricken Italy,” Mirror, XVIII
(January 7, 1909), 1. For Masters’ statement of influence see hIS introduc-
tion to Toward the Gulf { New York, 1918), p. vii.

16. Letter to Dreiser, April 20, 1914 {University of Pennsylvania Dreiser col-
lection ).

17. Harriet Monroe believed that both Sandburg and Poetry had influenced
Masters. See “Comments and Reviews,” Poetry, V (March, 1915), 280.

18. The April 20, 1914, letter to Dreiser mentions the crayfish image used in
“Theodore the Poet”; what is apparently an earlier version of “Griffy the
Cooper” is in the Harriet Monroe collection, University of Chicago library.

19. Masters claimed that he could point to exactly sixty-seven epitaphs “which
are both rhythmical and metrical.” Genesis of Spoon River,” p. 49. He also
stated that his book “for the first third required a practiced voice or eye to
vield the semblance of verse; and for the last two thirds, or nearly so, accom-
modated itself to the less sensitive conception of the average reader.” Towerd
the Gulf, p. ix. Actually, metrical and non-metrical epitaphs are thoroughly
intermixed.

20. See, for example, William Stanley Braithwaite, “The Soul of Spoon River,”
Boston Transcript, May 1, 1915, part 3, p. 8.

21. “Genesis of Spoon River,” p. 50.

22, There have been numercus attempts to classify the epitaphs; Putzel in his
study of Reedy The Man in the Mirror { Cambridge, Mass., 1963}, pp. 203-5,
seems closest to the mark when he distinguishes three basic themes: “the
vanity of human knowledge,” freedom, and “that life holds precious gifts
for those who have the strength and the will to prize it.” The division that
I suggest, following Masters’ schema, is less between epitaphs than between
tendencies often found together in the same epitaph.

23. See examples on pp. 7 and 8 of this essay.

24. Putzel, p. 204: “Actually “The Spooniad is no true fragment but a subtle
prarody of the first and sixth books of Paredise Lost . .. .”
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25;

26.
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Lois Hartley in Spoon River Revisited {Ball State Monograph No. 1, 1963),
p. 5, may represent those who argue that the Epilogue’s “philosophy is that
of the rest of the book.” The spirit of sardonic mockery there dominant is
of course present in a good many epitaphs, but is, I believe, balanced against
a serener, less cynical spirit, particularly in the later pages.

She also wrote the brief note introducing “The Spooniad.”

- SHERWOOD ANDERSON’S DEATH IN THE WOQDS:
TOWARD A NEW REALISM ‘

Mary AnnE FERrGUsON

Though recent critics stress the importance of Sherwood
Anderson’s later works and most critics admire “Death in the
Woods” as one of his best short stories, if not his masterpiece,
the volume Death in the Woods and other Stories (1933) has not
been studied. Yet Anderson, always concerned with the “baffling
question of form achieved or not achieved,™ took special pains
with the book. When he was reading proof, he perceived uneven-
ness in the quality of the stories and “threw out two or three”; he
wrote a new story to complete the volume, “Brother Death,” a
story which in his opinion would “make the book”; “It is, I'm
pretty sure, one of the finest stories I've ever done, and I even
dare say one of the finest and most significant anyone has ever
done.” Anderson was especially pleased with these changes be-
cause, as he explained to Ferdinand Schevill, “I did want the book,
dedicated to our friendship and my esteem for you and your
mind, to have real integrity.”® Anderson “sounds cocky,” he
admits; but as Schevill would have realized, such self-assurance
with respect to a collection of short stories was a new note for
Anderson. In his dedication to Dreiser of The Triumph of the
Egg (1921) he wrote of his sense of inadequacy: “Many tales are
dying in the street before the house of my mind”; and in the
first selection in the volume, “The Dumb Man,” the persona
reiterates this despair: “I have no words., . . . I cannot tell the
story.” In the Foreword to the collection Horses and Men (1923)
Anderson says that he may be deaf, blind, and unable “with these
nervous and uncertain hands . . . [to] feel for the form of
things. . . .” In the Introduction to a collection of sketches,
Perhaps Women (1931), he apologizes for his failure to have
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found a suitable form: “The whole thing is nothing but an
impression, a sketch. I know that I have kept it by me for a
year now. I have tried to give it better form but that now seems
impossible to me.” Anderson’s cockiness about having achieved
his goal of “real integrity” in Death in the Woods suggests that
the volume may represent a new departure for him. I find in the
volume a movement away from a persona seeking the meaning
of life in “the preternatural or archetypal,”® a passive observer
upon whom reality impinges itself, toward a persona who shares
the life he observes and locates the center of reality outside him-
self. The change in the persona is associated in the volume with
a change in attitude toward women and toward death.

The story “Death in the Woods” is the first in the volume;
“Brother Death” is the last, and Anderson indicates that this
arrangement was his intention.* Obviously the volume is unified
by the theme of death; but it is not death alone. As he had else-
where,® Anderson links the topics death and woman. Of the
sixteen stories in the volume, five deal with the death of a woman
and its effect upon a male character, In “Death in the Woods”
the male narrator is a stranger to the woman whose death is an
episode in his development. In three other stories—“The Return,”
“Another Wife,” and “The Flood”—the focus is on a widower
trying to find a substitute for his dead wife. The narrator of “In
a Strange Town” flees his wife and home in order to recover
from the depression he felt upon the death of a young woman
student; he consoles himself by meditating upon the meaning of
life for a widow he sees at a railroad station in a funeral party.
These stories reflect the conviction which led Anderson to publish
Perhaps Women in spite of his dissatisfaction with its form, his
sense “that modern man is losing his ability to retain his manhood
in the face of the modern way of utilizing the machine and that
what hope there is for him lies in women.” Other stories illus-
trate ways in which women may save men and make explicit the
faults from which men need to be saved. Their need for worldly
success is the primary life-denying fault, whether it be in a
mountaineer moving to the city for work, a young man seeking
sophistication among expatriates, or a writer abandoning family
and human values for the sake of his craft. In one powerful
story, “The Flight,” Anderson shows male rivalry as ruinous; in
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another, he shows jealous possessiveness as absurd. -Through their
interaction with other characters the males in these stories either
ironically reveal their illusions about -themselves or gain self-
knowledge. In a few stories Anderson focuses on the positive
qualities of the women characters—their wisdom and their ability
to deal with the realities of life—which enable them not only to
survive in a hostile world but to help men. Finally, in “Brother
Death,” he uses a female central consciousness to show that in
the midst of death one can live fully.

The stories in Death in the Woods were written over a period
of years—some were published as early as 1925—when Anderson
was also writing the avowedly autobiographical works A Story
Teller's Story (1924) and Tar: A Midwest Childhood (1926).
But from these and the many letters and passages in the Memoirs
{1941) which tell about this period in Anderson’s life, one cannot
get a trustworthy chronology. The tantalizingly frequent parallels
between his biography and his fiction cannot be made into a study
of development.’ But the changes I perceive in Anderson’s male
personae in the volume Death in the Woods are. paralleled by
changes in six versions of the title story which have survived.

Anderson considered “Death in the Woods” one of his best
short stories but, he .added, it “was one of the stories I wrote,
threw away, and rewrote many times.” Recognizable versions of
the story appear in three works unpublished during Anderson’s
lifetime: “Paris Notebook” (1921); “Father Abraham: A Lincoln
Fragment”; and the recently discovered fragment “A Death in
the Forest.” Three published versions exist: as part of Tar: A
Midwest Childhood (1926); as a separate short story in American
Mercury, (September 1926); and finally in 1933 in the volume
Death in the Woods.® In a passage in which he compares the
gestation of a story to pregnancy, “the.telling of the tale . . .
[to] the cutting of the natal cord,” ‘Anderson remarked that out
of his private world of fancy, he would like to introduce and tell
the story of, among others, “the old woman acc¢ompanied by the
gigantic dogs who died alone in a wood on a winter day,” In
“Death in the Woods” Anderson does tell the story of such a
woman, using as narrator a grown man looking back to a memor-
able incident in his boyhood twenty years earlier. The narrator
mentions that he did not understand the significance of the
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woman’s story until later in life when he “had a half-uncanny
mystical adventure with dogs in an Illincis forest on a clear
moon-lit Winter night.” In his Memoirs, Anderson describes such
an experience when he was living in Chicago and spending week-
ends in the country nearby in order to write. The troop of dogs
which accompanied him on a walk one snowy night “seemed
excited”; they “ran in circles,” and when Anderson stopped to
doze, lying half-way up the slanting trunk of a fallen tree, they
made a circular path in the snow beneath him, running head to
tail; one by one they dropped out of the circle to run up the tree
trunk and gaze into Andersor’s face. Anderson felt “something
of the mystery of the night,” of the “strangeness” of the animals’
reversion to a primitive state, but he thought that part of their
ritual, their stopping to run to him, indicated their tie to
civilization.' :

Anderson ascribes a similar feeling of awe to Abraham Lincoln
in “Father Abraham: A Lincoln Fragment.” The narrator projects
himself into the mind of Lincoln whom he imagines as the defense
attorney for a woman accused of killing her employer. Like
Anderson’s mother a bound girl, the woman had no defense but
violence when her master attacked her., Lincoln is able to imagine
her feelings as well as those of the man who sees her as his rightful
conquest; he knows that the man’s wife tacitly condoned the rape
as a way of keeping the girl bound to their service for life. With
great insight Lincoln perceives the farmer as a misguided human
being, not a brute; but his sympathy is for the victim. Earlier in
“Father Abraham,” Anderson wrote about Lincoln’s passion for
Ann Rutledge and his mourning for her at her grave in the snow
on a winter night; Anderson presents Lincol’s love and loss as
the experience which liberated him from the merely personal and
allowed him to extend his sympathy and influence to strangers.
In “Death in the Woods,” Mrs. Grimes’ early life as a bound girl
parallels that of the woman on trial; the death scene bears many
resemblances to that of Lincoln at Ann Rutledge’s grave.™

The version of the old woman’s story in “Father Abraham” is
close to that of the sketch in the “Paris Notebook™; in both the
emphasis is on the brutalized life of the old woman, told with
compassion for all participants. In the “Notebook™ the old woman,
who has not attempted to murder the farmer, relives in dreams

Sherwood Anderson’s Death in the Woods 77

her youthful experience. The woman whom she served, habitually
“silent & sullen,” “did not mean to be unkind”; the farmer is not
evil but amoral, perceiving the girl as his rightful prey. The man
she married, a“filled with wrath that was bottled up inside him”
and which he did not understand, had in his youth expressed “a
kind of love” in the only way he could, drinking and fighting,
“Ma Winters’ now dreams of herself as “frightened, a young girl
in a torn dress,” trying desperately to care for the animals which
love her. In one of her dreams, trying to rescue herself and
trapped animals from an airless barn, she cannot reach the bar
which would open the door. “The bar she could not reach was
cold as death. It was death. One raised death out of its sockets
on the great door and then joy and light came in.” Without rais-
ing death, she awakes. This version focuses on the meaning of
death to the girl who is the central consciousness; her dream vision
seems associated with Anderson’s dreamlike experience in the
Illinois forest.

But the bound girl’s story, Lincoln-like compassion, and the
dreamlike incident of the dogs were not always linked. In a
recently published holograph version of the story entitled “A
Death in the Forest” Anderson treats the old woman’s death
almost entirely as it concerns the narrator as a young boy, Ander-
son focuses on the boy’s encounter with death and the nakedness
of woman not as a rite of passage, made mysterious and “mystical”
by the ritualistic circling of the dogs, but as the occasion for his
finding a role model. At the death scene he meets Ben Lewis, a
young man of the town who for five years has been a newspaper
reporter in Chicago. His success and its importance to the nar-
rator are symbolized by Ben’s “grand overcoat . . . (all silk lined
and everything)”; to the boy the most significant aspect of the
death scene was Ben Lewis’ giving his overcoat to him to hold:

.. . the charge lay upon me with a delicious weight. Could
men, actual flesh and blood men, who had been raised in
our town, wear such gorgeous garments? Did such unbeliev-
able things happen to young fellows who left our town and
become reporters on city newspapers?

The coat was of broad yellow and green plaid and to my
fingers the touch of it was delicious. And it was lined with
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silk. How reverently I carried it home to our house and
how good and kind I thought my mother when she Jaugh-
ingly permitted me to have the coat hanging in my own
room overnight,

I slept but little that night and often crept out of bed to
touch the coat again. How deliciously soft the fabric. The
death of Ma Marvin in the snow in the wood was forgotten.
. . . Would I, could I, sometime, grow up, go away to a
city, get a job on a newspaper and like Ben Lewis wear a
coat like 2 king? ‘The thought thrilled me beyond words. . . .

As to the actual story of Ma Marvin's death, I found all
about it in a rather queer way nearly twenty years later.
Now I will tell you of that. .

The manuscript ends here, but even.if it had been continued,
the story would not have been that of the old woman; the narrator
has already dismissed that possibility in a few short paragraphs
of narrative summary beginning “It was a poor little story after
all.” Obviously at this stage Anderson did not perceive a signifi-
cant relationship between the woman’s life and her death; the
narrator dismisses the death as something beyond a boy’s capa-
city to understand and immediately shifts his attention to the
death as the cause for a gathering of the townsmen and the oppor-
tunity for him to hold Ben Lewis’ coat. For the narrator, following
in Ben Lewis” footsteps would lead to his heart’s desire: success
enough to buy luxury that would be visible to the townspeople.

Even for the adults in “A Death in the Forest,” the old woman’s
death is not deeply significant. It occurs as an interruption to
the town’s happy preparation for Christmas and enjoyment of
winter, “ecrowds of boys . . . shouting and laughing” as they jump
on and are thrown from bobsleds on Main Street. The first sen-
tence of the story announces the death bluntly: “It was December
and snowing when Mrs. Tke Marvin—we knew her as Ma Mar-
vin—died in the little hollow in the center of Grimes woods,
about two miles south of our Ohio town.” The next two para-
graphs personify the town: the retwrn home of a few girls rich
enough to have been away at boarding school and of Ben Lewis
makes the narrator feel “one’s town putting its nose up in the air
like a fine pointer dog” on “a day to remember.” The day is
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memorable because of the effect on the townsmen of the news of
Mrs. Marvin's death: all activity in the town ceases, and the
narrator recalls in detail what many of the townsmen were doing
as “things went bang then, like putting a light out in a room.”
He recalls the bustle as the news is shouted by two young hunters
who run down Main Street, figures remembered as “not quite
human . . . more like Gods.” The sudden cessation of activity is
accompanied by a change in the weather as the townspeople,
including “even women who had no babies to look after,” went
in a group to the scene. The old woman’s life and the manner
of her death, “just as plain as though there had been an eyewitness
to her death there to tell the tale,” are very briefly summarized.
The narrator remembers the “white, half frozen little old figure,
pitched a little forward,” and the “pack of big ugly dogs™; he
imagines “the stillness of death coming softly, night and the
cold,” but comments “My boy’s mind couldn’t grasp it then” and
goes on to give details of Ben Lewis’ participation in moving the
body and handing him the coat to hold. In this version it is the
boy as part of the town, indeed, the town itself which is the
center of the story.'

In the three published versions of the story the old woman’s
death and her life become the central memory of the adult nar-
rator and the story becomes his attempt to perceive its true
significance. The final version published in 1933 intensifies the
mystical and mythical nature of the experience and its effect
upon the narrator as a boy. All three of these versions omit any
reference to Ben Lewis and his coat. The immediate impact of
the death scene on the narrator and his brother is its function as
sexual initiation for them: “She did not look old, lying there in
that light, frozen and still. One of the men turned her over
in the snow and I saw everything. My body trembled . . . and
so did my brother’s. It might have been the cold. Neither of
us had ever seen a woman’s body before™ (20).

But before this scene the story of the old woman’s life as a
bound girl, as brutalized wife and mother, as a person totally
isolated from human contact, has been amply told; the boy’s
previous impressions of her during a summer when he had
observed her when he was idled by sickness, make his interest
in her believable; his final view of her as a “feeder of animals”




80 : MIDAMERICA VII

is made convincing when he presents it as arrived at “slowly,
long afterward” (22).

Anderson gains credibility for the narrator in the published
versions by carefully detailing his relationship to the old woman,
An omniscient narrator first describes the old woman’s trip to
town on the fatal day as one of many such trips viewed “one
summer and fall” by the boy. Her actions are presented as those
habitual to “such old women” often seen by “all country and small-
town people” but seldom understood by anyone. The use of the
present tense to describe habitual action and of the conditional
in verbs like “may own” and “might spend” is interrupted in the
second paragraph by a specific statement about the boy’s distaste
for liver; now he becomes the central consciousness but the use
of the habitual present continues. “The old farm woman got
some liver. . . .” is inconspicuous in the midst of the habitual
present; it prepares the reader to believe the narrator’s assertion
that he had often observed the old womian. Continued shifts
between the habitual present and the specific preterite are rein-
forced by apparently casual explanations of the narrator’s knowl-
edge both of the woman’s past and of the day of her death. Such
observations as “she got into my thoughts,” “I remembered after-
wards,” “I later knew all about it. It must have stuck in my mind
from small town tales, heard when I loitered about where men
talked,” augmented by conversational tags like “You see,” “Well,”
“Maybe,” and rhetorical questions like “then what would she do?”,
subtly establish the tone of oral narration, of a tale being told.
This tone not only achieves suspension of disbelief but imparts
to the old woman’s story the aura of myth. The detailed narra-
tive of her death becomes part of a larger story; the sense of
strangeness Anderson felt in the Hlinois forest is communicated
through dwelling on the dogs” return to their primordial origin as
wolves, their memory of civilization and perhaps their fear of
death expressed in their interrupting their circlings to come close.
to the old woman, who had stopped to rest against a tree trunk
beside a clearing. Further details about the dogs tearing into
the old woman’s bag of supplies and tearing off her dress “clear
to the hips” prepare for the denouement when the narrator and

his brother “saw everything” and perceived the body of the old .

woman as that of a slender young girl.
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Even such a minor change from “A Death in the Forest” as
omitting any women from the group of townspeople who went
to the clearing, prepares for the climax as ritual: the old woman
is completely alone among men who are reduced to silence by
being in the presence of death and who treat her body with
ritualistic reverence. Later the townspeople make her part of
the community as she had never been in life, by banishing her
husband and son, scapegoats for the townspeople’s communal
guilt for excluding her in life. The young brothers experience the
scene as sexual initiation and as a story to be told; the inability
of the older brother to tell the story properly increases the sense
of its strange effect, which the narrator only later could under-
stand as awe. He remembers the scene as if he had been a spec-
tator of himself, seeing himself among “the men standing about,
the naked girlish-looking figure, . . . the circle made by the run-
ning dogs, and the clear cold winter sky above,” his angle of
vision like that which Anderson had in the Illinois forest sus-
pended on the ‘tree trunk above the clearing. This distanced
perspective of the adult narrator—like that of the tall Abraham
Lincoln standing at Ann Rutledge’s grave—along with new ex-
perience gained over time, enables him to see the woman’s life
and death as a cycle of feeding animal life, a cycle matching the
dogs’ ritualistic circle and representing a return to primordial
origins. Mrs. Grimes becomes the archetype of female experience;
the telling of her story brings her out of isolation into the reader’s
world., The substitution of the title “Death in the Woods™ for
“A Death in the Forest” underlines the mythical dimension.

That such a focus was deliberate is even more apparent when
we examine other comparatively small but important changes
among the three published versions. The version included in
Tar; the shift to a first-person narrator, division into five parts,
and many small changes in wording resulted in a story Anderson
changed little for the 1933 volume. All the changes for the final
version emphasize the mythical dimension. The words “lovely”
and “charming” are added to the description of the body; the
effect on the narrator is emphasized when “with some strange
mystical feeling” is added to the sentence “his body trembled,”
and the words the mind and are inserted in the predicate of the
sentence “something creepy steals over the body.” Significant
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changes occur in the final paragraphs of the story summarizing
what the narrator had gradually come to perceive as the meaning
of the story, which became to him “like music heard from far off.”
In the sentence “The woman who died was one destined to feed
animal life,” the phrase “destined to feed” has replaced “who fed”;
“animal life” has replaced “animals,” preparing for the subsequent
addition of the idea that “She was feeding animal life before she
was born,” a completion of the cycle which ends with her feeding
animal life at her death. Such additional statements by the nar-
rator as “I wonder how I know all this,” “I remember now,” “I
have just suddenly now, after all these years, remembered her,”
and “It all comes back to me now” distance the adult narrator;
dredging up the details from his memory, telling the story, is
like perceiving the archetype. The narrator’s “It is a story” near
the beginning and “A thing so complete has its own beauty”
near the end frame Mrs, Grimes' story, which has become also
the story of the artist’s creation of the “thing so complete.” This
story is “a story teller’s story,” an exemplum of the process by
which the artist crystallizes experience into art.’®

The other stories in Death in the Woods continue to reveal
the creative process; the narrator-persona is confident and un-
apologetic, increasingly involved in the life described. One story,
“The Flight,” shows the necessity of putting aside childish views
if one is to be taken seriously; another, “The Return,” shows the
futility of retwrning to childhood scenes and conditions—of going
home again—in order to find a sense of adult identity. In twelve

stories fixst-person narrators are adult males able to understand

the meaning of events as they learn about or experience them in
a specific environment, whether it be New York, Paris, the
Virginia mountains, or the New Orleans of “A Meeting South.”
The locales are neither typical nor mythical; the narrators are
at home in them, They are also more rational in putting two and
two together in order to find a pattern than is the adult narrator
of “Death in the Woods,” and they rely on others than themselves
for help in the process; they are very good at listening.

Many of the first-person narrators furnish an authoritative
framework for their stories. Anderson had always taken ideas

for stories from what he called “feeders,” people who could tell

him_their stories but could not see their significance or write
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them.’* In earlier collections “feeders” lack reinforcement as
authoritative sources; they are casual acquaintances or unreliable
characters: a “woman met on a train” (“War”)}, “a man” (“The
Other Woman”), “my friend—his name is Leroy” (“Seeds”), a
college professor unable to communicate with his own wife (“The

" Man in the Brown Coat”). “Feeders” in Death in the Woods are

much more reliable. In the three stories about Virginia moun-
taineers, the narrators discourage disbelief by not demanding
total belief. One has lived “for some time” among “These Moun-
taineers,” but does not pretend to understand them when they
reject his pity. Another has been told the story of “A Sentimental
Journey” by a scholar who has become the friend of “a mountain
man, named Joe, a man much older . . .”; the scholar tells the
narrator Joe’s story after first admitting to his earlier belief in
“Romantic tales.” In “A Jury Case” the narrator has most of
his information from a mountaineer who participated in the crime
and who is “something of a dramatist”; the narrator disarms dis-
belief by stating flatly, “His version is, to be sure, all a matter
of fancy,” and by not insisting on the truth of any version.' In
“Like a Queen” a friend tells his story to the narrator after ex-
perience of thirty years has corroborated it; the story gains verisi-
militude when Alice, who is the focus of the story, tells her own
life history. In “A Meeting South” a young poet tells the nar-
rator the “story of his ill fortune” as if he were “speaking of
another”; his command of words wins the narrator's—and the
reader's—belief. Being able to use language appropriate to the
subject is a test for other narrators and “feeders.” In “There
She Is—She is Taking Her Bath,” the first-person narrator calls
attention to his own use of clichés, a step which increases the
verisimilitude of his self-revelation; and in “That Sophistication”
the hostess’s reptition of the word corked each time she pours
out a new bottle of wine for her guests reveals her absurdity. The
narrator of “In a Strange Town” creates a story for us as an
illustration of his techniques; because we know that the widow’s
life he has imagined is fiction, we tend to believe as fact the
narrator’s concluding story about his own experience. Unlike the
persona of “The Dumb Man,” this narrator has found a way to
go beyond his first reaction of sitting “dumbly” upon learning
of his student’s death. Credibility for the narrator’s perception of
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hidden truths about people is gained by repetition, at the begin-
ning and end of the story, of examples of his amazing ability to
hear sounds unheard by those familiar with them.

“In a Strange Town” more directly than “Death in the Woods”
epitomizes the process behind this assured narrative voice. In
his Memoirs Anderson recorded the centrality of this story to
his concept of himself as a writer.’® He tells us that his habit
of wandering in strange towns, immersing himself in a “bath of.
new impressions, of people scen,” often results in mystical self-
loathing which brings him to the point of suicide—“and then
something happens.” This “something” makes “the person called
Sherwood Anderson” disappear. But he does not commit suicide;.
he is able by writing to get “entirely rid of self,” to project the
“darkness,” the “corrupt mass of self.” Even as a child, he had
felt the “selfishness and slickness in me,” the tendency to “control
and use men and women,” had felt the need for salvation, to
which others suggested religion as an answer. Anderson says that
such an answer was not possible to him because he could not
make the total commitment to art that imitating God as the
‘ supreme artist would entail; such a decision is impossible for him
because he is not willing to let “everything else go.” The creative
process described in “In a Strange Town” allows the writer to
make stories without controlling lives; the narrator need not feel
self-Joathing but through his art may achieve a catharsis of
despair and self-centeredness.

The narrator of “In a Strange Town” is a professor of phi-

losophy, “no longer young”; he has fled the familiar in order to.

renew his creativity by making up stories of the lives of strangers
he encounters. He demonstrates this renewal by gradually
imagining the story behind a group of people in the railroad
station: he sees them as “people of no importance” who in becom-
ing mourners have “suddenly become important [as] symbols of
death. Death is an important, a majestic thing, eh?” (145) says
the narrator, who has already shown the townspeople’s sense of
awe as they make a “litle path of silence” for the group. He
“reconstructs” the life of the widow to illustrate his perception
that all lives are similar but that “the little circumstances of no

two lives anywhere in the world are just alike.” From perceiving

the “little odd fragmentary ends of things” he is able to perceive
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the mystery of life in general which he represents in his recon-
struction of the widow’s life. This process of relating the par-
ticular and the general is, of course, appropriate for a professor of
philosophy. Also appropriate to the mature professor is the fact
that when he wanders in strange places he is an observer, not a
participant in life: he no longer picks up women but tries to
escape involvement. “It may be that I am a bit dirty with life and
have come here, to this strange place, to bathe myself in strange
life and get clean and fresh again” (150). Now, he tells us, he is
refreshed. This could be the end of the story if it were meant
like “Death in the Woods” to exemplify the process by which
the artist goes beyond self or if the focus were on the imagined
characters as symbols of death. But the narrator goes on to reveal
that the immediate cause of his wandering to a strange town was
the sudden death of a young woman, his student, whose attention
had flattered him and whose experience had often caused him to
re-experience his youth. Her death has caused him to take this
trip in order to become “more aware,” “more alive”: as in “Death
in the Woods,” a woman and her death have been the inspiration
for a narrator; but his learning process here is the result of
active imagination, of purposefully weaving observed particulars
into a pattern of meaning.

The changes in the narrative voice in Death in the Woods
are paralleled by changes in the attitudes towards women revealed
in the stories, All of them go beyond the suggestion in “A Lincoln
Fragment” and in “A Death in the Forest” that a woman’s death
was more significant than her life because it freed a man from
provincial limitations, though “Death in the Woods™ itself comes
close to this egocentric attitude. Mrs. Grimes’s nobility in suffer-
ing exalts her almost to the dimensions of the mythical suffering
servant who can redeem mankind, but this exaltation is essen-
tially demeaning to the character’s humanity. However much
the reader is inclined to sympathize with Mrs, Grimes’s stoicism,
it is difficult to overlook its inadvertence. Her suffering is that of
a victim; not of an autonomous human being. In other stories
about women who are helpful to men because of their greater
generosity and nobility, Anderson creates more nearly autono-
mous characters, Alice in “Like a Queen” arouses in the narrator
a “great surge of love” when she obtains a gift of a thousand
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dollars to support him in his work, which she tries to convince
him is a source of power. As a young beauty she had given her
lovers something; as an old woman she is still a nurturer, acting
as go-between for rich parents and their alienated children. Aunt
Sally of “A Meeting South™ is like a mother; she saves their nest-
eggs for men who had patronized her gambling and drinking
establishments, more than re-paying them for what they had paid
her for her services. Significantly, Alice and Aunt Sally, though
now old and ugly like Mrs. Grimes, are perceived as beautiful
by the narrator, who dissociates them from any preconception
of beauty.

Anderson’s exaltation of women is distilled in Perhaps Women,
a small volume he wrote after months of wandering to observe
the impact of industrialization at the beginning of the Great
Depression, The woodcut Anderson commissioned for the frontis-
piece of the volume shows a strong woman on an impressive
steed leading a small man on a nag; Anderson felt that his friend
Lankes caught exactly the meaning expressed in the volume.
But the repetition of “Perhaps Women” as the title of three
separate sections within the book emphasizes the perhaps;
Anderson sees women as potentially strong leaders of men but
is not sure that they will actually become saviors. In fact, he
feared that women, especially as consumers, might contribute to
industrial man’s castration; and he recognized that women too
might stand in need of salvation. In the concluding section, “A
Cry in the Night,” he suggests that the factory women’s calls to

men may become only parts of a game, greeted by “an outburst.

>

of laughter from many women, ironic laughter.” In spite of such
doubts, the narrator persists in suggesting that women, because
of their biologically-caused tenderness, may be able to bring back
to life men deadened by their roles in industrial society.

Other stories in Death in the Woods show men’s weakness
and consequent need for the saving grace of women. Males who
view women primarily as sex objects are shown to be foolish, if
not vicious. The absurdly jealous narrator of “There She Is—
She Is Taking Her Bath” ironically reveals his foolishness while
defending-his suspicions that his wife is committing adultery;

the reader easily perceives the innocence of the wife who is

merely taking a bath—symbolically renewing herself. The nar-
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rator in “The Lost Novel,” shocked by the injustice of a novelist’s
perception of his wife as an object to be abused and used for
literary purposes, perceives the novelist’s self-deception. The nar-
rator in “The Return” realizes that casual sex is no longer signifi-
cant or even possible for him and that his marriage for the sake

* of professional advancement has been sterile. The difficulty men

have in learning such lessons is wryly shown in “The Flood,” in
which a professor of philosophy intent upon finishing his life-
work on values succumbs for the second time to marrying a
frivolous woman. Although the woman in the story is not admir-
able, she is a tie to life more important than professional achieve-
ment. In these stories the women are more than objects; they
have lives of their own and men must accept them as they are.
In them Anderson moves away from exaltation of woman as a
mythical creature to a realistic view of women sharing men’s lives.

Two stories go further to show women as actively initiating
involvements that will benefit men. “Why They Got Married” is
a playful story in which a married couple tell the story of
their courtship to an interested observer; both acknowledge the
woman’s skill in winning the man’s love and his parents” approval,
and credit her with their present happiness. As co-narrator as
well as wife, the female character is on a part with the man; both
relish the story of the wife’s manipulation of her in-laws so that
“marriage sure seemed like salvation to them” (268). In “Another
Wife” a widowed doctor is happy to marry a woman who has,
without regard to local mores, pursued him. The doctor realizes
that his view of her as surrounded by admirers and therefore too
good for him has been a stereotype, and he sees her as a person
with her own specific life history, a unique identity, She is admir-
able, worthy of his love, and able to renew his self-confidence
and vitality, but she is not above him on a pedestal. Through his
new insight about her the doctor is able to end his own brooding
introspection. In this last story the change in attitude toward
women is accompanied by a significant change in the male
character’s view of himself,

In “Brother Death”™ Anderson went beyond perception of
women as sharers of experience with males upon whom the stories
focus; he uses a creative and wise female as the central conscious-
ness.®* No narrator intrudes between the reader and the charac-
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ters. An assured but unidentified voice paints the scene and de-
scribes the characters before focusing on Mary Grey. Unlike
the young boy in “Death in the Woods,” Mary is already mature
at fourteen. At the time the incidents of the story begin . . . she
was both a child and a grown woman. The woman side of her
kept popping out at unexpected moments” (273), and she and
her younger brother Ted understand life better than their elders.
Like the narrator of “Death in the Woods,” Mary does perceive
the events of her childhood more completely when she grows up,
but she never shares his naiveté. So sure is she of the validity
of her own perceptions that she guards Ted, who has a heart
ailment which they all know will soon kill him, from the over-
protectiveness of the rest of the family, and stands up to her
mother who spoils Ted’s joy in life with her warnings. Mary and
Ted both perceive that the very imminence of his death warrants
his risking all for joy; embracing “Brother Death” is the only way
for Ted to live. Later Mary realizes that living Ted’s way, risking
all for joy, is the only way to aveid “the more subtle and terrible
death” in life that is the choice of their older brother who sacri-
fices his independence to share in the materialism and success of
his parents.

In making his mature voice a female, Anderson has blended
his perceptions of the artist and of woman. It is not only the
male free to roam—often freed by woman's sacrifice—who has
“glimpses” that can become stories; woman living her life can

have and fight for creative insights. Mary’s wisdom coincides
with the motto Anderson ascribes to Socrates as the ultimate .

wisdom: “Not life but the good life” and to Anderson’s choice
for the inscription on his grave: “Life not death is the great
adventure.”® . Death in the Woods moves from a mythic view of
woman and of the artist’s quest to a definition of the good life,
of the kind of success Americans need to substitute for the mate-
rialism that has blighted the fulfillment of their heroic quest for
meaning.

In “Brother Death” Anderson goes beyond the kind of realism
in which abstractions reveal meaning,?® beyond myth which
evokes “a connotative style approaching the idiom of poetry.”

It is significant that Professor Tony Tanner, who found Anderson .

not only incapable of but opposed to rational analysis, focuses on
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Winesburg, Ohio for his examples.® Tanner epitomizes what he
considers Anderson’s childlike refusal to discriminate among
random details in order to find the general behind the particular—
his refusal to reason—by citing from Tar the child’s concept of
God as juxtaposed with his sensation of straw tickling his belly
and the statement “There’s a lot to think about you can never
really think about.” “Brother Death” opens with a statement that
two oak tree stumps were to two children “objects of wonder.”
But their wonder is no passive awe, no mystical feeling. Soon
after seeing the trees cut, the two children start “wondering”
ab0}1t them, attempting to understand the event, to find reasons
for it, to integrate it with their previous knowledge. They suggest
that perhaps the stumps had bled, as they imagined the stump
?f an armless man they had seen must have; they argue over this
idea, the girl insisting that a woman could have had an armless
stump, so that the trees” experience could be compared with that
of a woman just as well as with that of a war hero. Mary’s “Why
not? I'd like to know why not?” sets the keynote of the entire
story in which the tree stumps become a rich symbol. She would
like to have verified the hypothesis by touching the tree stumps
to see if they were warm, but it is too late for that experiment‘
since she and her brother ran away “just as the trees fell.” In the,
rest of the story they do not run away from experience; they
escape into reality. Their escape is based upon the fact, the sure
knowledge that Ted must soon die. The special bond’ between
them because they accept the implication of their knowledge is
‘\:eriﬁed by everyone who knows them; they are perceived as being
too serious” for childhood and they do not fit the romantic
stereotype of the inmocent, the ignorant child. It is the adults
wl}ose “recognition wasn't very definite”; Mary’s sense of “some-
th}ng concerning her brother Ted” is not the result of an intuitive
glimpse but stems from a reason, her knowledge of his condition
and her rational facing up to its implications.

It is significant that Mary is not merely a passive observer of
her brother’s life and death; she participates in them, initiates
action, though Ted too “was imaginative and could think, of plenty
of risky things to do.” The children’s actions are connected
purposive. Far from being passive, they create and re—creat(;
their own world daily; “being in their own created world, feeling
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a new security there, they could suddenly look out at the out-
side world and see, in a new way, what was going on out there
in the world that belonged also to others” (282). They do not
perceive the world as isolated details; they do not intuit some
mythic world behind the perceived details. They create their
own reality and use it to perceive the objective reality of others.
The two children are reasoning; they are Man Thinking, inducing
and deducing. The narration goes on to give the facts about the
cutting down of the trees, about the irrationality and tyranny of
the father who has ordered them cut, the ineffectiveness of the
wife in trying to get him to change his mind, about the submis-
sion of the older son Dan after a brief rebellion against his father’s
will. The stumps can be taken to stand for the sterile lives of the
father and son who make material success their goal, a living
death far worse than the real death Ted experiences. They can
be perceived just as physical facts without either the anthro-
pomorphic meaning the two children suggest or the symbolic
meanings of the struggle between father and sons or between
the two sons, one literally dead and one metaphorically so. The
stumps are a true symbol, open-ended in their meaning; Anderson
has resisted the imposition of his own view of the world or that
of characters in the story. Hach reader must create his own
reality. In going beyond the authoritative voice of other narrators
in Death in the Woods, Anderson anticipates the modern critical
view of the need for readers to participate in the creation of a
text.

Anderson’s change from the paratactic style Professor Tanner
considers his hallmark. Compared with the first two hundred
words of “Death in the Woods,” the opening of “Brother Death”
is clearly in a hypostatic style. It contains almost twice as many
subordinate clauses, one-third as many simple sentences; the
average number of words per sentence is 15.4 compared with
11.8 for “Death in the Woods,” a significant difference when linked
to the preponderance in the latter of compound predicates joined
by the paratactic and and in the former of participial embedding.
One-line paragraphs found in “Death in the Woods™—there are
nine—as portentous statements of simple narrative facts are used
in “Brother Death” only for dialog; just a glance at the story

Even a partial analysis of the style of “Brother Death” shows )

:
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establishes the paragraph length as much -greater than that of
any other story in Death in the Woods, the main reason being
for continuous narrative. The style is also different in that it lacks
the vagueness of “Death in the Woods™ about the old woman as
“one of those,” “such a,” one seen by all but unknown by any

* “Brother Death™ opens with the fact “There were the two oak

stumps” ( Anderson added oak in revising an earlier version) and
within four sentences begins direct discourse between the two
children who exchange ideas, even argue about the stumps.

The continuity of action in the story belies Anderson’s fictional
view of the writer’s technique as the piecing together of isolated
incidents, of understanding the general through erratic glimpses
into the lives of others. The narrator of “Brother Death” knows
the history of the land and the people in the story; he gives us
details of the cutting down of the trees and the children’s death-
defying activities, but neither the trees nor the death of the
younger brother becomes the focus of the story. Like “Death in
the Woods,” the story is beauntiful because of its completeness.
But it is not a completeness imagined by an observer of someone
else’s life; it is a completeness experienced by the characters.
Their concept that death is the accompaniment, the fulfiller of
life has the authority of direct truth, not of myth. The narrator
of this story is no naive observer of life; he has gone beyond won-
der to understanding. '

“Death in the Woods” is probably Anderson’s greatest story
in the style of his early writing, his greatest achievement in
mythopoesis. In it he resolved the dichotomy between the ob-
server and the observed by absorbing the external world into the
mind of the observer. In the volume Death in the Woods he
undercuts the authority of an observer as creator of the observed
world by showing the absurdity of egocentricity, by increasing
Ehe credibility of other observers (his “feeders”), and finally, in
Brother Death,” by allowing the meticulously reported details
observed by the narrative voice to constitute the story, a story not
about writing a story but about living a life. Perhaps this shift
is the effect of Anderson’s fully releasing the woman within him-
self. The old writer of “The Book of the Grotesque” felt that
his creative force was a young woman within him, “wearing
a coat of mail like a knight”—ready to go outand seek adventure.



92 : MIDAMERICA VII

In “Brother Death” a young woman wise beyond her years creates
the meaning of her brother’s life; she leads him not be?ause of
superior strength and nobility like the woman of 'Lanke_s 5 wooc?—
cut for Perhaps Women but because of sympathetic sharing of his
life. In Mary Grey the voice of Sherwood Anderson expresses the
wisdom learned by living; “Brother Death” is a fitting climax to
Death in the Woods.

University of Massachusetts-Boston
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For a summary of critical attitudes toward Anderson, see Walter B 'RldGOIét
in Sixteen American Authors: A Survey of Research ar_ld Criticism, ej.E
Jackson R. Bryer, 2d ed (New York, 1973). Michael Geismar was one o
the first critics to see the importance of Death in the Woo’ds; he saw as the
unifying theme of the volume a deepening of Anderson’s lcornmﬂ:ment to
“the realm of ordinary human relationships . . . the 'n}ysterles of the ;oim-
monplace” (pp. xix, xx, Introduction to Geismar’s edition Sherwood A t}c:r—
son: Short Stories [New York, 1962]). A more recent assessment, Is at
of David D. Anderson who considers Death in the Woods Anderson s m-ost
consistently high-level collection . . . ar integrated and mature exammatloxi
of Anderson’s belief that reality must be separated from appearance. Ce
See his “Sherwood Anderson after Twenty Years,” pp. 246-56 in The 'Achtetfe-
ment of Sherwood Anderson: Essays in Criticism, ed. Riy Lewis \Z}hge
(Chapel Hill, 1966). See also his “Anderson and Myth, P 118- ”u}
Sherwood Anderson: Dimensions of His Literary Avjt, A Collection of Cr_-tticla
Essays, ed. David D. Anderson [East Lansing, Mic.hlgan]', 197.6. Intereihng i”:
the imputation of form to Winesburg, Ohip and its dgs;gnatlon as a “nove
instead of a collecton of stories is a post-facto crluf:al.phenomenon; as
John H. Ferres points out, early critics saw no form in ‘1t' at all (see his
Introduction to Wineshurg, Ohio: Text and Critical Edition [New Y'Oﬂii
1966]). William L. Phillips has shown, however, that Anderson conceive
the stories of the “Book of the Grotesque™ as complementar?r Earts of a th?;i
unified by setting and the character George Willard; see his “How Sherwoo
Anderson wrote Winesburg, Ohio,” in The Achievement of Sherwood Ander-
‘son, pp. 62-85,

2. Lett;pto Schevill, March 2, 1938, in Letters of Sherwood Anderson, ed.
Howard Mumford Jones and Walter B. Bideout'(.l?;oston,“1953), pP. 21-71"1}":78.
In July, 1933, Anderson reiterated his high opinion of !3rother Dea to
Paul Rosenfeld, saying that the story was “written last winter after the res:.t
of the book was in press” (p. 292). That this was on]y. partially true is
apparent from a study of a collection of notes and six versions of the sto::y,;’
see Karl Hilton, “The Evolution of Sherwood Anderson’s Brother Death’,
Northwest Ohio Quarterly, XXIV (Summer, 1952), 125—321; e Ao

jamin T. Spencer, “Sherwood Anderson: American Mythopoeist,” Ameri-

> ?;;]E;Zitemture? XLI (March, 1969), p. 8 {rpt. in Sherwood Andfman: A
Collection of Critical Essays, ed, Walter B, Rideout [Englewood Cliffs, N.J,,

Sherwood Anderson’s Death in the Woods 93

1947], pp. 150-65). Professor Spencer has brilliantly shown that Anderson’s
prevailing style up to and including “Death in the Woods” involved the
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[“Anderson and Freud”], rpt. in the Ferres edition of Winesburg, OHio,
pp- 309-20. In a study Limited to Anderson’s short stories, William V. Miller
links Anderson’s life experiences with women to his artistic view of them
as idealized but limited to their biological roles. Miller points out as a
“new note . . . the objectivity, the irony, and the narrator’s [comparative
objectivity]” in a story of 1936 but fails to find the evidence for this new
note that I believe exists in Death in the Woods, See Miller's “Barth-Mothers,

Succubi, and Other Ectoplasmic Spirits: The Women in Sherwood Ander-
son’s Short Stories, Mid-America I (Fall, 1973), 64-81,

. For dates of publication of the stories, see Sherwood Anderson: A Bibliog-

raphy, ed. Eugene P. Sheehy and Kenneth A. Lohf {Los Gatos, Cal,, 1960).
Of the sixteen stories in the volume, four were published for the first time
in Death in the Woods: “Like a Queen,” “That Sophistication,” “The Flood,”
and “Brother Death.” For all the stories but “Death in the Woods” and
“Brother Death,” Anderson seems to have used the writing habits described
by Phillips for Winesburg: he frequently changed single words but seldom
whole paragraphs or the original narrative order. The stories with previous
magazine publication, except for “Death in the Woods,” were almost un-
altered for the volume, Anderson’s shaping of the volume depended largely
on the arrangement of the stories and the fnal writing of “Brother Death.”
None of the stories can be specifically linked to incidents which must have
deeply influenced his ideas about women and about death, such as the
death by suicide of his second wife, Tennessee Mitchell, in 1929, her body
discovered in her apartment several days afterwards; and the lonely life
and death (1927) of his youngest brother Earl who never found a woman
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to rescue him. But Anderson does explicitly credit his fourth wife, Eleanor
Copenhaver, whom he married shortly after Death in the Woods was pub-
lished and with whom he was traveling when he put the volume together,

with “awakeming in me again the desi

re to participate in life at any cost.”

See his letter to Paul Rosenfeld, Letfers, p. 292,
8. See Michael Fanning, France and Sherwood Anderson: Paris Notebook,

1921 {Baton Rouge, La, 1978}, pp.

82-85, for what Fanning thinks may

be Anderson’s first attempt at “Death in the Woods.” “Father Abraham:

A Lincoln Fragment” appeared in The

Sherwood Anderson Reader, ed. Paul

Rosenfeld (Boston, 1847), pp. 530-602; Rosenfeld thinks the piece may
have been alluded to in a letter of 1925, and there is a reference to “working
on Lincoln” in a letter of April [1924] to Jerome and Lucille Blum (see
Sherwood Anderson: Centennial Studies, ed. Hilbert H. Campbell and
Charles E. Modlin [Troy, N.Y., 19761, p. g). “A Death in the Forest” was
edited by William V. Miller as an appendix to Tar: A Midwest Childhood,

ed. Ray Lewis White {Cleveland, 1
Death in the Woods was published

969). The first and only edition of
by Horace Liveright in New York;

the volume appeared on April 8, 1933, in the depth of the depression, and

Liveright went out of business a mo

th later. This fact may account for

the scarcity of reviews elicited by the volume--there were only seven—and
the scarcity of subsequent attention, though precccupation with Wineshurg,
Ohio as Anderson’s most important if not only significant work was’ also a
cause of neglect of the volume. All quotations from the story are from the
1933 final version in Death in the Woods except when specific reference is

made to one of the earlier versions.

9. A Story Teller’s Story (New York, 1924), pp. 122, 121

10. Memoirs, ed. Ray Lewis White (Chapel Hill, N.Y., 1969), pp. 425-26. In
the Frst edition of the Memaoirs (New York, 1942), the incident appears as
part of Book 1V, The Literary Life, entitled “Old Mary, the Dogs, and
Theda Bara,” pp. 306-12. The specificity of the title makes the incident
seem biographically credible; if it occurred, it would have had to be between
1920-22, according to Professor Walter Rideout, who kindly gave me this
information in a letter dated February 3, 1978.

11. Anderson had long been fascinated by Lincoln and identified himself with

him. See David D, Anderson, “She

rwood Anderson’s Use of the Lincoln

Theme,” Lincoln Herald, LXIV (Spring 1961), 28-32, Lincoln’s mysticism

Sherwood Anderson associates with
summer afternoons” (“A Lincoln Fra

his “being alone in the forest on still
gment,” p. 567). The fact that Ander-

son added a comment about the eruelty encountered by bound children
to the 1933 version of “Death in the Woods” indicates that the Lincoln story

may hav

e been in his thoughts at the time, though his own fictionalization

of his mother’s life as a bound girl may have been uppermost in his mind:

see A Story Teller's Story, p- 7.

12. The town as Anderson’s mythopoetic creation is discussed by Professor Spencer
in part three of the article cited in n. 3 above.

18. Many critics have seen the focus on

the artist as the center of the story; see

Jon 8. Lawry, “Death in the Woods' and the Artist’s Self in Sherwood

Anderson,” PMLA, LXXIV (1959),
Artistic Dimensions of Sherwood An
in Short Fiction, 1V (Spring 1967),

306-11; and Sister Mary Joslyn, “Some
derson’s ‘Death in the Woods',” Studies
959.50. Professor Mary Bohrherger has
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SHERWOOD ANDERSON'S MANY MARRIAGES:
A MODEL OF THE MOST PERILOUS JOURNEY

Mia KiEn

We shall not cease from exploration
And the end of all our exploring
Will be to arrive where we started
' And know the place for the first time.
T. S. Eliot, Four Quartets,
“Little Gidding”

The final belief is to believe in a fiction, which you
know to be a fiction, there being nothing else. The
exquisite truth is to know that it is a fiction and that
you believe in it willingly.

Wallace Stevens, Adagia

The most universal and the most perilous ]:ourney that the
human creatures must undertake is that from childhood to .adiﬂt;
hood. Many cultures have devised rituals to ma..rk the'arnva ad
adulthood, and the adult assumes rat.her s;l)e'mﬁc bulden.s alil
responsibilities and enjoys rather specific px.lv.llege.s. Yet 151 t'1e
American culture—as seen perhaps most v1v1fily in the ?tm;
of our most respected writers (another essay n.nght concerz& 1tsl.;31
with our political behavior)—this journey is at least doubly
problematic. .

First, the protanogists in American fiction se‘l‘dom seem ’;0 stop
being “children.” Leslie Fiedler has noted that one of t'he actors
that determine theme and form in our great books is this strategy
of evasion, this retreat to nature and childl?.ood 'wllnch rrf]a;kes. E}lt
literature (and life!) so charmingly and infuriatingly cl)ylsf.
I am certainly struck by the persistent recurrence of searches 05
“tathers” and mothers,” immersions in nature and fantasy, an
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failure or absence of genitally organized sexuality every time I
teach nineteenth- and twentieth-century American authors, Exam-
ples are readily available in the works of authors such as Poe,
Hawthorne, Cooper, Hemingway, Kerouac and Barth. Our litera-
ture continually deals with the fantasies and fears of the child,
but—through the disguises of art, to one degree of success or
another—makes them palatable to the mature reader.

Second, the whole concept of childhood’s being a separate
place and of adulthood’s being a separate place and of its being
desirable to make the journey from the one place to the other is
a tenuous concept at best. It may be that we too readily accept
the notion of a clear severance between the child and the man or
woman and too readily equate genitally organized sexuality with
maturity., The journey may not be a horizontal, linear one—how-
ever crooked—from one place to another, but rather a vertical,
circular one from a simple and wholly sensual experience of the
flavor and content of childhood up or down, in or out, around
and back again to the same place with a heightened appreciation
or fuller sense of the same flavor and content. (See Tony Tan-
ner’s discussion of this matter in The Reign of Wonder: Naivety
and Reality in American Literature.) When one says to a forty-
year-old boy or girl, “Grow up,” one means, I think, “Stop your
damn suffering.” Adulthood as a place to be arrived at is a
fiction which too few recognize as a fiction, and thus they take
it too seriously and refuse to arrive, or they take it too seriously,
submit to arriving, and suffer. Perhaps the mature individual
willingly accepts childhood-adulthood as a fiction and enjoys
it-them without ever refusing to accept the responsibilities of
maturity or relinquishing the spontaneity and capacity for fantasy
of immaturity.

Sherwood Anderson’s fourth novel, Many Marriages (1923),
clearly illustrates the American protagonist’s tendency to remain
a “child,” to undertake the perilous journey to “adulthood” and
to end up back where he began without growing, without coming
to “know it for the first time.” Better writers than Anderson have
portrayed this phenomenon, and it is no more a kind of pathology
in him than in others. In Winesburg, Ohio Anderson succeeded
in making the fantasies and fears of the child palatable to mature
readers, but rarely did he succeed elsewhere, In the case of Many
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Marriages, the work of art 4s less than the psychology it affirms.
Yet Anderson’s novel provides an extraordinarily lucid example
of this journey pattern in American fiction. It most certainly pro-
vides a map of the journey undertaken by the protagonists in
every one of Anderson’s seven novels and in his own life as
reflected in his three fictional autobiographies.

John Webster, the protagonist of Sherwood Anderson’s Many
Marriages, realizes one day in his thirty-seventh year that he
has begun to think and act strangely. His mind has begun to
produce fanciful phrases and images, and his behavior—retwming
from the factory at unexpected times, running bareheaded down
a grassy way in the town, falling in love with a young secretary—
surprises even himself. The rather quiet manufacturer of washing
machines in a Wisconsin town begins a nightly ceremony. In his
corner bedroom, which connects with both his wife’s and his
daughter’s bedrooms, he nightly undresses and paces back and
forth in front of a dresser which he has decorated with a little
picglre of the Virgin and with two candles in candlesticks with
Christ on the cross on them. :

Webster hears voices in his room that sound so loud to him
that he is surprised they don’t awaken the others in the house.
On evenings when he is unable to sleep, he goes for a walk. He
knows he is arousing the suspicions of the citizens:

Sometimes he met a man homeward bound and as they
passed the man looked at him with surprise and something
like distrust in his eyes. He walked past and then turned
to look back. “What are you doing abroad? Why aren’t
you at home and in bed with your wifef” the man seemed
to be asking.

At one point Webster asserts, “I have no doubt I am insane.”
We are later_told that Webster’s wife and daughter, when they
have responded to his gesturing and come into his bedroom,
think he is “completely insane.”

Insane as Webster may appear, I believe his experience is
more accurately seen as a revolt against the corruption of his
authentic humanness. In The Politics of Experience R. D. Laing
discusses the notion that a man can free himself from a society
that is deranged by inventing a strategy of liberation, by launch-
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ing himself, or being launched, on 2 journey into the inner space
and time of consciousness to undergo a rebirth. A primary
derangement of our culture, again, concerns the sharp distine-
tion drawn between childhood and adulthood. “Rebirth” would
allow the -adult to rediscover his essential nature and become a

- responsible, open individual in the fullest, best sense.

Laing calls this journey the transcendental experience, an
experience that “sometimes [the emphasis is his] break[s] through
in psychosis.” Laing believes the experience he describes is a
version of the egoic experience of all religious and existential
philosophies, and he calls on society to “set up places whose
express purpose would be to help people through the stormy
passages of such a voyage.” Let it be noted that I share Lionel
Trilling’s dissatisfaction with Laing’s assigning to schizophrenia
“an etiology of ultimate simplicity” and with his belief in “an
upward psychopathic mobility to the point of divinity.” But I
share, too, David Kleinbard’s enthusiasm for Laing’s usefulness
to the reader of literature. Kleinbard writes, “In its freedom from
technical jargon [Laing’s] experiential language lends itself read-
ily to the elucidation of literature.” I suggest that Laing’s concept
of liberation through transcendental experience provides an en-
trance into John Webster’s experience in Many Marriages, our
model of the most perilous journey. ’

Early in Many Marriages, John Webster eats a lunch and then
for the first time in twenty or thirty years, realizes that he has,
eaten his lunch without joy, has stuffed the food into his body
without really tasting it or smelling it. It had been different when
he was a small boy. His senses then were joyously alive. A farm
woman with strange, strong-looking hands had come driving an
old grey horse and bringing fruits and vegetables to be put away
in the cellar. All his senses and his boyish imagination had savored
the vision and the fragrance and the mystery of the strange place
from which the woman and her treasures had come. Now Web-
ster finds he is again noticing “every little thing” about him. In
Laing’s terms, he is beginning again “to experience the world
afresh, with innocence, truth and love:” he is rediscovering not
only the content but the flavor of childhood.

Webster imagines that if people would only discard their social
trappings, an infinity of new relationships would be possible and
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some still-to-be-discovered senses might be revealed. Laing
includes in his list of the social “things” that unite people and at
the same time separate people “our different perspectives, educa-
tions, backgrounds, organizations, group loyalties, affiliations;
ideologies, sociceconomic class interests, temperaments.” These
social “figments” are what Webster, in a metaphor reminiscent
of Swift, Carlyle and Thoreau, thinks of as the clothes men wear.
Therefore it becomes important to him that he perform his nightly
ceremony in the nude—he wants to meet his wife and daughter
in as pure and clean a condition of his humanity as possible.

I haven’t been liking this room or the clothes I wear. Now
I have taken the clothes off and perhaps I can in some way
purify the room a bit.

. . The clothes he habitually wore and that he had
learned to dislike because they had been made not for
himself, but for some impersonal being, in some clothing
factory, were hung away, out of sight, in the closet.

Webster's fellows lead lives of quiet desperation. The condi-
tion, their “normaley,” is characterized by Laing as “the condition
of alienation, of being asleep, of being unconscious, of being out
of one’s mind.” Webster composes a series of extended metaphors
to describe his wife’s normalcy. She lives, he imagines, behind a
wall where the light of life is dim. She floats or sinks in an ocean
of silence. She keeps a heavy iron lid on the deep well that is
within her. Each of Webster’s metaphors speaks of a desperate
effort to achieve order in one’s life, to avoid life—especially the
life of the unconscious—because life can bring confusion, pain,
and death.

In every human body there is a great well of silent thinking
always going on. . . . There is a deposit of thoughts, of
unexpressed emotions, . . .

There is a heavy iron lid clamped over the mouth of

" the well. When the lid is safely in place one gets on all

right. . . .

Sometimes at night, in dreams, the lid trembles, but no
one knows about that.
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Webster’s view, his healthy, anti-social insight, is that the
unconscious may also be the reservoir of that in man which is
authentic, physically and spiritually fulfilling, good. Forced to
stay in the well, thoughts and impulses may become frustrated
and diabolically threatening, yet the same thoughts and impulses,

if allowed to come out into the light of day and find expression,

may become beautiful.

Webster understands how fiercely society clings to its standard
of normaley. He knows that he is upsetting things by becoming
“insane in a sane world or sane in an insane world,” and he is
fearful of being locked up in an asylum before he can complete
the ceremony in his bedroom. He knows that society accepts
those whose alienation resembles its own and rejects and even
punishes those whose alienation is out of step. Webster explains
to his daughter, Jane, “‘My being here in this room with the
Virgin and without any clothes, the strangeness of all this will
make you think me insane. Your mind will cling to that thought.
It will make you want to cling to that thought.’ ”

Webster comes to understand that “If you love in a loveless
world you face others with the sin of not loving.” Living behind
a wall and therefore, in a kind of perverse self-defense, preferring
life behind the wall, society identifies, marks, and eliminates
individuals who try, in Thoreau’s terms, to “live deliberately, to
front only the essential facts of life, and see if [they] could not
learn what it had to teach, and not, when [they] came to die,
discover that [they] had not lived.” Like Thoréau, Webster
believes,

When one comes right down to it accomplishment is not
the vital thing in life. . . . Men and women either spend
their lives going in and out of the doors and houses and
factories or they own houses and factories and they live
their lives and find themselves at last facing death and the
end of life without having lived at all,

Something in Webster insists on being allowed to live and
refuses to submit to the tyranny of the social system. As a man,
he feels the need of a woman; his wife will come to him only
reluctantly and bought women make him feel mean and unclean.
He feels the need of spiritual significance in his life, but in order
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to be successful as a washing machine manufacturer he must try
to crush out his dreams, for if he were really to entertain his
dreams he would find it impossible to perform convincingly
the “success” role as defined by society. His is precisely the
“position of checkmate” which Laing describes: “He cannot make
a move, or make no move, without being beset by contradictory
and paradoxical pressures and demands, pushes and pulls, both
internally from himself, and externally from those around him.”
 Facing unacceptable alternatives, Webster goes crazy. Insane
as his outward behavior may appear, however, his experience is
more accurately seen as an entirely appropriate rebellion against
a living death. “If the formation is itself off course,” Laing has
shown, “then the man who is really to get ‘on course’ must leave
the formation.” Webster's body is now 2 house whose doors and
windows, after twenty or more years of being locked, have been
thrown open and whose interior is getting a house cleaning.
Thinking of his body as a house leads him also to imagine it as
a town, a city, or a world—a space into which he himself and
others might enter and travel in. The metaphors reveal that
Webster is inventing a strategy aimed at expanding the possi-
bilities of self, at realizing his authentic humanness in all its
dimensions. ‘ :
Webster's medium of travel into inner time and space is his
fancy, his imagination, his capacity for reverie. On one level his
flowering fancy both frightens and shames him. Laing writes that
“fantasy as encountered in many people today is split off from
what the person regards as his mature, sane, rational, adult experi-
ence. We do not then see fantasy in its true function but experi-
enced merely as an intrusive, sabotaging nuisance.” Webster
describes how he once adopted society’s disapproval of his active,
boyish fancy, and numerous times he unself-confidently recognizes
the likelihood that he will be judged mad and the possibility that
the entire experience is self-deceiving and dishonest or even fatal
to those who are his innocent victims. At one point in the novel,
Webster walks down the middle of a railroad track while he is
busily fantasizing and narrowly misses being run over by a train.
At the same time, Webster is aware of his fancy’s immeasurable
potential for giving pleasure. Laing describes the true function
of fantasy: “Fantasy - . . is always experiential and meaningful;
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gnd, if the person is not dissociated from it, relational in a valid
way.” Madness, or travel into inner space and time by fancy,
“need not be all breakdown. It may also be breakthrough. It is
potentially liberation and renewal as well as enslavement and
existential death.” Webster philosophizes that “a man’s fano%fr,

~ the creative thing within him, was in reality intended to be a

healing thing, a supplementary and healing influence to the work-
ing of the mind.” He sees infinite possibilities for transcending
With’the fancy the limitations of both one’s socially-defined and
one’s divinely-prescribed humanness, “A life-giving thing has
been given to me,” he tells himself. If he is insane, he hopes only
that he shall remain so because he is clearly getting more joy
out of life and feeling more love for his own self than the so-called
sane people. He is determined that his shall be a “purposeful
insanity.”

Laing describes the phases in the healing journey into one’s
sglf:‘ the journey is experienced as “going further in,” as going
back through one’s personal life, in and back and through and
beyond into the experience of all mankind, of the primal man,
of Adam and perhaps even further into the beings of animals,
vegetables and' minerals.” Webster’s journey is experienced
primarily as“going back through one’s personal life,” as a chrono-
logical regression, as an effort to return to earlier, happier
moments in order to attach himself to them, as an effort to
return to the source of self in order to be reborn into a more
satisfying life. 'What Webster wants is to recapture the perfect
moment of total purity that he had experienced with the girl who
was to become his wife and who for the moment had acted spon-
taneously and openly. He wants to recapture that perfect moment
and, this time, to allow himself to be renewed by it. “ ‘O, had we
only know how to live up to that moment’,” he laments to his
daughter as he is recalling it—in vivid detail—to her. He de-
scribes to her his boyhood, and life-long dream:

“It is a moment. The most unbelievable thing happens.
There is a clock on the wall and it has been ticking, ticking,
running out the span of your life and the lives of all the
others. Qutside the room, in which this remarkable scene
tak.es place, there is a street with the activities of the street
going on. , . .
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“And suddenly all is stopped. It is a fact. On the wall
the clock stops ticking, moving trains become dead and
lifeless, people in the streets, who have started to say words
to each other, stand now with their mouths open, on the
seas winds no longer blow.

“For all life everywhere there is this hushed moment
and, out of it all, the buried thing within you asserts itself.
Out of the great stillness you step and take the woman
into your arms. In a moment now all life can begin again,
but after this moment all life forever will have been colored
by this act of your own, by this marriage. It is for this
marriage you and the woman were made.”

Webster describes the transcendental journey to a zero point, a
point of stopped time, a point that is the end of everything and
the beginning of everything, the point at which the individual
begins the return trip.

Anderson insisted in his memoirs that the relationship between
Webster and his daughter during the ceremony in the father’s
bedroom is completely pure:

I called my book Many Marriages, meaning to convey the
feeling of contacts among people, of the flesh and not of
the flesh-—something deeply of the spirit that nevertheless
has the flesh in it.
The book was not understood. When it was published
-1 was widely cursed for it. There was a scene between a
father and daughter that was taken for incest.
What stupidity. It hurt me deeply when it happened.

But despite Anderson’s insistence and despite Webster’s belief
that his purpose is “to startle her, if possible, into a realization of
the fact of [the inner] life,” their encounter is inescapably sexual
“He came again to sit beside her and as he talked boldly put his
hand on her leg.” Then, “he took his hand from his daughter’s
leg and touched her cheeks and then her hair. He was frankly
naking love to her now and she had somewhat fallen under his
influence. He reached down and taking one of her hands held it
tightly.” Jane does respond. “In 2 way his daughter had given
herself to him as he had given himself to her. There had been a
kind of marriage, that he realized. ‘I have been a father as well
as a lover, Perhaps the two things cannot be differentiated’.”
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Judging from the following dramatic moment in the bedroom
ceremony, I think it is highly likely that Webster’s unconscious
purpose is to accomplish a physical union with his daughter:

“I'm dammed. I'm crazy as a loon,” he thought. He had
suddenly a ridiculous desire to begin singing a silly refrain
that had just come into his head.

Diddle de di do,
Diddle de di do,
Chinaberries grow on a

Chinaberry tree.
Diddle de di do.

And then his fingers, fumbling about in his pockets, came
upon the thing he had unconsciously been looking for. He
clutched it, half convulsively, and went toward his daugh-
ter, holding it between his thumb and forefinger.

Though he talks about wishing to recapture that perfect wed-
ding moment with his wife, what Webster is actually doing is
courting and trying to achieve a wedding moment with his
daughter who is, alter all, more responsive. This father-daughter
“incest” fantasy is Webster’s first effort to find an acceptable real-
life substitute for the son-mother “incest” that makes possible a
rebirth to a more fulfilling life. In Symbols of the Mother and of
Rebirth, Carl Jung writes:

The basis of the “incestuous” desire is not cohabitation,
but, as every sun myth shows, the strange idea of becoming
a child again, of returning to the parental shelter, and of
entering into the mother in order to be reborn through her.
But the way to this goal lies through incest, i.e., the neces-
sity of finding some way into the mother’s body.

Webster’s strategy to escape his checkmated position is, in Laing’s
terms, to return to “the womb of all things (prebirth)” so that he
may subsequently travel back from eternity to new mortal time
and life. To avoid the crime of incest, a substitute mother must
be found. Thus Webster's daughter is finally not a satisfactory
mate, nor is the Websters” housekeeper, who, although she indi-
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cates willingness, is likewise too much a part of the family.
Webster must look elsewhere.

Mother figures and forces, to be sure, dominate Webster’'s
experience. He relates intimately to the gardens and to the life
in the countryside—that is, to Mothers Earth and Nature. The
sudden flowering of his fancy and his feeling that he is a budding
artist and his continual creating of metaphors to express for him-
self his own experience reflect his involvement with the Mother
Unconscious who is the seat of fantasy, imagination, impulse.
Most central, however, in his effort to return to his point of
origin—and here we cannot separate the physical and psychic
aspects of his travel—is the Holy Mother. It is the Virgin who
watches over the ceremony and to whom Webster’s thoughts
continually return.

Natalie, the woman to whom Webster pledges his love, is
linked in his mind to the Virgin. This is the crucial aspect of
their relationship. When Webster buys the image of the Virgin
for his ceremonial altar, he thinks, “To tell the truth the figure
of the Virgin looked mnot unlike Natalie. There was a kind of
quiet strength in her.” During the ceremony, “[the Virgin]
looked steadily at him as Natalie might have looked and he kept
smiling at her.” Further, one day early in their relationship,
Natalie herself presents a Virgin image to Webster. He is stand-
ing in their factory office in such a position that her head is framed
by a window. The lumber in the yard outside is “so piled that,
in the soft evening light, the yellow boards made a kind of back-
ground for Natalie’s figure. The sun was shining on the lumber
pile, the last soft rays of the sun. Above the lumber pile was a
space of clear light and into this Natalie’s head was thrust.” The
halo about the head of the Madonna. Webster’s falling in love
with this woman was clearly more a matter of unconscious selec-
tion—the selection of an appropriate woman to be his “mother”—
than of chance.

Quite apart from whatever sexual compatability they might
have, then, there is also a level on which Webster’s and Natalie’s
relationship is that of a son and his mother. Natalie’s maternal
qualities—in Webster’s vision of her—include the fact that she
is pure and clean and has a way of keeping things clear. At their
first embrace, he puts his head in her lap and feels “her broad
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strong hand in his hair and on his cheek.” After they become
lovers, Webster and Natalie take long walks through the streets
or into the country nearly every evening. He thinks of her as
having a naturally poetic nature: “She is a strange one. When

~ she does not understand she believes. There is something in her

that accepts life as these trees do.”

What Webster really achieves in his escape with Natalie
from his family and factory and town is a‘' reunion with a mother
who might give him new life. It was all a part of his plan—the
meaning of his madness—a plan fired by his unconscious, by his
creative, healing fancy. His behavior has the appearance of
insanity only in its deviation from the socially accepted normaley.

The fact remains that Webster’s psychic trip has required more
than anything else that Natalie be his mother, and his own
thoughts and doubts reflect the extent to which he has failed
to consider how their relationship might succeed once they have
begun to live together and once his role for Natalie and her
vision of her role in their relationship meet. At the end of the
novel, as they walk to catch the train, John is in a dangerously
impersonal mood, considering the drastic move he is making with
his and Natalie’s lives. “There’s no use. thinking too much about
what I've done. What's done is done,” he says. His attitude is
alternately flippant and philosophical, and it seems to me that
Anderson’s self-conscious defense of or confusion over his own
one~-way psychic journey (some ten years.earlier) is audible in
Webster's question, “Where did a man come out in all thisP
What, in the end, did he think of himself?” Anderson asks us
to believe in Webster’s answer, “I am myself. I am trying to be
myself.” We sense that this individual who has undertaken the
most perilous journey is returning .to the. starting place without
having learned anything.

Bergen Community College



LEO MARKUN:
MRS. GRUNDY'S BAD BOY

WiroaMm F, Ryan

Any discussion of Leo Markun's brief career today has an
unavoidable ring of morbidity. The commentator has only the
mounting impression that his short unhappy life was an absurdly
sad one as well. I have more than once stared over the tall paper
columns formed by the stacks of his many Little Blue Books—a
1920s larder for trunks and attics—and pictured his closing the
file folder on his own life with a shrug.

Leo Markun foretold his own obscurity in a poem he wrote
late in life, and left unpublished. He titled those lines, “I Live
to Plague Unborn Schoolboys,” and jotted in rhyme his bitterness
over the cruel price exacted by generations passing his own grave.
None would know him. He would be “A name to them, a mental
dot” . ..

I was able to read that poem, and several others which survive
only in manuscript, through the courtesy of Leo Markun’s niece,
Mrs. Evelyn Rosenberg, of Boston. Those facts of the author’s
life, recounted here for the first time, were told to me by Mis.
Rosenberg and by Mrs. Louis R. Markun of Indianapolis, widow
of Leo’s cousin. Much of the Markun lore came in a rush on
June 30, 1979, when those women obliged my curiosity in separate
telephone conversations. That afternoon, the mysterious thicket
surrounding Markun’s hidden existence was parted at last.

Leo Markun was boin on March 11, 1901, in New York City,
and grew up on the East Side. He was the youngest of four
children. His parents, Jacob and Dora Markun, were well-to-do
owners of a factory where coats and suits were manufactured.
Eventually the family moved to 801 Ocean Parkway in Brooklyn,
where they remained for several years. The father, Jacob, was a
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Russian Jewish immigrant. The influence of this ethnic heritage
on the mind of Leo Markun is not entirely known.

Louis Markun was Leo’s first cousin. The two were very close
from their big city childhood. Louis would come to fetch Leo

~ from his room for a ball game. He would find the bookish Leo

reading and writing. He was not easily persuaded from his infro-
vert’s pursuits to the Iures of outdoors. Even when he did go
outside, the boy carried a note book.

In 1918, he began undergraduate study at Columbia Univer-
sity. Later he transferred to Harvard College, where he graduated
cum laude in 1922. His degree was in Literature—an S.B., roughly
equivalent to the current Bachelor of Science. In the 1920s
it was a Harvard practice to accord the S.B. to those Humanities
candidates who did not complete a Latin-speaking requirement.!
Markun’s facility with languages other than German dialects is
yet another of the troublesome unknowns.

After graduation, Leo Markun immersed himself in the deep
channel of his craft. He is remembered as quiet, aloof, lonely.
That he would ever have emerged from the buried life he seems
to have chosen is unlikely. Mrs. Louis R. Markun portrayed him
from memory: “Leo Markun had dark hair and wore rather thick
glasses. He was tall, of average weight, not very good looking.
He was not a happy person. Probably he never went out with
girls. His parents never understood him. I don’t think he was
particularly religious—I always considered him an agnostic. He
questioned many things, including the government. And he could
read a book in nothing flat!”

Only his literary ambitions are without question. In a very
short time his name surfaced as a prodigious and ingenious author.
In 1923 and 1925, his book reviews peppered the pages of The
Nation and some of the New York papers. Outstanding among
them is Markun’s review of D. H. Lawrence’s The Captain’s Doll,
in The Literary Digest International Book Review?® “Psycho-
analysis in the fiction of D. H. Lawrence is a civilized thing,” he
wrote. “It serves to explain, not to confuse.”

He passed into a kind of hiatus in 1924. Since the close of
World War I, the Markun clothing business had suffered a steady
decline. The factory was shut down. Toward the end of March,
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Leo and his parents moved to 2832 Park Avenue, Indianapolis.
They lived in this house in the capital city for three years.

Another branch of the Markun family had preceded them to
Indianapolis years before, and had established themselves in ’fhe
motion picture theater trade. Jacob Markun took this profession
as well.

Leo Markun always styled himself a freelance WTitGI:, when
approached by Harvard for the anniversary reports_of h’lS class.
The literary occupation afforded him all of its material disfavors.
It compelled him to live in the home of his parents. Wher'l he
was not in his father’s employ at the theater, he was enshrined
with his books. _

There was time for writing poems. He typed out reams of
them, and many remain unpublished and unread today. Probably
his mind, if not Lis shoes, lapped the miles back to New York
City over and over again. Certainly his heart had never left there.

The Literary Digest International Book Review continued. to
welcome his work. The August, 1925 issue carried his review
of Frances Sim’s critical biography, Robert Browning: The Po_et
and the Man (New York: D. Appleton & Co., 1925). Therein,
Markun faulted Miss Sim for her infatuation with the period of
Browning’s boyish love affairs to the neglect of an insight into
the basis of his couch-side courtship of Elizabeth Barrett—leaving
it an open question whether Robert was bound to Elizabet.h the
woman, or her poems.® This incisive probe into literary history
was a prefiguration for Leo Markun, '

The following month brought his essay on Ha’velock Ellis,
spinning itself easily around an appreciation of Ellis Th.e Danc.e
of Life, published two years before